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Praise for The Life & Times of Malcolm McLaren

‘The Life & Times of Malcolm McLaren is the Citizen Kane of rock biography. It’s a brilliant story, an unforgettable tour of art, culture and British eccentricity. Just a terrific read. My advice is this: If you go to someone’s house and they fail to have a copy on their bookshelves, don’t sleep with them’

Andrew O’Hagan

‘I couldn’t put this book down. Malcolm inspired us to make art out of our boredom and anger. He set us free’

Bobby Gillespie, Primal Scream

‘This masterful and painstaking biography opens its doorway to an era of fluorescent disenchantment and outlandish possibility’

Alan Moore

 ‘Excellent . . . With this book, Gorman convincingly moves away from the ossified image of McLaren as a great rock’n’roll swindler, a morally bankrupt punk Mephistopheles, and closer towards his art-school roots, his love of ideas. Tiresome, unpleasant, even cruel – he was, this book underlines, never boring’

Sunday Times

‘An incredible new biography of this provocative figure, perfectly encapsulating McLaren’s ability to identify emerging trends and position or inveigle himself in at exactly the right moment’

Financial Times

‘Exhaustive . . . compelling’

Observer

‘Definitive . . . epic’

The Times

‘Gobsmacker of a biography’

Telegraph

‘Fascinating’

Daily Mail

‘A mesmerising journey, from youthful idealism to shape-shifting, hit-and-miss adulthood’

i

‘Neither hagiography nor hatchet job, the book is curious, rigorous and . . . rarely dull’

Guardian

‘McLaren finally gets the sensitively balanced biography he deserves . . . Gorman serves him well, with frequently jaw-dropping forensic eloquence’

Classic Rock

‘Sex Pistols Svengali colourfully – and substantially – brought to life’ Mojo

‘A rounded portrait of this oft-misunderstood eccentric . . . without a hint of hagiography, the book mounts a strong case for McLaren’s significance and enduring influence’

Big Issue

‘An inspirationally detailed new biography’

Q
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Foreword

It should be said right at the outset that I barely knew the man. Certainly not as well as the dozens of other voices cited in this riveting biography, nor for anywhere near as long: perhaps a half-a-dozen meetings in the legendary flesh and the same number of phone conversations mark the narrow boundaries of my relationship with the remarkable Malcolm McLaren. Then again, even the briefest of encounters with a genuinely phosphorescent being tends to burn their shape indelibly onto the retina, so that they’re still there decades later if you shut your eyes.

With his fuse-wire physique and all that bubbling ginger foam erupting from his scalp, it didn’t seem as if there was much more to him than essence; as if his whole personality had been distilled from an inflammable creative drive. It wasn’t easy to imagine him boiling an egg without it being part of some ingenious agenda, such was the extraordinary focus that he brought to everything, the sense that every action was a project to which he’d commit his last subversive molecule. He was, I thought, a figure made entirely out of counterculture, someone who had flared inevitably into being from his tinder times, a petrol spirit without preamble or precedent.

While the above is obviously true, it cannot be more than a hasty dayglo cartoon of the man I met, viewed in a possibly infatuated lens and through the dazzle of his own mythology. There had to be a mortal being and a human story somewhere under all the zeitgeist, and Paul Gorman’s thorough excavations here have finally exposed that narrative, along with the pre-torn and slogan-stencilled fabric of the century it mostly happened in.

And what a century, and what a narrative, both scarcely credible from our contemporary perspective and yet both inarguably real, fabulous glimpses of a world that’s gone. The fertile post-war topsoil that Malcolm McLaren grew from, bombed and therefore rich in nitrates, was a medium of forgotten colours and Byzantine intricacy that to modern eyes cannot help but appear as an outrageous fiction, unbelievable and Gormenghastly. There’s the anti-matter impresario’s infancy and his redacted dad, his wayward mum out sugar-babying with Charlie Clore, his monstrous and sociopathic gran patiently sharpening the child into a poison dart to fling at the society she hated. There’s the style explosion of McLaren’s teenage years, safaris in the febrile city dark, Mandy Rice-Davies mopping down the bar and at the all-night café David Litvinoff, appraising culture with a knowing Chelsea smile. There’s the young art student’s discovery of psychogeography, transfusing London’s streets and their intoxicating ghosts – Peter the painter, Blake in a red bonnet watching Newgate burn, Diana Dors – directly into his already-effervescing frontal lobe. This is his natal dirt, the neon nutrients that made him what he was, brandied in history and on fire with the future.

The trajectory charted here, from the flag-burning sixties radical in Grosvenor Square to the punk godfather and nemesis of hippies in the seventies, belies our neat perception of one movement born from only snarling opposition to the other, as if what emerged from that King’s Road boutique could be reduced to no more than John Lydon’s ‘I Hate Pink Floyd’ T-shirt. As if that incendiary period was nothing but a spat between antipathetic hairstyles. In Paul Gorman’s reading of events we see instead a long, unbroken continuity of artistic dissent, the foetal punk scene fed from a placenta of Syd Barrett, Hawkwind and the Oz trials; swaddled in the International Times or the anarcho-psychedelic wraps of a majestic Jamie Reid. Just as Marxism has been called capitalism’s most sophisticated method of talking about itself, so too can punk be seen as the late-sixties underground subjected to a vicious, necessary self-critique in order to transform itself to something new. One might think that there’s only ever been a single counterculture, which, once in a while, changes its shoes.

When I met Malcolm he was at a juncture of his life and art that, given hindsight and this current volume, was most probably a haunted crossroads. His immaculate delinquent project of almost ten years before, the blackmail-lettered albatross that he knew would be dangling from the obituaries, had just gone down in litigation, flames and seven-figure settlements. Meanwhile, his second-act career in media and film remained in its uncertain early stages. Still, he gleefully rehearsed his new pantomime role as Baron Hardup for the tabloid snappers with the same obvious relish that had marked his previous performance as Aladdin’s evil uncle – a persona then on prominent display in Alex Cox’s Sid and Nancy. This Mephistophelian-if-not-actually-Satanic posture was at that point a default perception of McLaren, and from my perspective hard to square with the immensely likeable and charming man that I shook hands with. While I was, and still remain, in no position to refute the allegations made by those who knew him better and at earlier stages of his dragonfly development, my own experience was of someone else entirely. This discrepancy, between the warm and funny contra-intellectual and the moustache-twirling serial villain, was a disconnect that I’d return to now and then over the years, unresolved until the insights in this possibly definitive biography.

The late science-fiction revolutionary Harlan Ellison once floated the idea of ‘one word’ people; individuals whose behaviour cannot be understood until you’re in possession of the single word or phrase that is the key to them. While Ellison enlisted both ‘hooker’ and ‘junkie’ as his judgemental examples, with relation to Malcolm McLaren there is a more sympathetic word suggested in the early chapters of The Life & Times . . ., that word being ‘autistic’. Though this diagnosis will forever be unprovable, it would explain a number of the man’s apparent contradictions, not least the divide between his seeming lack of empathy and my impression of somebody who was by no means a stranger to compassion. If considered in this light, McLaren’s wilful lifelong drive towards outsider status is immediately understandable as an attempt to formalise and outwardly perform the alienation that was there inside. A place on the autism spectrum can be seen as possibly resulting from – or else exacerbated by – the gothic Freudian nightmare of his childhood, as well as perhaps his only means of psychologically surviving that experience. Such an uncoupling of the intellect from the emotional responses is potentially also a point of origin for the ferocious drive and focus that fuelled all of his endeavours, heaving his brick telegrams proclaiming ‘Magic’s Back’ through culture’s stained-glass windows, something almost innocent in his appalling disregard for consequence.

Right from its title, this book recognises that Malcolm McLaren’s life and times are indivisible; can only be regarded as a single thing. He was, without a doubt, a product of his era who went on to fashion much of that same era as a product of his own, as with the Escher image of hands drawing one another. It is from the sheer uniqueness of that life, those times, that there emerges an abiding flavour of the bittersweet: on one hand, this incredibly astute biography is an inspiring call to arms, a firebrand manifesto that will make its readers want to storm reality with nothing save for single-minded energy, velour and chicken-wire. And on the other, in its textured detailing of its unlikely subject’s climb to agency and influence, like Mervyn Peake’s ambitious and subversive Steerpike, it is a dispiriting reminder that the listing social scaffolding on which McLaren essayed his precarious ascent – the fanzines, underground press publications, music papers, pop charts, and reliable arrival of a new youth culture every four or five years without fail – does not exist anywhere in our present century, raising the question of where this world’s necessary jolts of culture shock are going to come from. There’s a sobering implication of what should have been apparent in the first place, that Malcolm McLaren was utterly unrepeatable.

In the conspicuous absence from the modern landscape of McLaren or of anyone remotely like him, the necessity for such upheaval artists is, now more than ever, thrown into unsettling relief. The ever-shifting teenage rampage that he represented has been missing and presumed dead since the early 1990s, since when we have come to understand that counterculture is not some aggressive pathogen attacking culture but, more accurately, is instead a vital organ in that culture’s body, without which the body cannot function properly. Without dissident movements in the arts to criticise it and thus offer it new ways of moving forward, without fire-starters like Malcolm McLaren, culture will stagnate and atrophy into a listless retrospective orgy of recycled ideas and exhausted franchises, a stale morass of reboots, resurrections and limp re-imaginings. And here we are.

This masterful and painstaking biography opens its doorway to an era of fluorescent disenchantment and outlandish possibility through its robust investigation of that era’s foremost architect; its careful mapping of a pyrotechnic world and worldview vanished so completely that, without this documented history, we might doubt that it was ever really there. Among these revelatory pages I was granted a more vivid understanding of this rag-trade polymath than I could ever have construed while in blinding proximity. I know Malcolm McLaren better now. Let this book take you on a one-chord ghost-train ride to a lost country, where you may discover that, in Paul Gorman’s appraisal of the spit-flecked past, a bright potential future yet remains for England’s dreaming.

 

Alan Moore

Northampton, 2 November 2019




Essay

Before the ‘influencer’, there was what some called the ‘slasher’. Maybe the latter begat the former. The model-slash-DJ. The writer-slash-activist. The artist-slash-musician.

What was Malcolm McLaren? An artist/shop owner/designer/band manager/creative director? An eternal art student, forever renouncing traditional art practice? Within the slippery divides between disciplines and media – fashion, art, music, interiors, commerce – one finds McLaren, roaming and creating. His legacy is as much his ability to move across each field, and the invitation his existence provided for others to do the same, as it is any specific contribution within each discipline.

This book is about a way of working, about a mentality that sees that it is all for the taking, and that the categorisation that puts this or that in different aisles, different magazines, different archives or different rooms in a museum, is unhelpful at best and, at worst, boring, stifling even.

As Paul Gorman observes here, despite the above, McLaren’s name has not become shorthand for boundary-blurring, genre-defying creativity, unlike, say, Andy Warhol. Ask a kid for an example today and they’d likely offer Donald Glover or Kanye West or Virgil Abloh – figures whose talents seem to flourish wherever they are applied, individuals who are denounced by many for being too much of a product of the zeitgeist, of youthful dissatisfaction, of the rabid way we consume, of the churn of the internet.

While not a direct influence, McLaren was in many ways their forebear. The reason his name isn’t referenced more in this respect is in part due to his collaborative approach: his many circles and sets and the muddy nature of sharing credit. Issues of ownership, power balances and the legacy of authorship are important in considering the way McLaren has been viewed historically. Ironically, collaboration is now everywhere; though this has perhaps contributed to McLaren’s lack of global regard it is one of his greatest legacies, for the creative landscape of today is dominated by cliques and partnerships. These many unions between creative directors and bands, stylists and icons, imagemakers and musicians are to a certain extent mandated by the success and impact of McLaren’s ever-evolving shop-cum-ideas factory at 430 King’s Road.

