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RENO, NEVADA. JUNE 16, 1990

Then the reality hit me.

And as it did I felt as if we’d been lulled into a false sense of security, only to be caught in a trap laid out for whichever band wasn’t looking where they were going. This day felt like the culmination of a silent conspiracy that had been evolving since we’d helped ignite a whole scene in 1980—where heavy metal and the lifestyle that went with it had been viewed with suspicion, considered dangerous even—to the extent that certain activist groups were gunning for the entire culture. At that moment it occurred to me that we were just the scapegoats.

There was this uplifting outpouring of support for us for the ordeal we were about to go through. I could see the sincerity in the eyes of fans who were lining the streets outside the courthouse. They wanted us to win this case—court disposition papers claimed that two of their own, two fans of Judas Priest, had shot themselves and that our music was the cause.

Nevertheless, something still didn’t sit right about the fact that the US, the country that had welcomed us with open arms back in 1977, was the same one that seemed to be trying to end our career.

As confused as I was, seeing all these pained, desperate faces as I got out of the cab at the bottom of the Reno courthouse steps, all these people yelling, “Priest! Priest! Priest!” as if the lights had just gone down at the start of one of our shows, gave me the same feeling I got every time I stepped out onstage.

It was this incredible sense of invincibility that came with being in a tight group. Whenever I felt it, I stopped being little Ken Downing from the Yew Tree Estate. No longer that shy and introverted kid with a plastic school satchel and holes in my shoes, instead I transformed into K.K.—the cocksure guitarist in the best heavy metal band there is, and my mates were there with me.

Pumped with adrenaline, as I walked up the steps and looked at Rob Halford beside me, eyes staring ahead and his thin jaw set, I thought, We’re going to be OK.

As we got shown into the courtroom, everything changed again. The moment the big wood-paneled door closed behind us, it was as if we’d just walked into a vacuum. The feeling of loss and sadness was as palpable as the lump in my throat. I’d never experienced such a sudden change in mood. I could no longer hear the chanting voices. Their power had been removed and as a group we felt less strong.

The sound of my quickening heartbeat drowned everything out as the clerk stood up to address the court for the first time. Irrespective of how confident I felt about what we’d done and, more importantly, what we hadn’t done, in an instant I felt like little Ken again, in that all too familiar position of waiting for whatever it was that was bad and heading my way.
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WHEN THE IDEA OF WRITING AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY WAS suggested to me at various times over recent years, I think the factor that always held me back was whether I was willing to be really honest about how my incredible career played out over the forty-something years I was in Judas Priest.

From the outside, people, fans, always think, “Being in Judas Priest must have been amazing. They toured the world, playing music. There was money, there were girls—it’s the perfect life.”

For some of the time, it was the perfect life.

But just like anything, it doesn’t go perfectly every single day of the week. If it did, it would become boring and predictable—two adjectives that I got into a band to avoid ever having to confront.

What I’ve come to realize in recent years is that although a person can walk away from something to present a particular impression or preserve an image and be doing that for some reasons that seemed right at the time, sometimes the need to be honest and forthright about certain happenings is much fairer not only to the fans, but also to everyone involved with the band. In so doing, it seems to me that the slate is wiped far cleaner than when things are left unsaid, incomplete and vague.

And when I left Judas Priest, things were certainly left unsaid, incomplete and vague.

So, with that being said, I changed my mind about writing about my life for reasons that I think are in everybody’s best interests—and all the people who are discussed and implicated are people whose company, ability, and friendship I value a great deal and will continue to do so long after I’ve finished writing this book. Nothing will ever devalue my time in Judas Priest. But it is important to me that all the facts, as I see them, are laid out for the fans to laugh at, cry to, grit their teeth with frustration . . . and, of course, go out and buy more Judas Priest albums when they’ve finished reading.

Therefore, everything I’ve written in this book is either how I remember it or my opinion of events that I lived through. Obviously, I don’t remember everything; a lot of these events happened a very long time ago. But as I’ve gone through the enjoyable process of dredging through more than five decades of memories, I’ve come to realize that there are aspects to my life that I’d never really thought about until now.