In the foreword to this book, Alan Moore writes, ‘In the conspicuous absence from the modern landscape of McLaren or of anyone remotely like him, the necessity for such upheaval-artists is now more than ever thrown into unsettling relief.’

I politely disagree. If anything, there are more people than ever working to the McLaren model; more people thirsty for the new, questioning of the status quo, keen for something to stick but unsure how to categorise themselves, or whether they even need to. The mix of urgency and bubbling apathy that underpinned McLaren’s life is in tune with the modern condition. Much of his work seems to predict the now: the boom in image, the visual literacy of the everyman, the desire to stand out while also being part of a tribe or community, the questioning of gender boundaries, the boredom that instantly occurs when an impulse has been satisfied.

It is not enough to say that counter-culture is dead and there can never be another McLaren. Maybe the counter-culture has so firmly penetrated the channels of power – the editors, the commissioners, the brand owners, the CEOs, the punks-turned-boomers – that the ‘outsider’ mentality is fully ingrained and, simultaneously, dampened, now little more than a line in the manifesto of a tech start-up, management shake up, new clothing label, magazine redesign. It has been devoured.

I’d say that McLaren would likely look at the conditions that pertain today and be disgusted by the march of commerce, confused by the banality of much pop, semi-perturbed and semi-ignited by the sheer global reach of things that pretend to be small, that sell themselves through a sense of ‘authenticity’ (whatever that means). Yet the loose philosophy that characterised most of his work is in tune with today’s creative mood. He understood that a mix of existing elements can be as valid as a new product, that surface matters – dressing as an artist was almost as good as being one – that identity can, and must, be performed. That political ideas can be made fashionable or even commodified into something to buy – a required outfit, a readable badge of morality. That a revolutionary slogan packs its punch when rendered with design flair. That the wearing of certain shoes – in McLaren’s case, blue suede ones – can be conceptualised as a political act. That a music star or celebrity can be engineered strategically from a style movement, rather than simply be a by-product of it. And that ideas are everything, and façade, not what’s inside, is what reels us in.

McLaren also pre-empted the selective nostalgia fortifying contemporary creative output; as much as he campaigned against it, he drew constantly on the ‘the mad, matriarchal, Jane Eyre, gothic Victorian world I came from [his words]’. He saw that what was once traditional can be made subversive – it was, after all, the restrictive corsets bought by his grandmother that inspired his notion that all fashion was really bondage, so we might as well explicitly reference it. He realised that a reference, a borrowed image, idea or clever name-check creates a guise of intimacy, pulling in those in the know and attracting those keen to be. He knew that little, if anything, will ever be truly original; McLaren himself was, of course, a by-product – one can trace it all back to Warhol, or the Situationist International, or Rauschenberg, or even the Bauhaus. And perhaps most importantly he came to realise that the delicate art of mixing – whether of the crass with the sincere, the familiar and the new, the grotesque and the beautiful, the high and the low – is where both discomfort and desire, and the hazy line between the two, can be found. We see that recipe today everywhere: in reality television, in streetwear, in hip hop, in memes, in the speeches of politicians, in a designer hoodie, in a Supreme x Louis Vuitton skateboard.

In a quote cited by Gorman, McLaren talks of, as a young man, looking to do ‘something that would make us feel like gigantic poseurs, show-offs’. Where would the digital environment have taken him? McLaren’s interest in the Situationist practices of dé tournement and the dérive suggests he would have had fun online. After all, dé tournement is basically Instagram and what is web browsing if not the dé rive? Drifting aimlessly from link to link, page to page, occasionally recoiling in horror, though mostly entirely numb, we travel through worlds and contexts in a web of juxtaposition and confusion. McLaren liked to talk of himself as a Marco Polo or Walter Raleigh type, encountering new references everywhere, and bringing them home to share with others. Do we not all feel like that online? Locating an intriguing image or text and reposting it for others to see and acknowledge our coolness?

Of course, not all that McLaren expressed was modern. The ‘boys will be boys’ mentality, post-Me Too, seems synonymous with the blind eye-turning that allows for harassment and assault. But the anxious, stringy, interconnected nature of McLaren’s creativity, if not some of his worldviews, is relatable and pre-emptive of the agitation of the modern state.

We are, as he was, desperate to stand alone but enticed by popularity or fame, just as we are obsessed by the big city yet repelled by the spreading capitalism – the wealth, the cost, the generic new-builds, the banality of big shopping streets. Bored by middle class mediocrity in taste – the snooty undertones of a fur coat, the keeping-up of appearances – we are nevertheless fascinated by hierarchies as much as the need to break them. We are bristling to rebel, yet desirous of some kind of recognition from the ‘system’, be that the media, the art world, Fashion Week, the music industry, the shopper, the crowd.

Today, more than ever, McLaren’s work is emblematic of the ever so delicate trade-off between success and opposition. Between making it and selling out. Between what disgusts us and what motivates us.

 

Lou Stoppard

February 2020




Author’s Note

Malcolm McLaren brought us many things. During his lifetime, which was cut short at the age of sixty-four in 2010, McLaren’s greatest gift was to consistently upset our expectations of what constitutes contemporary art and mass communication. In doing so, he set in train a series of surprising and exciting propositions that continue to ripple around the world.

Fashion design and popular music, where McLaren’s activities gained most traction, were not alone in benefiting from his presence. From television advertising and film production to retail interiors and social activism, many spheres bear traces of McLaren’s fingerprints.

The link between them lies in McLaren’s formulation of a worldview predicated on self-determination and against-the-grain energy. Rising to the fore during the years of his association with the Sex Pistols, this punk attitude resides today as a byword for dissent. According to McLaren’s art school friend Fred Vermorel, it ‘resonates through innumerable PoMo lifestyles and subcultures, genres and media, through micro and macro politics, and still has the power to shock and stand as The Opposition, to confront, for example, the Kremlin and represent an internationally recognised rhetoric of rebellion’.

More than a decade after his death, McLaren remains a spiky figure in the cultural landscape, unassimilated into the mainstream unlike such comparable luminaries as Andy Warhol, who similarly operated at the cross-hatches of art, celebrity, design, music, media and visual identity.

Wherever he be, McLaren must take a measure of the blame himself for misconceptions about his activities, since he was ceaseless in his dedication to breaking social mores. As you will see, this stemmed from an unwavering adherence to his grandmother’s cantrip, ‘To be bad is good, because to be good is to be boring’, though it’s ironic to note that several of McLaren’s fellow travellers who once occupied the same troublemaking space are now ranked by the dubious social standing of ‘national treasures’.

Then again, and unlike them, McLaren did not crave acceptability. In the words of Mel & Kim, he ain’t never gonna be respectable.

As you will gather from this book, McLaren’s chaotic upbringing and singular outlook sparked a determination to exist outside the norms of what was once quaintly termed ‘straight society’. He started on this path in the early 1960s as a dynamic young art student, and the consistency in his oeuvre lies in the fact that it acted as both commentary on society at large and celebration of its outer limits, those discarded elements McLaren championed as ‘the ruins’ and ‘the dispossessed’.

But McLaren was not interested in operating on the fringes. A child of one of the greatest diasporas of all time, his Jewishness was but one of the factors mitigating against the parochialism that has plagued many of his collaborators. McLaren was an enthusiastic internationalist intent on fast-tracking vanguard ideas to the heart of the world’s mass media and entertainment industries, engaging along the way with major record companies, film studios, national broadcasters, the fashion trade and global ad agencies, and popping up in the public glare, whether at an Art Basel preview, a Beijing recording studio, on the front row of a Paris haute couture catwalk extravaganza or in a high-ratings British reality TV show.

Unlike many, these experiences did not blunt his capacity to cause and express outrage. That McLaren secured his position as the ultimate inside/outsider even unto the end of his days stands as a testament to the vigour and invention with which he applied himself to the task.

My book does not seek to shoehorn McLaren into the post-war pop-cultural pantheon nor elect him as a grand ‘disrupter’, for he was more interesting than that lazy epithet of the age suggests. As the late Australian curator Paul Taylor wrote in the 1980s, McLaren was in fact ‘a new kind of visual artist’, one who channelled his prodigious art education to ride waves of cultural and technological development and suggest a series of thrilling outcomes. Some took immediately – the attitudes, looks and sounds of punk, post-punk, New Romantic, world music and even hip-hop are unimaginable without McLaren – while others had to wait to find their time, among them his championing of the gender fluidity and identity politics at the core of the 1980s ballroom Voguing scene, his mid-1990s prophecies of the imminent free downloading of music, the populist approaches utilised during the 2000 campaign for the post of Mayor of London (‘Don’t give it to a politician’), all these and more spring to mind.

One way of understanding McLaren’s life is to view his alignment with the Situationist International’s aim of replacing the making of art with the creation of public interventions to transform the daily grind, in the words of the cultural theorist Thomas Levin, into ‘a creative, continuously original, delirious, ecstatic experience’.

In my pursuit of the casting of new light over the life and work of Malcolm McLaren, I have not sought the input of those who have had their say about him multiple times down the years. These include his one-time partner Dame Vivienne Westwood, his brother Stuart Edwards and his son Joe Corré. This is not to diminish their importance to McLaren; in fact, I have done my utmost to ensure that these and others receive fair treatment in these pages. But their anecdotes and views, as well as those of several other associates of McLaren, have become familiar and can be found in the vast library of publications that include his activities over more than four decades.

It is my intention to provide a much more rounded portrait than has hitherto been available, one which incorporates previously untapped testimony. As a counterbalance, you will find here many exclusive contributions, from McLaren’s stepmother Barbara Nicola and his 1960s art school teacher Keith Albarn to lifelong intimates, including friends of several decades, such as the television director/producer Andy Harries and Hollywood scriptwriter Menno Meyjes, McLaren’s partner Eugenia Melián, who collaborated with him on an array of projects from Los Angeles to Paris in the 1990s, London mayoral campaign manager Peter Culshaw, ad commercials and musical adviser Leigh Gorman (no relation) and digital expert Graham Brown-Martin. The information from these and many others has been enhanced by previously unpublished material from the archive of the Malcolm McLaren Estate, including the notes he and those he worked with maintained for articles, lectures, radio documentaries and other projects.

Crucial to negotiating a new path through McLaren’s life has been the cache of papers left by Peter McLaren, the father from whom Malcolm McLaren was estranged from the age of two until his early forties. These proved critical in addressing many secrets, myths and legends, some propagated by McLaren himself, and advanced insights into his son’s personality.

It is a fact that McLaren’s hyper self-promotion as ‘The Embezzler’ during the punk years rebounded on him, creating a mediagenic and one-dimensional caricature defined in the popular press and elsewhere as mercurial and mercenary. While these were personality traits at certain times in McLaren’s life, this public image was exploited by others not just to their gain but also antithetical to the views held by those in the concentric social circles of his life.

There is no doubt McLaren was flawed – which of us isn’t? – and that his anti-sentimental streak, particularly as a younger man, was sometimes expressed with a distinct lack of empathy; years later there are people who nurse the wounds of association. But there are many, many more whose lives were enriched directly or indirectly, including myself.

I wouldn’t say that I knew McLaren well but we were friendly enough and I benefited from his encouragement on occasion. I first encountered him as a fast-talking provocateur in mid-1970s London, later as a phlegmatic wit in Los Angeles at the turn of the 1990s and then as a generous and inspiring raconteur in his final decade, but trust that you will find that this book does not amount to a hagiography. I have not shrunk from cataloguing McLaren’s imperfections and mistakes, but simultaneously I have sought to celebrate the unique outlook and boundless imagination revealed to me through conversations and interviews.

For an appreciation of McLaren, it is important to avoid defining him solely in terms of the association with the Sex Pistols. Consequently, I have approached the group’s brief existence and its repercussions through the experiences of my subject, who, after all, gathered the musicians together, named them, provided the building blocks of a left-field outlook, directed musical content and visual image, and managed – he would claim mismanaged – his charges so that the group now occupies a position of great prominence in popular music even though they recorded just one album.

And so the chapters here regarding the Pistols do not represent a blow-by-blow account of their history, which was but one explosive episode in a life devoted to testing the limits of artistic endeavour.

There is poignancy in the fact that McLaren had to wait until the final years of his life to be formally recognised as a visual artist. The latter-day film installations Shallow 1–21 and Paris, Capital of the XXIst Century were greeted as considerable works by the international fine arts community, but he was to enjoy this acclaim fleetingly.

I happened to be within the grounds of an art school once attended by McLaren when the news of his death hit London on 8 April 2010. In the company was the musician Mick Jones, whose life and career, like those of so many, was improved by connection with McLaren.

Naturally, Jones expressed sorrow, and his immediate response to the news of McLaren’s passing struck me hard. ‘We’ll never hear Malcolm’s latest thoughts again,’ said Jones. ‘All those brilliant, wild ideas which seemed to pour out of him on a daily basis, that’s over. And that’s really sad.’

I have sought to alleviate the loss in this book and show how one unusual individual from a troubled and unprepossessing background not only demanded but achieved the impossible; Malcolm McLaren shaped his times and left a legacy of genuinely alternative thinking that will be tapped by generations to come.

 

Paul Gorman

London




Prologue

Lydd Road, Old Romney, Kent, England

Peter McLaren, a wiry fellow approaching seventy with craggy features and longish hair for his age, is dapper in an emerald green shirt and white jeans.

An Alsatian at his side, Peter sips whisky and waits with his partner Barbara Nicola. It is gone three o’clock on a Monday afternoon in the first week of August 1989, and they are in the sitting room of the small flat above the Oasis Café, the roadside diner they run on Romney Marsh, the windswept ‘sixth continent’, as it is described by Kentish natives.

But Peter is not a local; Peter and Barbara installed themselves at the Oasis a few years earlier, having met a few miles along the south coast in Winchelsea in the mid-1970s. At that time he was bringing up two children from his second marriage, their mother having died young from cancer a decade previously.

Although he has never owned a passport or left Britain, Peter has seen a lot. By the time he first met Barbara, he was running a caravan park, having survived on his wits for decades. Another relationship was on its last legs, and a son from that union was to die tragically young in a motorbike accident.

In time, this taciturn man opened up to Barbara about his first marriage, a wartime affair that produced his first-born offspring, both boys.

He spoke of his first wife, Emily, and her flightiness, and also of his feelings of being overwhelmed by her quarrelsome family, whose figurehead was Peter’s redoubtable mother-in-law Rose Corré Isaacs. Home on leave after the war, Peter’s suspicions that Emily was not only promiscuous but serially slept with other men for money were confirmed over a matter of months, and he walked out of the family home, leaving the toddlers Stuart, four years old, and Malcolm, just twenty-two months, in the Isaacs’s care. In a curious arrangement, which could only have occurred in those confused post-war years when family structures were breaking down across the battered nation, Peter agreed to a Dickensian stricture imposed by the Isaacs: that he would never make contact with the two boys during Emily’s lifetime.

Over the decades, Peter has abided by the agreement, even when his second son emerged as a public figure, first as manager of the Sex Pistols and then later as an all-round controversialist. Peter has proudly kept clippings of reports of Malcolm’s exploits and constantly scans the newspapers for fresh information, discussing them with Barbara at every turn.

In fact, a few days before their wait in the sitting room above the Oasis, the pair read an interview with Malcolm in which he not only announced that his mother, Emily, was dead, but that he was now intent on finding his father. A contact number was provided with the article.

Peter and Barbara had talked it over. Might Malcolm hit his father in the mouth for deserting him? Would he be angry? Or sad? Glad? Pleased? They even wondered whether he would be snobbish and dismissive of his father’s circumstances.

But Barbara called the journalist who wrote the article. Their number was taken and passed to Malcolm. The phone rang five minutes later. For the first time since the winter of 1947, father and son conversed. In Peter’s own words, ‘the die was cast’.

And so Peter sits and waits, his nerves fraying on this hot August day, while Barbara stands guard at the window, keeping her eye on local traffic. Four o’clock comes and goes and still no sign of a car bearing his sons on the A259 trunk road running alongside the café.

Peter wonders whether they have chickened out; maybe the anxiety and eternal discussions of ‘should we, shouldn’t we?’ have all been a waste of time.

Then, at six o’clock, a chauffeur-driven Daimler pulls into the off-road. Peter composes himself and drops down to meet his sons. He notes that Stuart is correctly attired in slacks and shirt while Malcolm looks strange in checkered three-quarter length trousers and a blue oversized cotton shirt, the cuffs hanging loose below his wrists.

Upstairs in the flat, Stuart is suspicious, peppering Peter with questions, some of which, such as enquiries about the nineteen-year age difference between him and Barbara, Peter finds impertinent.

Malcolm, meanwhile, refuses refreshments and sits motionless, facing Peter, studying his face. He answers when questioned, but for the most part appears to his father to have been struck rigid with fear.

Then the spell is broken when he is asked if he has any questions to further establish Peter’s identity.

‘No,’ replies Malcolm. ‘I’m quite satisfied he is who he says he is.’




 

 

PART I

Boys Will Be Boys




Chapter 1

Malcolm Robert Andrew McLaren was born on Tuesday 22 January, 1946, at 47 Carysfort Road in north-east London’s inner-city locale Stoke Newington.

Attending to the mother, Emily, was her own mother, Rose Isaacs, who lived in the house next door with her husband Mick, a tailor’s cutter. Also present was Emily’s husband, Peter. He had been given compassionate leave from his duties as a private with a company of the Royal Engineers retained on deferred service outside of London in the months after the cessation of the Second World War.

Meanwhile, in a cot in the same room, was the couple’s first-born, two-and-a-half-year-old Stuart. The young boy slept throughout the birth, though this was an occasion infused with high drama, like many in Malcolm McLaren’s life.

The voluble Rose had alerted the midwife supplied by the local hospital by phone when Emily’s waters broke but London was suffering a cold snap – the temperatures did not rise above 0.5 °C that night – and the wintry fog and severe frost glazing the streets impeded the midwife’s journey by bicycle to Carysfort Road. Time passed and the atmosphere grew tense, particularly after a second telephone call failed to summon her presence. ‘Rose, who was supposed to be helping, spent the entire time having hysterics,’ recalled Peter McLaren. ‘She was a nuisance.’

And so it fell to the father to effect the delivery, wrapping ‘the child, the placenta and umbilicus in a blanket until the midwife arrived and cleaned everything up’, as he noted clinically in papers dictated in the late 1990s towards the end of his life. Peter maintained the matter-of-fact tone as he concluded his report on his second son’s birth: ‘The marriage, already strained, now deteriorated very fast.’1

As was also to occur throughout his life, Malcolm McLaren’s arrival had a catalysing effect. Of course, the new-born could not be made directly responsible for the deepening strains on his parents’ marital status. These may be traced back not only through the half-decade they had known each other but also to the psychological and emotional fault-lines that ran through Emily’s family.

Britain had been at war with Germany for two years when Peter McLaren, twenty-two, met Emily Isaacs at a dance at the Tottenham Royal (later to become a popular haunt of London’s mods in the 1960s).

During the wartime years, the dancehalls of Britain became sites of ‘considerable independence for women, one of the few places they could venture on their own or with friends’.2 This suited Emily Isaacs, a spirited dreamer who worked as a window dresser at a local department store.

Peter McLaren immediately took a fancy to the eighteen-year-old, who, unusually for the time, wore corrective braces on her teeth. He asked permission to walk her the mile-and-a-half south to her family home in Carysfort Road. Emily told him that, as a young single Jewish woman, she couldn’t risk being seen alone with a gentile male, particularly at night. This would be frowned upon in her tight-knit community, and anyway, an uncle would soon arrive to escort her through the neighbourhoods, which had been strafed during the Blitz. In fact, in January 1941, in an attack on the area which killed ten people and rendered hundreds of locals homeless, a V-2 rocket had landed at the eastern end of Carysfort Road, damaging beyond repair eight houses in the terrace opposite the Isaacs’s home while the Royal itself was closed intermittently due to war damage.3

McLaren, who lived with his mother and older sister Ivy a couple of miles west in Islington, was keen, and accompanied Emily and her uncle. As they strolled down Green Lanes and skirted Clissold Park, Peter managed to fix an assignation for the following week.

And so a courtship began, despite the fact that when Emily’s mother Rose found out, she made her disapproval known in her usual forthright manner. A car mechanic of no rank, social standing or means, McLaren was viewed by the matriarch with great suspicion as an outsider lacking her family’s exoticism. Though his son Stuart came to believe he was raised in Cuba,4 the wiry, sandy-haired Peter James Philip McLaren was actually born in Islington in 1919 and never left the British Isles. Peter’s father Alexander Cullis McLaren (who died in 1940) had spent time in Havana, the son of a roaming Scot who had returned to London before the First World War.

Rose Isaacs’s background was, by the standards of England of the day, more colourful. She was born Roza Corré, a twin with her sister Abigail, in Mildmay Grove on the Dalston/Stoke Newington borders in 1893 to Abraham and Miriam Corré. In later life Rose, who insisted on keeping her surname as her middle name after marriage, would boast that the Corrés were not only descended from Portuguese aristocracy (the surname is a corruption of Corréia, that of one of the sixteen families that formed Portugal’s nobility from the twelfth century onwards) but also diamond traders, though Abraham Corré was described in official documents as a ‘general dealer’. He was born in Whitechapel in the 1860s not long after his own parents Solomon and Rozetta Corré arrived in London from the Sephardic community then operating diamond-processing ateliers in Amsterdam, though Solomon became a cigar-maker. After undertaking an apprenticeship in his father’s business, Abraham became first a diamond polisher and then a jeweller. Abraham’s relative wealth afforded his family a comfortable lifestyle; at the turn of the century they moved to a three-storey, nine-room house with a live-in maid in Albion Road, south of Clissold Park.

Rose, Abigail and their younger sisters Emily and Lilian grew up in the early years of the twentieth century in a social caste removed from the hardscrabble immigrant milieu that occupied their area of the capital, described by the author Emmanuel Litvinoff as ‘an extraordinary enclave, a kind of East European ghetto stuck in the middle of London. The languages that were spoken, the food that was eaten, the songs that were sung, everything was related to cities like Odessa, Kiev, Warsaw and Kishinev’.5 This was the locus of such extraordinary events as the Siege of Sidney Street, which occurred when Rose was seventeen years old in January 1911. Latvian radicals who had attempted a jewel heist, as the last in a series of criminal acts which were interpreted as funding politically subversive activities, became involved in a gunfight with armed police.

Abraham Corré despised such people purely on the basis that they were from Eastern Europe, and instilled in his daughters a snobbish hauteur based on their family’s perceived social standing. Through her teens the extrovert Rose harboured ambitions as an actress in the theatre or, failing that, the music hall, but these were thwarted by her father.

Such were Rose’s dramatic abilities that as a young woman, she later claimed, Abraham Corré used her as a front, tapping into her ability to tell convincing sob stories to sell blemished and flawed diamonds to the jewellers of Whitechapel’s Black Lion Yard. ‘Her father would say: “That’s my girl” when she came back with the money,’ said his great-grandson, Malcolm McLaren.