This delayed reaction is neither a good thing nor is it a bad thing. It’s just life, and the perspective that it brings you. By and large I’ve enjoyed reminiscing.

When I first started thinking about writing about my life in and out of Judas Priest, as I tried to identify and prioritize all the things I wanted to say and thoughts I wanted to get across, the feeling that I just couldn’t shake was the idea that a person’s upbringing shapes everything that happens later.

Everything.

In my case that’s especially true—to the extent that it sometimes feels like I’ve spent my entire life trying to escape where, and who, I came from. No matter what I’m doing—and it even applied to the most exhilarating moments at the absolute height of Priest life in the late ’80s—I still catch myself thinking or making subconscious decisions as if I still were little Ken from a Black Country council estate in the Midlands of England, with holes in my shoes—rather than K.K. from Judas Priest.

Sometimes that’s a good thing: my upbringing taught me a lot about how not to live. But it can also be negative: on a few occasions I may have been guilty of holding myself back or unintentionally alienating people who are close to me.

If you’re lucky enough to have a stable, loving family life, that’s great. In theory, you’re set up for life. But when you grow up in a difficult family environment, believe me it leaves indelible scars. These scars, although faded slightly, are still there—and to this day I feel them occasionally, despite the privileged and exciting life I’ve led. I now know that they’ll never completely heal; they’ve had every opportunity to do so.
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Just being born when and where I was—in 1951, in the heart and the thick of the Black Country, in the heart of the UK as England was still dragging itself from the aftermath of World War II—meant that daily life was tough from the get-go. Everything about life in England’s industrial heartland was a struggle: certain foods and amenities were still scarce, and the standard of the dwellings was basic to say the least. For most people it was all about survival.

Then there was my family. That’s a story in itself.

In those days, people seemed to have kids much younger. My mum was just a seventeen-year-old girl when she had my older sister, Margaret, who is one year older than me. She was still a child, living with her parents in old terraced housing (buildings joined onto each other at both ends to form a row) in the West Bromwich area with outside toilets and no heating.

When Margaret arrived, my mother and my dad, who was six years older, went to live with his mother in a small and very old semidetached house in Hilltop, a suburb of West Bromwich where the horizon, assuming you could see it at all, was dominated by steel-rolling mills and foundries set against a dense, gray backdrop created by their filthy, gaseous by-products. As you’d imagine, Hilltop was a noisy, gritty, industrial soundtrack to accompany any life. This was the kind of place that, given time, wore anyone down.

After a year and a half or so of them living there, I arrived.

Then, just a few months later, my dad’s brother, my uncle Wilfred, knocked on the door with some bad news for my mum.

“You’ve been here two years. Time to go to your mother’s.”

He wanted us out of that house as soon as possible which upset my parents. He and his wife had just had their first child, my cousin Christine, but they didn’t have anywhere to live. In those days people were having kids left, right, and center, but there was no accommodation—that’s just how it was. Something, or somebody, had to give. And it was us who did.

Not wanting to instigate a major family argument, we moved out and into my mother’s mum’s house for a period of time that, if my hazy memory serves me correctly, didn’t seem very long. It, too, was a terraced place; and it also was pretty rough living, not least because it was here that I became aware that my mother’s parents hated my dad.

They thought he was a “bad un”—Midlands slang for somebody who was (a) not to be trusted and (b) would never amount to very much. And, in retrospect, they were absolutely right about him, although I, being so young, knew very little about their reasoning.

At that time, I’m told that he spent his days driving a horse and cart. I don’t know precisely what he was doing—maybe he was making deliveries of some kind. Who knows? I’ll give him the benefit of the doubt on that one. Unfortunately, the concept of work ranked pretty low on the list of my dad’s priorities—although he seemingly had been employed at one time.

As the story goes, my dad, who had two brothers, once worked alongside his younger sibling on one of the factory cooling towers in West Bromwich. In those days, the idea of occupational health and safety didn’t exist; it was all ladders and ropes—really dangerous work in all weather and for low pay.

One day, my dad took a day off to go to the racetrack, and on that day, his younger brother had an accident and fell to his death from the tower. My dad was devastated. I think he felt some sort of survivor’s guilt. But I also think he somehow felt that horse racing had saved his life. In a way I think it became a comfort blanket for him thereafter. But that skewed thinking would come at great cost to us.