By the age of seventeen, Rose was described in a census as a teacher. She later claimed to have also worked as one of Sir Thomas Lipton’s secretaries at the tea magnate’s offices in Bath Street in Clerkenwell. And she said her plans to wed an actor were quashed when Abraham pressed her into marrying twenty-nine-year-old tailor Michael Isaacs in the summer of 1915, almost a year into the hostilities of the First World War. Even though he was an Ashkenazi of Ukrainian heritage, he was accepted by Abraham as a better bet than a lowly theatrical trouper. Known as ‘Mick’, Isaacs cut his teeth at his family’s popular Brick Lane cloth shop, Julius Isaacs, where ‘all the club boys, the gamblers and the villains used to go to have their suits made because he had the best stuff’.6

‘Her family forced my grandmother to marry him even though she hated him,’ said Malcolm McLaren. ‘She was married off to a man she had no interest in, and was full of anger the rest of her life because of it.’

Mick had joined up, so the couple lived for a time at barracks in Grantham in Lincolnshire where McLaren later claimed that Rose told him she conducted affairs with officers while her husband was on active service overseas. One liaison resulted in a pregnancy, which Rose claimed to have terminated at some risk to her health.

Perversely, Rose’s resentment grew with the arrival of their first and only child, Emily, in 1923. ‘She was living a life she didn’t want and then had a child she didn’t like,’ according to her grandson.

Around this time Mick, Rose and their daughter moved to a home a few hundred yards along Albion Road at 49 Carysfort Road. With its fine nineteenth-century villas and terraces, Stoke Newington was still a cut above neighbouring parts of the borough of Hackney, and a decade away from the shift which commenced with the wholesale replacement of private Victorian stock with social housing blocks around Clissold Park and in Stamford Hill.

There were also many local amenities such as the local Adath Yisroel Synagogue for the Jewish and in particular Hassidic communities, which had settled there in waves to escape the pogroms of central and Eastern Europe over the preceding fifty years.

The Isaacs were not particularly observant. And Rose and her sisters – who often visited with their husbands and families – ruled the roost. Mick kept himself to himself, while their daughter Emily grew flighty, disliked by her own mother as the embodiment of frustrated ambition.

Rose thought Emily could do no right, and dubbed her ‘man-mad’, relating tales to her grandson Malcolm of Emily’s constant risk of losing her window-dressing job ‘because she spent all day staring at men passing by the window’. That this was projection on the part of Rose passed without comment from the somnolent Mick and the despised Emily.

Meanwhile more distant relatives – such as the family of the future Daily Express agony aunt Marjorie Proops (born Rebecca Israel and educated in nearby Dalston) – were entertained, and Rose and Emily both told the young Malcolm McLaren that they were also related to the American entertainer Danny Kaye via Mick Isaacs’s family.

Rose claimed to be so friendly with Agatha Christie that she employed Christie’s maid Mary after the thriller writer left London for her estate in Devon at the outbreak of the Second World War.

She was also visited by a local friend, Frances Pinter, mother of the British dramatist Harold, who grew up believing that his family was descended from Portuguese Sephardim (although his forebears in fact came from Poland and the Ukraine, which made him Ashkenazic). This ancestral tale had been related to his mother by an unspecified ‘aunt’ – could she have been the fabulist Rose? This is likely. As a young man Pinter was so persuaded by the story that he used the Portuguese-style surnames ‘Pinta’ and ‘da Pinto’ for authorship of poems. In Malcolm McLaren’s notes on his childhood from 2000, he recorded that his grandmother had claimed that Pinter was actually ‘Harold Dapinta’. Pinter himself confirmed to McLaren that he had accompanied his mother on trips to Carysfort Road.

Pinter later evoked his north-east London stamping ground of the period: ‘It brimmed over with milk bars, Italian cafes, Fifty Shilling tailors and barber shops. Prams and busy ramshackle stalls clogged up the main street – street violinists, trumpeters, matchsellers. Many Jews lived in the district, noisy but candid; mostly taxi drivers and pressers, machinists and cutters who steamed all day in their workshop ovens. Up the hill lived the richer, the better-class Jews, strutting with their mink coats and American suits and ties.’7

This was the milieu into which Peter McLaren was drawn after his first encounter with Emily Isaacs in 1941. From the get-go he was sceptical of Rose’s grandiosity, later describing her as ‘short, fattish with short dark hair, always dressed in black. She had projecting teeth and wasn’t well educated.’

Meanwhile her husband cut a morose figure: ‘A gambler, Mick dressed smartly for his job but after work was very scruffy indeed, hanging about in trousers too dirty to bed a cat in. Medium height, thin grey hair, nearly bald.’ Mick, when not at work, spent a lot of time staring into the fireplace muttering about his experiences during the First World War. Peter McLaren’s doubt that he had served was counterbalanced by speculation that his mental condition was sufficiently damaged: ‘he was in fact suffering from shell-shock’.

Peter’s sister Ivy McLaren described Mick as ‘an inveterate gambler’ and ‘a womaniser’ though this did not square with Malcolm McLaren’s recollection of his grandfather as ‘a dark dismal creature’ who largely kept to a den on the ground floor of the house working on clothing orders. ‘He was a good tailor, especially for the local wrestlers and boxers whose sizes kept changing – he crafted good suits for them. They were pleased with the results.’

As for their daughter, despite Rose’s view that Emily was ‘man-mad’, she and Peter McLaren courted without a physical relationship developing. ‘That was normal for the times,’ says Peter’s third wife Barbara Nicola. ‘He told me he liked her as a companion and they would often go dancing together but when it seemed to be going nowhere he started to think about ending it.’8

Whether Emily intuited this is not clear, but late one night in the early autumn of 1942 she appeared on the doorstep of the McLaren family’s home in Crane Grove, Islington. Clutching a suitcase she begged Peter to marry her; she was convinced she was pregnant, even though she and McLaren had not had sex.

That this went against all logic did not stop what Peter McLaren later described to Nicola as ‘a fracas developing. Rose turned up at the house as well, and his mother – who liked Emily – and his sister Ivy joined in, arguing about whether she should stay or go. Peter looked on as all four of them shouted and yelled at each other.’

Eventually, it was agreed that, for the sake of peace and quiet, Rose would return to Carysfort Road and Emily would stay the night, chaperoned by Peter’s mother. The following morning, backed by his mother and sister, Emily continued in her insistence that they marry, and McLaren relented. ‘He knew from the very start it wasn’t going to work because her family was so against him,’ says Nicola. ‘It wasn’t that he was a pushover. He was an honourable man and here was a young woman beseeching him. What else could he do?’

By the time Emily Isaacs revealed that she wasn’t after all pregnant, the wedding arrangements had been made, though Peter McLaren retained to his final days the suspicion that she had genuinely believed she was pregnant by another and prevailed upon his naivety.

This was not an auspicious start. The wedding took place on 17 October 1942, at the register office in Liverpool Road, not far from the McLarens’ home. A photograph portrays a smiling, stylish couple, Emily in a fashionable wide-shouldered coat with leopard skin detailing and matching pillbox hat, and Peter, his wavy hair smoothed by Brilliantine, in a sharp double-breasted suit which cost £12, three times the average price of a man’s suit at the time.

In recognition of McLaren’s roots, a Scottish piper played an air outside the register office as the couple emerged with the wedding party, which gathered at a reception at The Castle, a large Victorian pub in the major thoroughfare Holloway Road.

Emily’s parents, who had not attended the register office, arrived with the gift of ‘a lot of very nice silverware’, per Peter’s description. In wartime Britain this was extravagant; the only other present of note was an eiderdown from friends of Peter’s parents.

Without a honeymoon, the newlyweds moved directly into a second-floor flat above Peter’s brother Alec and his wife in Crane Grove. This was furnished with tables, chairs and a bed bought by Peter on hire purchase; his new father-in-law stood as guarantor for the payments.

Their marriage, like many others of the period, was marred by Peter’s frequent service absences.9 Money was tight since financial support was now withheld by the Isaacs as an expression of their distaste for the union. At every opportunity Rose gave voice to wild allegations that Peter was not actively serving in the army when he was away from home, but instead a deserter running a car-theft operation.

In the decades before he met his father as an adult, Malcolm McLaren was forced to rely on the whispers and lies of his childhood. In 1982, seven years before their reunion, he described his father to journalist Johnny Black as ‘a petty but kind of glamorous burglar, one of the first guys that got involved in car stealing, [going] down country lanes and bringing them back to London, spraying them, re-number plating them and selling them. He was a bit of an artist, a sign writer for the GPO and a few other odds and sods. My grandparents bought him a second hand line of Humber Super Snipes, sort of Pullman-type cars for taking rich Rabbis to the train station. My father was a lazy guy and would never appear on time.’10

If Peter McLaren was involved in criminal activities, none of the cash made it back to Crane Grove. When his and Emily’s son Stuart was born in the flat in the summer of 1943, the couple settled for a second-hand pram to transport him. Peter and his friend Bobby Johnston refurbished the pram in the make-do-and-mend ethos of the time, providing a fresh coat of paint, a fancy new mohair hood and re-chromed wheels.

Stuart’s arrival failed to alleviate the tension between the couple. Left alone with the newborn for extended periods, Emily felt disconnected from her family and little empathy with the McLarens. Increasingly she prevailed upon Ivy to babysit so that she could resume her pre-marital social life, venturing to dances and the like.

On one such occasion Peter McLaren returned unannounced to find his wife absent and Stuart with Ivy. Asking after Emily locally, McLaren was told she had fallen in with a group of bookmakers (off-course betting was illegal at the time and attracted all manner of spivs and shady characters). He found Emily at the greyhound racing track in neighbouring Walthamstow in the company of these undesirables and persuaded her to accompany him home.

Another time McLaren blandishments were less successful. As he arrived at the flat, Emily brushed past him, dressed to the nines, refusing to stay, even for his first night at home on leave in some time.

In time Peter McLaren gave in to his wife’s demands that they move closer to her family, and accepted the Isaacs’s offer of the four-room apartment at 47 Carysfort Road. The move emboldened Emily, who spent more and more time dancing at the Mozart social club in Albion Road, less than fifty yards away. The Mozart, known locally as Jazz’s, was a popular pick-up joint. According to Peter, on a night out at Jazz’s with Emily he overheard a group of men whispering to each other: ‘Better watch out, she’s got her old man with her.’

The birth of their second son Malcolm did not restrain Emily from her gadabout ways, stoking the atmosphere of mistrust and secrecy.

Peter McLaren was discovering to his cost that family norms of loyalty had been corrupted by the Isaacs with boastfulness, derision, divisiveness, indulgence, infidelity and even neglect. Such was the emotional universe into which his son Malcolm McLaren was thrust.

The slow pace of demobilisation of the five million who had served in the British armed forces during the war resulted in Peter McLaren enduring an extra two years in the services before returning to civvy street.

While there were good times – Stuart treasured into adulthood a fancy tricycle his father had obtained for him as a birthday present off the back of a lorry – each visit home by Peter brought a new and unsettling revelation.

‘Suddenly, she had a lot of cash which she kept in her handbag,’ said Peter. ‘This caused comment among our friends, particularly when I wanted to buy something but couldn’t afford it. Later, one friend told me, “It wasn’t right, her with all those fivers in her handbag.” ’

Since Emily was popular with local blades, some of them pretty sketchy, and also had money for which she would not account, Peter McLaren’s concerns that his wife was accepting payment for sexual favours escalated when Emily arranged for a friend of ill-repute to take the spare room at their flat on the basis that she would provide company during his stints away.

‘The girl had been a waitress at a local café but had been sacked for unsuitable behaviour which remained unspecified,’ said Peter. ‘She was stunning-looking . . . but known as “The Local Old Bag”. I was very suspicious of her real occupation.’

Ivy McLaren continued to babysit the two boys when Emily and the Local Old Bag painted the town red, while grandmother Rose began to take an interest in Malcolm, one that she had not shown in Stuart, whose features and sandy hair resembled those of his father. Even as an infant, Malcolm was blessed with a curly mop of auburn hair, which Rose saw as providing evidence of direct lineage to the all-important Portuguese Sephardic nobility. She decreed that it should never be cut.

Meanwhile Peter reached breaking point when he realised that Rose was complicit in her daughter’s deceptions. Late one evening in 1947 he waited for Emily in their apartment with the lights out: ‘As she returned, I clearly heard Rose rush out of her house and warn Emily: “Be careful! He’s home.” ’

According to his wife Barbara Nicola, ‘Peter decided he could no longer carry on like this. Emily refused to explain the money or where she was going in the evening, so he was now forced to accept that she was on the game.’

Clearly overwhelmed, Peter McLaren confronted his sister, since she was most likely to have spotted the comings and goings during his absences. Ivy confirmed Peter’s suspicions, saying that she’d kept her counsel because she was fond of the children and didn’t want to intervene in his marriage. Around this time Peter encountered a local who had been a guest at their wedding five years before; this person told him that he should check for the silverware given by the Isaacs. McLaren discovered it was gone; piece-by-piece Emily had pawned it.

Thus it was, on finally receiving his demobilisation papers in November 1947, McLaren moved his possessions out of Carysfort Road back to his mother’s house in Islington.

Mick Isaacs appears to have been expecting this, and promptly instituted a legal claim against Peter McLaren for the outstanding HP payments on the wedding furniture. The magistrate refused to grant the request on the grounds that this was no longer in Peter’s possession.

Over the weeks following his departure, Peter made prearranged visits to Carysfort Road and took Stuart out for walks; the infant Malcolm was declared by Emily to be too young to spend time with his father. Peter was never again allowed to set foot inside his former home. Instead Stuart was brought to the door and often the Local Old Bag would accompany father and son to ensure the five-year-old’s return. On one occasion Stuart told Peter that he had started Hebrew classes. This led Peter to surmise that Emily was by then seeing one Martin Levy, an observant East End Jewish gown manufacturer she had met on a trip to Brighton.

The marriage breakdown was irrevocable. Divorce proceedings were brought by Emily on the grounds of Peter McLaren’s desertion (it would not have done for him to raise the issue of his wife’s adultery). According to Malcolm McLaren, Mick and Rose Isaacs gave ‘a pot of gold’ to Peter on the basis that he relinquished all access to his own children.

Peter’s account was that her family met the costs of the divorce. In return he agreed not to make contact with Stuart or Malcolm during Emily’s lifetime. In 1998, he told Barbara Nicola that he ‘truly believed Emily would make a good mother in spite of her lifestyle and that she would have all the necessary backing of her family’.

The dissolution of Emily and Peter’s marriage was but one more statistic of the post-war fallout. Legal separation was steadily losing its stigma; in fact, by 1947 British divorces had increased by 1200 per cent from the pre-war annual total, spiking at 60,000-plus that year. Adoption and fostering numbers similarly increased as tens of thousands of children were orphaned or abandoned by at least one parent in those tumultuous years. Nevertheless, Peter McLaren’s accession to the specific demand that he distance himself from his children for the duration of his ex-wife’s life is remarkable. The most likely explanation was that this unworldly young man from a humble Islington background was no match for the emotional pitch at which the Isaacs thrived.

The turmoil experienced by Peter McLaren was as nothing to that which was about to be inflicted upon his two-year-old son. With the field clear, Rose Corré Isaacs made her move.




Chapter 2

Peter McLaren’s exit from the Isaacs’s world opened wide the floodgates of dysfunction at 47–49 Carysfort Road.

Many British families struggled with the harsh realities of the immediate post-war period, but the Isaacs’s money at least provided a bulwark against the blight of austerity. However, the family’s adults – prone to over-reaction and hysteria – became, if anything, needier and more emotionally unscrupulous, dwelling on the slightest of slights, indulging in feuds and bitter quarrels that sometimes escalated into estrangements.1

With the newly single Emily Isaacs off gallivanting, her father Mick – ostensibly the paterfamilias – was also often absent; for a time, as Malcolm and Stuart later told their father, their grandfather was ‘thrown out of the house by Rose and went to live with some male colleagues in a flat where he spent his time playing cards’.

‘I grew up in a household that had no real structure, no sense of family unity and no sense of order,’ Malcolm McLaren said in adulthood. ‘My mother and grandmother hated each other. My mother had tried to escape by marrying an unsuitable man only to be left with two small children when the marriage was over, but had no real desire to act as a parent to us, so the responsibility fell to my grandmother, who set up a triangle between herself, my mother and me. She created a constant friction between us all. My grandmother favoured me and told me to look upon my mother as an older sister who had gone mad – man-mad.’

McLaren said that he understood what this meant from an early age. He cited the times he was taken by his mother for tea at the posh Dorchester Hotel in London’s West End. According to McLaren, he was left on his own in the lobby, while she visited male friends in their hotel rooms. It seems that these were usually married, wealthy and Jewish. One, so McLaren later claimed, was the clothing entrepreneur Isaac Wolfson, owner of the hugely successful catalogue and retail business Great Universal Stores, which was worth £16 million in 1948.

The boy was informed by Rose that another was the businessman and philanthropist Charles Clore, whose holdings included the British carmaker Jowett. Clore was later to own Selfridges, the Oxford Street department store, which became of special interest to McLaren when he was taken there as a small boy by his grandmother at Christmas time. ‘I’d gaze with astonishment at the Christmas lights and at all the shops filled with toys,’ said McLaren. ‘She would tell me fabulous tales of the scoundrels and rogues that once dwelled here. This street became part of our private kingdom, a world of fantasy and anarchy inhabited by the two of us.’

Once the divorce was made absolute, Emily, by now twenty-five, took a job as a travelling saleswoman for a local clothing company, entailing trips away from home around the country. Ivy McLaren ceased babysitting the boys, though she had already observed Emily Isaacs – having reverted to her maiden name – disappear into the night or entertain male visitors, among them Martin Levy, in the ground-floor flat.

Ivy saw that Emily’s neglect of her children had a more visible impact on Stuart than Malcolm; at least the younger child enjoyed the physical comfort of staying with his grandmother in number 49. Ivy recalled in later life stories among the neighbours that Stuart was ‘sometimes locked in 47 Carysfort Road alone, and that on at least one occasion, the NSPCC [National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children] were called, but no action was taken’.

Malcolm, on the other hand, was mollycoddled. ‘My grandmother became my legal guardian and told me that my mother wasn’t fit to be a mother. I did everything with my grandmother,’ he wrote. Occasionally Rose would take the boy out for drives in her car, another Humber Super Snipe driven by an employee called Charlie, around the neighbourhood and into the West End. ‘My brother was left to play in the street, or if he was in her house, was sent upstairs. I wasn’t allowed out onto the streets.’

This isolation, brought about first by the disappearance of his father and soon thereafter by Emily’s disinterest, had a serious impact on McLaren’s personality. ‘He never really understood people and always had a sense that they would abandon him, disappoint him,’ said Young Kim, McLaren’s partner for the final decade of his life. ‘That was very hard for him to deal with.’2

And so the years of McLaren’s early childhood passed in unusual proximity to Rose, who was in her mid-fifties. He spent all his waking time and ate his meals in 49 Carysfort Road before hopping over the dividing garden wall to sleep in the flat at number 47.

Soon, Rose’s affection had a smothering effect. At night, the boy and Rose shared beds together, and would do so intermittently until his late teens. There was no sexual aspect to this arrangement, but this breach into physical intimacy was to wreak psychic havoc.

Later, in his early teens, so McLaren claimed as an adult to friends and lovers, Rose even threaded embroidered silk ribbons into his pubic hair to ward off sexual encounters. ‘According to Malcolm this was to ensure he was too embarrassed to do anything other than remain chaste,’ says filmmaker Rebecca Frayn, who worked with McLaren in the 1990s.3

At the time, the boy was unaware of Rose’s transgressive nature. In fact, he was enchanted by her tales of bravado and borderline criminal behaviour delivered in the theatrical and conspiratorial tones to become familiar to McLaren’s acquaintances and interviewers as an adult. In this way Rose’s penchant for often salacious self-mythologising had a profound impact on the child who was her sole audience.

‘Because she’d been an elocution teacher I had this upbringing where you had to throw your voice out, and always look terribly confident,’ he said during a documentary about his life.4

By Peter McLaren’s account, it is unlikely that Rose had given elocution lessons, since she spoke in ‘common, broken English’. This is unfair. Recordings made by McLaren later in Rose’s life show that she possessed clarity of enunciation and sounds as though she had been on the receiving end of elocution lessons (as had many people of working- and middle-class origins in the period), though it’s hard to accept McLaren’s claim that she taught elocution during the war at London’s leading conservatoire, the Guildhall School of Music & Drama.

‘Music hall was a big influence on his grandmother,’ said Fred Vermorel, who came to know McLaren in the 1960s and met Rose several times. ‘That was transmitted to Malcolm. He just loved that – [it was] a tradition now lost, sanitized by the BBC – very raucous and vindictive Max Miller-type of stuff, grotesquely suggestive and overtly sexual.’5

The boy delighted in accompanying his grandmother on excursions: the local corset-maker’s was a favourite. Here he would watch Rose undergo the detailed measuring process as he waited with female customers. ‘I sat and observed, fascinated by the multiple measurements and the skill with which a new and elaborate garment was produced,’ he said.

The experience was to feed into McLaren’s singular approach to clothing design, which blossomed in partnership with Vivienne Westwood in the 1970s and 1980s. ‘When I visited the corset-maker’s with my grandmother I saw clothing as bondage – she was undressed and measured and squeezed into a corset. You didn’t dress, you were incarcerated, like putting yourself in a cage. The shape of the person changed.’

Meantime at 49 Carysfort Road, the child Malcolm loved to fall asleep to the sound of Rose, his aunts and their pals sharing gossip and talking about their lives and loves. At other times, she regaled him with inappropriate stories of sexual impropriety. For example, Rose related how, during her employment with Sir Thomas Lipton, it fell to her to procure handsome young men to masturbate the tea magnate to issue in his locked office during lunch breaks. This was strong stuff; Lipton was a public figure who carefully cultivated an image as a ladies’ man to cover the fact he was a closeted homosexual.

Whether Rose’s tale was true or not (it is worth noting that this was decades before the fact of Lipton’s sexuality became public), McLaren later recognised the impact such stories had on him, describing his grandmother as ‘the demon – my mother thought she was the most evil person that ever walked the planet. She was a harsh woman and, although I respected her, she had no regard for morals or principles.’ Of course, McLaren himself became the target of similar accusations in later life.

For some time Rose’s parents had resided in a house five doors along from the home where she had grown up. Number 175 Albion Road was an imposing property which also housed her married sisters Abigail and Emily and their respective families.

McLaren told his partner Young Kim that his great-grandparents objected to his and Stuart’s presence on the grounds that they were ‘not Jewish enough’ so visits were rare. However, Stuart countered this in later life, saying that he visited Abraham – who died when he was seven – ‘many times as a child’. Meeting Rose’s parents, who were then in their eighties, clued McLaren to the weirdness that permeated his background. ‘I remember this grand house and the awful brown wallpaper that hadn’t been changed in years,’ McLaren wrote. ‘Outside there were stacks and stacks of wood. I asked: “Nana, why does he have all this wood?” She told me he was preparing for winter but this wasn’t true. He said he intended to burn the houses down around him because there were too many Eastern European Jews in the neighbourhood. He was insane.’

Such were Abraham Corré’s mental health issues that, a year after the death of his wife Miriam, he died at the age of 83 in 1950 at the Tooting Bec asylum in south London.

In Carysfort Road the boy Malcolm’s confusion as to where familial loyalties lay was amplified by his mother’s insistence that they share baths, even though she otherwise left him to Rose’s care. Exposure at close quarters to twenty-something Emily’s naked body filled him with mixed emotions of awe and dread.

It fell to Rose to organise his attendance at a local nursery school. The child, already unusual, was prepared to enter the world with instructions in amorality from the central figure of his formative years.

‘From a young age my grandmother told me “To be bad is good, because to be good is simply boring. And who wants to be boring?” ’ And so the young Malcolm caused a commotion at the school not only by cutting the tails off the rocking horses but also attempting to stick them back with jam. He was scolded by the staff but Rose ‘seemed to approve’, according to McLaren.

As a contemporary photograph attests, the boy’s appearance set him apart: his lustrous locks had by now grown long. ‘My hair isolated me from the other children,’ said McLaren. ‘My grandmother pinned it back with clips and on my first day at school – aged five – the clips fell out and my long hair was revealed for everyone to see.’

This occurred in autumn 1951 at William Patten Primary School, close to the Isaacs’s homes, in Stoke Newington Church Street. McLaren maintained throughout his life that he lasted a single day before his grandmother determined that he should receive tuition at home, from herself and occasionally a Rabbi Angel, who performed the duties of a private tutor.

‘In addition to the strange family upbringing, he also failed to learn some of the social skills that kids learn in the playground, and therefore made up his own rules,’ McLaren’s son Joe Corré observed soon after his father’s death in 2010.6

McLaren retold minor variations of the story of his single day at William Patten throughout his life; the version he recounted for The South Bank Show in 1984 contains the major elements: ‘I couldn’t understand why school was so full of rules and laws. On the first day I climbed under the table and wanted to look at all the girls’ knickers, not necessarily out of interest for what was inside but [more because] I found it a better place to be than watching this awful woman who was trying to tell us how to read and write.’

Rose was then summoned by the head teacher. It was on this occasion that McLaren’s grandmother uttered the line he was to use when the Sex Pistols were accused of infractions in the 1970s: ‘Boys will be boys.’ As McLaren announced on The South Bank Show: ‘I always wanted to challenge convention and, just as my grandmother said, when I got wicked at school, and wicked at work, and wicked with my mother, “Boys will be boys”.’

There is another explanation for McLaren’s misbehaviour. In September 1951 – the same month as McLaren’s short-lived attendance at William Patten – the gown manufacturer Martin Levy married McLaren’s mother at Stoke Newington registrer office. The clerk noted that the groom had changed his name by deed poll. He was now the gentile-sounding Martin Edwards, who gave his age as twenty-nine.

Meanwhile a note was added to the bride’s entry in the register: ‘Formerly the wife of Peter James Philip McLaren, from whom she obtained a divorce’.

Now Emily – who was described as a ‘dress presser’ since she operated a dry-cleaning outlet – insisted on being addressed as Eve. And, in a move that compounded Malcolm and Stuart’s confusion over their identities – were they Scottish? Jewish? Gentile? Who was their father? – Edwards insisted that they take his new surname.

After the wedding Edwards moved out of his home in Stepney to take up permanent residence with his wife, Stuart and, notionally, Malcolm in the ground-floor apartment at 47 Carysfort Road.

Though he was estranged from his mother the intensity of McLaren’s dislike of Edwards was matched by Rose’s. Nevertheless, in her contradictory manner, she was a witness at the couple’s nuptials with Ivor Brooks, a colleague of Edwards.

Rose and Mick had also provided the funds for the dry-cleaning business, which produced profits that enabled Martin Edwards to take over the low two-storey commercial premises at 117 Whitechapel High Street on the eastern fringes of the City of London. The triple-fronted site had originally been built as a stationer’s and then wholly reconstructed after a fire in 1952.7 Here McLaren’s parents installed their new manufacturing business Eve Edwards (London) Ltd, distributing and wholesaling smart and casual separates (‘cocktail dresses and other cheap knock-offs of the latest Paris fashions’, according to McLaren) to post-austerity womenswear retailers around the country.

Far from bringing stability into Malcolm and Stuart’s life, the marriage further complicated matters. Eve/Emily continued to see other men, for which she was openly derided by their grandmother.

In addition their cuckolded stepfather insisted that the dysfunctional family become more observant. This entailed circumcision for the boys. McLaren even suffered a nightmare much later in life about the traumatic experience at the hands of the local mohel Dr Oster, according to Young Kim. In this, McLaren’s foreskin was flung from a window only to be picked up by a dog in the street outside. In the dream, the boy Malcolm gave chase and became involved in a tug-of-war with the dog in an unsuccessful attempt to reattach it.

There are signs that McLaren attended William Patten for more than one day. He recalled in later life being pressed into performing a Scottish sword dance at the age of six at an end-of-term assembly at the school. For this, Rose arranged for a kilt to be made for the boy at Eve Edwards. ‘This was unusual because most of my clothes were bought for me from shops, unlike most other children who had homemade clothes at the time,’ said McLaren.

It is clear, however, there was a lengthy period of home-schooling, which consisted of laboriously reading ‘classic’ books by the likes of the Brontës, Conan Doyle and Dickens. ‘It was very difficult for me at such an age – I think it was a whole year before I got through Jane Eyre,’ said McLaren. ‘The story of Oliver Twist had a huge influence over me, mainly because my grandmother adored Fagin.’

Rose told the boy that Dickens had based Fagin on a real person. ‘She said it was codswallop for Dickens to pretend he was hanged,’ McLaren reminisced. ‘ “No man as intelligent as Fagin would have hanged. He escaped and lived a rich life in Australia, building half of Sydney. That’s the truth, Malcolm. Tell any teacher that that is the fact.” ’

McLaren also claimed that Rose insisted he read original manuscripts by Dickens, complete with printer’s corrections. Their source is not recorded. ‘I was forced to see all of the mistakes,’ he wrote. ‘Perhaps this instilled a love of mistakes in me, the sense that it was OK to get things wrong, indeed, that errors created a sense of a work in progress that was more interesting than a final statement, a love of the process of creation.’

For the child with little contact beyond Rose, loneliness was a huge factor. ‘I didn’t have any friends. The thought of playing with anybody was completely alien,’ recalled McLaren. ‘The height of my week was the laundry man arriving in a horse-drawn cart; I loved the way everything would come back clean and pressed in big boxes. I would go and get Mary the old maid, who was eighty, so the laundry man could take clothes back with him.’

There were trips together to the local ‘bug-hutches’, the Albion and the Vogue cinemas, and plays and pantomimes in the West End. ‘My grandmother never paid for anything because she knew all the people on the door,’ said McLaren.

Occasional summer outings to south coastal resorts such as Eastbourne brought out Rose’s protective nature. In the 1980s McLaren told his lover Lauren Hutton that his grandmother forbade him from even paddling in the water. ‘Rose didn’t allow him to swim in the sea because fish pee in the sea,’ recalled Hutton. ‘She would take him to the beach for a day out but she’d cover his legs with blankets against the sun and put wet seaweed on his hair because she thought it was good for him. Crazy.’8

The boy and his grandmother particularly enjoyed reading plays together, indulging her long-dormant theatrical ambitions. This high level of literacy is another facet of Rose’s character disputed by Peter McLaren. He later said that in the five years he knew Rose, he ‘never saw her pick up or refer to a book or any other reading matter’.

Whatever the truth, there is no doubt that by the time the seven-yearold Malcolm re-entered the educational system at the Avigdor School, a private Jewish institution near Clissold Park, a short walk from Carysfort Road, he was a well-read and highly articulate, if troubled, child. ‘I was really antagonistic toward any sense of authority, because it seemed as if I had read the whole of English Classical literature and [other pupils] were still trying to work out [Richmal Crompton’s] Just William books,’ said McLaren.

The return to formal schooling had also necessitated a haircut. According to Young Kim, McLaren remained so traumatised by the loss of his red curls in later life that he insisted on being accompanied whenever he visited a barber, and kept his eyes closed throughout.

Avigdor, where Stuart was also a pupil, was named after Rabbi Avigdor Schonfeld, whose son Solomon worked tirelessly to bring German children to London before, during and after the Second World War. It was a sober institution, where students wore yarmulkes and Hebrew classes were granted primacy, so not at all suited to the confident little troublemaker in its midst.

‘The only interesting thing was that one teacher gave prizes at the end of each day and I never won any, so was totally pissed off,’ said McLaren. ‘So I decided to be first to get out of the class and scrambled over the other kids’ tables and chairs like a wild animal to get out of there.’9

McLaren certainly did his best to shake up Avigdor, creating a shelter he called the Scarecrow Club in which he encouraged other children to dodge classes after lunch.

He was regularly reprimanded for such ‘wild behaviour’ and Rose was required to trot out her standard line to irate teachers. ‘I was really at odds with the place and my grandmother, being one of those tyrannical creatures, gave me cotton wool and said: “If you don’t like what they’re saying put this in your ears,” ’ said McLaren.

‘I was an obstreperous little shit,’ he later admitted. ‘I must have done it too many times and was brought up in front of the principal and was on the verge of being sent to what they called in England “Approved School”, where you’re lucky to get out alive.’

According to McLaren, Rose attended the meeting with an outsize Hermès-style ‘Kelly’ leather handbag. ‘She declared that all he had had to do was beat me with such a bag: “Then he’ll shut up and do as he’s told.” ’ It is not known whether the teacher took this advice.

The unspectacular student regularly played truant in Clissold Park with his older brother. Meanwhile at home, life followed its path of warped indulgence. Rose threw a party for the boy’s seventh birthday that included performances by a conjuror and the present of a tie featuring Dan Dare from the Eagle comic strip. ‘I spent most of the afternoon in the bathroom learning how to tie it,’ said McLaren.

This was the beginning of a lifelong obsession not just with clothes but also the signs and signifiers of visual identity. An incident at another child’s home illuminates his unusual take on the importance of garments.

‘I became conscious of clothing as more than just a means of keeping warm when I was staying at my friend’s house one weekend and his mother asked me to bring some fresh towels to the bathroom,’ he explained in the 1990s. ‘On delivering them to her I was confronted by her standing in the bath completely naked. “So, what do you think, Malcolm?” she asked. I replied: “I can’t tell, you haven’t got any clothes on.” ’

At home, he ferreted through his mother’s wardrobe: ‘I used to search my mother’s drawers to find her bras and make-up as I was fascinated by the idea of identity and what clothes meant.’

Relations in Stoke Newington were further complicated by the arrival of a half-brother, Colin, in the autumn of 1953. According to McLaren, Rose was furious with her daughter for bearing a child with Martin Edwards, and many rows ensued. The isolated McLaren later admitted to feeling no affection for his half-brother. There is a family portrait with Rose and Mick Isaacs when Colin was an infant; he and Stuart are wearing the Avigdor school uniform of open-neck shirts, matching socks, shorts and sleeveless jumpers. While Stuart leans fondly on Colin’s pushchair, McLaren stares slyly into the camera lens and his grandmother is stern-faced.

At Avigdor, McLaren was constantly in hot water. ‘Whatever school I went to I found myself searching for a surrogate mother, a gang I could call my own,’ he said. ‘These actions caused me untold problems – I was forever in trouble.’

In 1957, towards the end of his final year at Avigdor, Malcolm scraped through the eleven-plus exams which determined pupils’ paths in secondary education; entry to the much-vaunted grammar schools was the aim of parents keen for their children to receive the best post-war educational opportunities outside the public school system.

Not that McLaren’s parents appeared to have cared, but it was to his benefit that the problem-solving element of the eleven-plus was based on both verbal and non-verbal reasoning. With a gift of the gab already established, this was sufficient to gain the boy a place at Davenant Foundation School at 179 Whitechapel Road, just fifty yards from the Eve Edwards premises.

Known locally as Whitechapel Foundation, in the 1950s the institution was housed in a set of imposing buildings in red brick with terracotta flourishes constructed in both the neo-Georgian and so-called ‘neo-Jacobean’ styles with a grand assembly hall, ornate covered staircases and even a covered playground.

Since the late nineteenth century a large percentage of the school attendees had been Jewish, though the school itself was Church of England. McLaren later maintained this was a rough-house, with many tough kids displaying the emerging street fashions of early rock ’n’ roll. ‘In secondary school I tried to get the tightest trousers possible,’ recalled McLaren. ‘They made me feel dangerous and were a sign of rebellion.’

The Foundation School’s end-of-term concert to celebrate Christmas in 1957 provided the eleven-year-old with what he would later describe as ‘an epiphanic moment’. Among those selected to provide entertainment was a young male teacher who performed an enthusiastic rendition of Jerry Lee Lewis’s rollicking ‘Great Balls of Fire’.

McLaren was flabbergasted by the rawness of live rock ’n’ roll. ‘I’d never seen anything like it. I thought his head was going to come off.’10




Chapter 3

After leaving school in the late 1950s, Stuart Edwards became a stylistic and musical influence over his younger sibling. Malcolm McLaren recounted in later life that the ‘Great Balls of Fire’ revelation at the Foundation School was soon followed by attendance at a Buddy Holly & the Crickets performance in the company of his brother.

Given McLaren’s later fascination for rock ’n’ roll’s first wave and the response to it from Britain’s first mass youth cult, the Teddy boys, it is interesting to note that his entry point for popular music was – outside of Buddy Holly – the post-Ted, late 1950s saccharine pop from America.

‘As well as “Rock Around the Clock” I heard Perry Como’s “Magic Moments”, which our mother had bought,’ he said. ‘The sound became interesting to me, because it seemed to be a language that everybody emotionally felt in some way. They responded. It could have been absolutely inane if you sat down and thought about it, but that didn’t matter because it was a train people wanted to get on. They all thought it sexy, and so did I.’

As the writer Nik Cohn recorded, Ted style had peaked in 1956: ‘Around the same time, the draped Ted jacket also began to fade out, to be replaced by the short, box-like Italian look, and from then on the signals were plain; by 1958, the full Teddy Boy regalia had become hopelessly outmoded and those that wore it were deliberately archaic.’1

McLaren’s interest in the emerging male street styles was encouraged by Stuart, who frequented the livelier youth centres in neighbouring Stamford Hill, the area dubbed ‘the Jewish playground’. A major draw was the amusement arcade known as the Schtip (apparently Yiddish for a waste of money). This was next to the E&A salt beef bar, a haunt of David Litvinoff and other young, gay Jewish gangsters.

According to a local, the late music writer Peter Simons who published under the pseudonym Penny Reel, the Schtip housed ‘rows and rows of gleaming pinball machines, one-arm bandits and a jukebox containing some 50 rhythm and blues records’.2

‘Stuart would tell me tales of the Schtip and people like Litvinoff, which I found very exciting,’ said McLaren. ‘These were glamorous, tough young guys in bespoke mohair suits. I was fascinated.’

McLaren himself visited the locale’s Stamford Hill Boys and Girls Club along with other ‘Modernists’ – the forerunners of British mods – such as Mark Feld (later to transform himself into Marc Bolan).

Simons characterised the area’s denizens as ‘working-class rough Jews; sporting men, gamblers, card-players, boxing men, football men, the Schmutter-trade people, the rag-trade people. They were kind of comedy Jews really, they spoke a sort of Yiddish. The first mods I saw were Jewish tailors’ sons. The thing that separated the Jews and the gentiles was that the Jews had bar mitzvahs at the age of thirteen, when they were required to get a suit. Their fathers being tailors, they had the pick of the new materials – the Nylon, the Rayon, the Mohair, so these kids were dressed in these.’3

So it was that, when Malcolm Edwards came of age in 1959, the thirteen-year-old wore a sharp double-breasted suit especially cut for him by his grandfather for his bar-mitzvah party held at central London’s Cumberland Hotel in Mayfair.

McLaren’s academic progress continued its downward path at the Foundation School, though he later claimed that the one area of school life where he excelled was football. Not only was he captain of the school team, he said, but he was also spotted by a scout for the local team Arsenal FC while playing in a game in Highbury Fields.

‘He invited me to train with the juniors,’ McLaren said in 2006. ‘On the first day, I found myself running up and down the concrete terraces with a giant sand bag tied to my back. When I made it clear that I had no interest in this form of activity, I was accused of being an agent provocateur and given my marching orders.’4

McLaren wasn’t to see out his secondary education in Whitechapel.

By the time of his bar mitzvah, the Eve Edwards business had become successful enough for McLaren’s parents to move up in the world, from 47 Carysfort Road to 31 Cheyne Walk, a substantial five-bedroom detached house with mock-Tudor exterior décor in a quiet street in the north-west London suburb of Hendon.

Not wanting to be separated from her grandson, Rose – by now nearing sixty – insisted that she, Mick and Malcolm occupied the upper floor of the house, further driving the wedge between him and the rest of his family.

Malcolm became a pupil at the local boys’ grammar school Orange Hill, ‘an unwelcoming pile of red-brick and prefab’5 a mile or so bus ride along the Watford Way in unprepossessing Burnt Oak.

He was horrified. While the move to Cheyne Walk had presaged a more traditional way for a family unit to live – parents and sons with grandparents at least under the same roof – McLaren felt the loss of his cultural bearings across the distance of eight miles to the place where he was born.

Cheyne Walk – also home to the light entertainer, gag-writer and film star Bob Monkhouse – was in another predominantly Jewish neighbourhood within walking distance of a synagogue, but this part of Hendon where it merged into Golders Green lacked the inner-city, cheek-by-jowl earthiness of Carysfort Road.

McLaren mischievously mischaracterised Hendon in notes in his later life as Edgware, an even more suburban and Jewish locale three miles north. ‘Perhaps this sense of being an outsider struck me when I moved from a working-class culture to a middle-class one,’ he wrote. ‘There was an intimacy and genuine humanity in Stoke Newington that was sorely lacking in the coldness of Edgware. There was an alienating effect in middle-class culture compared to the sense of participation in working-class culture (even though I wasn’t working class). If one is unable to reconcile one’s class one is forced to create a world or anti-world.’

McLaren compared the Stoke Newington experiences of ‘standing outside the music hall [and] interaction with neighbours’ with the blandness of Cheyne Walk. This cultivated an ‘ultimate hatred of bourgeois values which craved harmony and which bred a resentment of society’.

To the boy, his mother’s insistence on wearing fur coats represented the worst of these tendencies. ‘Her mink stole was an icon of the middle class,’ he said.

And he later claimed that Emily Edwards, by then in her mid-thirties, had begun to openly flaunt her relationship with the tycoon Charles Clore (who had by now acquired Selfridges). According to McLaren, the wealthy entrepreneur would roll up to 31 Cheyne Walk in an impressive car and take his mother for nights out and even weekends away while her husband Martin put in the hours overseeing the Whitechapel manufacturing business.

Despite the misery McLaren felt at being transplanted to Hendon, he retrospectively recognised the oppressiveness of suburban existence in fact stimulated his visual expression: ‘There was a sense that clothes defined identity in the suburbs and could be manipulated to express what one wanted to be.’

As McLaren said in 2000: ‘By the 1950s, London and other British cities had become less community-based, more anonymous. This made us teenagers feel disconnected and alienated, and meant that we had to search for our own identity.’6

As evinced by his mother’s behaviour, the move to Hendon had not alleviated familial tensions. In later life McLaren talked about how his childhood informed his adult choices because it was ‘based on never knowing how to live in a family, how to treat family members. It was safest for me to live in chaos – my life at home was in constant turmoil and that was what I felt comfortable with, so I chose to recreate it in later life. My grandmother continued to create animosity in the household to force everyone apart. [Later] I made people uneasy all the time in my shops. This appealed to the young because they wanted to create chaos themselves.’

Photographs from the era show that McLaren didn’t attempt to fit in; in one taken in the garden at Cheyne Walk, Stuart playfully wrestles with his youngest brother Colin while the early teenage McLaren is lankily hunched to one side in a smart scout uniform complete with beret.

In Hendon, the sole spot of solace was the Fiesta ‘froffy’ coffee bar, housed at the end of Cheyne Walk in Hendon Central station, next to the hulking Gaumont cinema and decorated in quasi-beat style with lobster pots in netting on the walls. ‘It was another world,’ McLaren would sigh. ‘I had such a miserable time at home I’d escape there, nurse an espresso and watch the beatnik girls with their mascara-ed eyes and black Sloppy Joes.’

Around this time there was a fashion among adolescents to carry LPs as signifiers and badges of honour. ‘People would sit on the bus or hang around in coffee bars with an album on display to show everyone what type of music they were into, that they were members of a secret society,’ recalled McLaren. ‘But that wasn’t enough for me, because I had to have my feelings realised and represented, and, as you looked like a peacock, you became a member of a surrogate club of outsiders and rebels. I scoured every shop on the way home from school, studying details of scarves, shoes and socks in window displays.

‘I had shifted my feelings and sense of being able to know your neighbours to a place where you were literally shut off; the only thing that brought life to me in the suburbs was the constant desire to go to the West End.’7

Initially trailing in his older brother’s wake and later on his own or with a select group of friends, McLaren was lured by the boutiques that had sprung up in Soho and its surrounds: Vince Man’s Shop in Newburgh Street, the theatrical shoemakers Anello & Davide in Charing Cross Road, John Stephen’s outlets – particularly His Clothes – in Carnaby Street and John Michael Ingram’s Sportique in Old Compton Street.

Many of the retailers, and a proportion of their clientele, were openly gay or at least overtly camp in their behaviour. This served to stimulate McLaren’s interest, since the liberalisation of the British laws regarding homosexuality was a good half-decade away. Vince’s – run by the former muscle-boy photographer Bill Green – was regarded by his more conventional friends as a no-go zone, and had become the butt of jokes. (The critic and jazz singer George Melly claimed that he had his inside leg measured there when he dropped in to purchase a tie.) Yet the brazen McLaren bowled in and bought a pair of tight trousers with a low rise which accentuated the groin.

McLaren was one of a number of style-obsessed London youths – many of them also Jewish – flooding into Soho in this period. Celebrity photographer Richard Young recounts how, as a thirteen-year-old, he visited with his Hackney schoolmate, Marc Bolan-in-waiting Mark Feld. ‘We’d play truant from school and catch the 73 bus into Soho. I’d never seen anything like the clothes at Sportique. There were amazing shirts in Swiss voile with a fly front, penny-round collars and detailed stitching for four guineas.’ On leaving school, Young became an assistant at the shop.8

‘The department stores were so desperate seeing these boutiques opening up in the back streets of Regent Street,’ McLaren noted. ‘It was originally the home of the gay fraternity but was now considered hip by the young and the sexually ambivalent. Why? Because it was part of something underground. If you purchased a pair of trousers in Carnaby Street you had to be prepared for the sales assistant to feel your balls!’

He was encouraged and financially indulged in these expeditions by Rose, who took pleasure at her grandson’s increasingly wild appearance – by now comprising ‘purple polka-dot shirts and bright-green hipster pin cords’ – since it served to upset his mother and stepfather’s fashion conservativism.9

When McLaren acquired a pair of winklepickers with money given to him by Rose, his parents and brothers expressed ‘disgust; they hated that type of shoe because they were considered lewd, gauche, not respectable’.

Now McLaren relied on Rose for a weekly stipend ‘for something new to wear, whether Madras cotton ties, embroidered handkerchiefs, bright blue Italian wool blazers, fly-fronted shirts with round collars – I wanted everything that was in fashion’.

His obsession reached such a pitch that McLaren’s parents banned their son from purchasing any more clothing. He later claimed Rose resorted to buying him the fashions he desired and secreting them in the front garden.

‘She would leave me packages filled with clothes in our hedge, and I would change into pointed shoes, brightly coloured jumpers and tight trousers and then go off to a club,’ he said. ‘My grandmother liked the idea of going against my mother’s wishes . . . she always wanted my allegiance.’

During the school holidays, McLaren’s knowledge of the mechanics of clothing manufacture was expanded by stints at his parents’ factory. He also persuaded Mick Isaacs to make him a woollen military-style overcoat, grey and double-breasted.

Simultaneously, the teen explored the music scene then coalescing around the fascination for black American blues and R&B which would power the oncoming British beat boom. His tastes had moved on from those of his first vinyl acquisition: Jan & Dean’s upbeat cover of Hoagy Carmichael’s ‘Heart and Soul’, bought in a Hendon record shop in 1961.10

‘Many young teenagers drifted through the back streets of Soho looking for the blues,’ he wrote. ‘They listened to Muddy Waters and various other black musicians. At the same time sticking out of their pockets as they walked around on a Saturday morning in seedy old Soho would be certain books such as Thomas De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater, a novel by Albert Camus such as The Stranger or, if they were very hip, the darker, more liberated novels like William Burroughs’s The Naked Lunch or The Story of O, books that were banned here but published in Paris.’

McLaren connected this to the fact that there was a strong French presence among the owners and habitués of Soho’s nightlife venues. ‘They all wore the anti-fashion style of the existentialist: the ubiquitous black polo neck,’ he wrote. ‘These coffee bars and clubs were called La Bastille, Les Enfants Terrible, La Poubelle, Le Macabre, La Discotheque, the Saint-Germain-des-Prés . . . There you’d see the young Mick Jagger, the young Jeff Beck, the young Rod Stewart. It was here in these clubs that I picked up the style and sense of rebellion and combined that with a discovery of the blues.’

In Wardour Street, La Discotheque was notable for being owned by the notorious slum landlord Peter Rachman, and McLaren began visiting what is now recognised as Britain’s first disco. ‘Mandy Rice-Davies served behind the bar,’ he recalled in the 1980s. ‘Around the walls of this huge room were bare boards, a tiny little juke box, French-style, screwed into the wall, and all round were huge, bare-mattress beds with girls frolicking. It was the most incredible scene I’ve ever witnessed. My friend told me they were lesbians, in a whisper. I was staggered and taken up by the imagery.

‘Within a few weeks the beds were gone and it became a straight discotheque with a little band playing called the Night Sounds Combo, of which Rachman was the saxophonist. Upstairs was a gambling room, the Mississippi Room, where you could bet on a huge roulette table for 2/6d. If you were really plucky, you would go over and, with this really dodgy looking bird, you played blackjack [and] chemin de fer.’11

McLaren’s nocturnal forays into Soho became the stuff of legend at his school. One fellow Orange Hill pupil, David Edwards (no relation), later recalled: ‘Before registration, he would regale us with stories of his visits to London clubs the night before. I remember one night he had heard the record ‘The Lion Sleeps Tonight’ which he urged me to buy.’12

In the summer of 1962, the sixteen-year-old McLaren left Orange Hill with scant qualifications: three O-level exam passes at a time a minimum of five was needed not just for further education but also for professional and skilled occupations.

What was to become of this unusual, barely educated but hugely literate dandy boy, totally estranged from his mother, stepfather and siblings, and spoiled into truculence and arrogance by his eccentric and overbearing grandmother?

Towards the end of the summer of 1962, with the express purpose of gaining her son a job, Emily Edwards ushered McLaren into the Labour Exchange in Hendon’s main drag, Brent Street.

There appears to have been no desire on either side for the teenager to enter the family clothing business full-time. And there was no option of further education due to McLaren’s dreadful exam results. In this immediate pre-Beatles era, unqualified fifteen- and sixteen-year-old school leavers were expected to accept whatever job was presented to them and then set about the joyless business of ‘settling down’.

In a cubbyhole inside the cavernous Labour Exchange, a clerk reeled off that week’s list of available jobs, including machine operator in a pen factory, assistant to a linen salesman and booking clerk for the shipping division of Fyffes, the fruit importer best known for its bananas – still an exotic foodstuff in post-austerity Britain – which ran passenger-carrying ‘banana boats’ to and from the West Indies.

One position attracted Mrs Edwards’s attention: junior trainee taster at Geo. G. Sandeman Sons & Co. Ltd, the wine merchants to HRH The Queen, which produced popular sherries and ports from extensive vineyards in Spain and Portugal.

‘My mother in her mink stole thought that this was an illustrious job from which she could benefit, by talking about it at cocktail parties,’ said McLaren.

With offices in the City of London and Edinburgh, Sandeman’s tasting rooms were in the cinema and theatre district in London’s West End, and a few days later the sixteen-year-old presented himself at the company for one of the scant periods of formal employment in his life.

‘I climbed a narrow staircase to a Dickensian garret,’ he wrote. ‘Room after bomb-struck room was filled with dusty ledgers and bottles. The six other trainees were boys from Eton and Harrow. The permanent staff was made up almost entirely of retired colonels and generals who had been stationed in Asia, back when it was referred to as “the Orient”. Our red-faced, blustery boss was a former army general who had spent too many years in Burma – killing villagers, rumour had it.’13

As well as trainee taster, the quick-witted McLaren was earmarked as a potential salesman. To master this craft he was inducted into a thorough education of French wines. Up until this point, the only wine McLaren had tasted was the sweet sherry served on family occasions. Now he was required to learn the value and properties of individual varieties by age and quality. To achieve this, he was taught to recognise wines by taste and provenance; each day he and other trainees were blindfolded by senior staff and led to a spittoon. ‘Here we were given test tubes of wine and asked to taste but not swallow,’ wrote McLaren. ‘Blueface (as the general came to be known by us for the blue veins that ran across his face, like a gorgonzola) would then lecture us about the qualities each wine possessed, followed by the inevitable question: What did we think of it?’14

To the embarrassment of the teenage trainees, the general used sexualised language to describe wine varieties. ‘He talked about wine as virginal, needing to spread its legs, or over-ripe, or sexless, or homosexual,’ McLaren told an interviewer in the 1980s.15

‘While we young virgins stood frozen and blushing from learning about the facts of life this way, he talked about wines for men and wines for women. Wine that tastes like a man, and wine that tastes like a woman. Wine that was friendly, frilly, silly or simply handsome; heroic or cowardly and foolish. And wines that defied discussion – these were apparently homosexual.’

A lecture on a Sauternes pointed out the Roman influence in the making of this sweet Bordeaux wine. According to the general, it had ‘a lot of fat under the arm’.

This impressed McLaren: ‘Indeed, the wine felt heavy. Oily. Fatty. Perhaps, I thought, he is not entirely insane.’

As the weeks passed the wily boy adopted his teacher’s tone. ‘I’d say of one: “Virginal, sir. Not seen a man.” And with cheap Bordeaux, I’d mimic: “That’s right, sir. Sharp, bitter, not much discipline in this wine.”

‘ “Male?” Blueface would ask. “Female?”

‘ “Definitely female. Needs to be put in her place, doesn’t she?” ’

‘ “Well done!” he’d say. I was actually good at this. The general had begun talking about sending us to Oporto.’16

During weekday lunch hours over the autumn of 1962, McLaren escaped the stultifying atmosphere of the tasting rooms to wander the West End streets, in the main browsing racks of clothes in his favourite boutiques. ‘One lunchtime after spotted dick at the café’ in Soho’s eastern border, Charing Cross Road, McLaren experienced a life-changing encounter . . . with a building.17

This 1930s quasi-modernist block, entered via a Portland stone entrance with distinctive carved mouldings and reliefs, was home to Saint Martin’s School of Art. The large double doors were open wide, and the pavement outside teemed with apparently carefree young students. Later McLaren said his enchantment began when he followed a group of attractive girls dressed in beatnik style: oversize mohair jumpers and fishnet stockings.

‘I thought: “What on earth is an art school?”. Venturing in, I smelt something completely different from wine: oil paint. Down the corridors I looked through crevices and windows at various studios and discovered all sorts of things, including nude women being sketched. It was fantastic. People were smoking. I saw a kind of sexiness and wanted immediately to be part of it. This was a place far removed from the mad, matriarchal, Jane Eyre, gothic Victorian world I came from.’

His curiosity piqued, McLaren began to haunt Saint Martin’s during his lunch hour. And he had not given up on his night-time visits to central London clubs and music venues, catching an early performance by the Rolling Stones at the former jazz club Studio 51 in Great Newport Street. ‘I remember Mick Jagger wore a matelot top and the others had on dirty white shirts, scruffy long hair, an unshaven and unwashed look, but with the air of a dandy,’ he said.

This was the period when the British Invasion and Carnaby Street, the twin music and fashion phenomena that set the sixties swinging, were emerging into public consciousness.

In October 1962, EMI Parlophone released the first single by the Beatles, ‘Love Me Do’. The song acted as pre-ignition for the imminent explosion of their popularity. Within a matter of weeks, the quartet’s second single, ‘Please Please Me’, went straight to the top, and Beatlemania was born. London style – and in particular that of Carnaby Street – was exported around the world by the waves of British groups who followed the trail blazed by the Fab Four: the Rolling Stones, The Who, the Animals, the Kinks et al.

A few weeks before ‘Love Me Do’ was released, Town magazine published a story about teen fashion mores, and interviewed Mark Feld (aka Marc Bolan). The article, with its insight into the network of clubs and a host of new groups, and photographs by Don McCullin, was a mod blueprint. The fourteen-year-old Feld opined: ‘You’ve got to be different from the other kids. I mean, you’ve got to be two steps ahead. The stuff that half the haddocks are wearing I was wearing years ago.’18 One of the few London clothiers rated by Feld and his gang was John Stephen, who now had five outlets on Carnaby Street. McLaren was, of course, also a Stephen customer and it was not lost on him that Sandeman’s intention to install him in its Oporto vineyards would remove him from the Youthquake now brewing in central London.

He engineered a means of dismissal by staying alone in the tasting rooms one lunch hour and smoking as many strong-flavoured Gitanes as he could. At two o’clock, through the fug, which would have put paid to the afternoon’s tasting session, he heard the general’s voice booming: ‘What filthy Turk has been in here?’

‘I announced myself. “Sir, it’s me.”

‘ “What are you smoking?”

‘ “Gitanes,” I said, trying to sound provocative.’19

According to McLaren, he was fired on the spot, and given a letter to present to his mother explaining that his presence was no longer required, on the grounds that he had deliberately sabotaged the tasting rooms and so prevented the other trainees from continuing their work that day.

In a 1984 interview, McLaren declared: ‘So I gave up wine tasting and gave myself to art. Everything began and changed then. But still I’ll think: “Virginal? Homosexual?” when passed a glass.’20
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