Unlike many abusive parents, my dad never drank. In fact, I’m not aware of him ever having touched alcohol, or cigarettes, in his entire life. It was a good thing for us that that man didn’t drink. Trust me. Living with him was bad enough as it was. But he did have two major problems that became our problems.

First, he had this strange mix of hypochondria and obsessive-compulsive disorder. In combination, these characteristics were very confusing for us—mainly because his paranoia wasn’t always directed at himself. Instead, it was us who bore the brunt of it. The second issue was his rampant gambling habit, which I’ll come back to later.

Looking back, these OCD traits of his were so unusual and, at times, absurdly contradictory. For example, when I was a child, my dad never wanted us to be around other kids. He was always terrified that we’d catch something from them.

“Leave that alone!” he’d forever be saying. “You don’t know who’s been touching it.”

Obviously, enforcing this strange rule was always going to be a problem, particularly given that when we were toddlers and we had moved back into his parents’ house again there were a hell of a lot of kids around the house.

Furthermore, I can remember many nights when I, my sister Margaret, and my cousin Christine all used to sleep together in one single bed. I can vividly recall that sensation of being lined up across the bed, which was always covered with army-style blankets with serial numbers on the top edge. It wasn’t comfortable but we had no choice. Two families had to make the best of what little room there was, but my dad was always obsessed with the idea of other kids’ germs being passed on to us.

From a combination of hazy memories and pieces of information I was later given, I know that—presumably to create more living space—my dad somehow converted the shed at the bottom of his mum’s garden. I say it was a “shed,” but I suppose it was a little bit grander than that. It was a halfway decent structure that might have once been a pigeon loft that my granddad might have made into a workshop at some point.

He’d gone to the length of putting some steps in the middle, and when you reached the top you could go left or right into separate room-like areas. In effect, he’d created another part of the house, albeit fifty feet away from the actual house, at the bottom of the garden. My hazy recollections tell me that this was where we spent the daytimes when I was very young. And then, at night, we’d all tramp up the garden into my grandmother’s house where we all slept in that one bed.

Despite the fact that we slept in the same bed, as close as people could conceivably get, my dad went and built a fence around the shed in the garden to keep my cousin Christine out! He said he didn’t want us to catch anything from her. None of it made any sense. But we just had to go along with it anyway.

And there was more.

Christmas, a day that most kids remember with joy, filled me with dread. I vividly remember that we never, ever got to unwrap Christmas presents. What should be more exciting to a child than opening gifts on Christmas morning? But we never did that. Ours always arrived unwrapped and in advance, which, to me, defeated the point of it altogether. We just came downstairs on Christmas morning, it could have been any morning, and whatever presents there were for us would just be sitting there on a chair. There was no element of surprise. It all felt so empty.

And again, the reason for this was that, because of his phobias, he worried that somehow, we’d be contaminated by something that might have been on the wrapping paper! Any Christmas cards that came with tinsel on the front were immediately thrown away for the same nonsensical reason—“You never know who’s touched that . . . ”

I suppose he was trying to be protective, but it was so cruel to effectively do away with Christmas, not that we ever got that much of it anyway.

Whenever we left the house, things were every bit as bad. Before we’d even stepped out of the front door, he’d tie our shoelaces up in this strange, very tight knot, before proceeding to cut the loose laces off entirely “because then our laces couldn’t collect people’s spit off the pavement.”

Anytime we were on a bus together, he’d frog-march us up the middle of the central aisle, holding us in a straitjacket-like position to stop us from touching the handles or rails. If the bus came to a sudden jolt we’d sometimes fall over because we had nothing to hold on to. Really, our dad made life complicated for us in the strangest of ways. Although I was still a kid, I’d already lived a hell of a life.

After a couple of years, because they now had two kids (and my sister Linda on the way), my parents were able to get onto the council list for a house. Once you’re on such a list, it’s just a matter of waiting until a property becomes available.

Eventually, when I was around five years old, we got selected for a new council house on the border between West Bromwich and Walsall on what was called the Yew Tree Estate.

This new estate, built on reclaimed farmland, was a mixture of semidetached houses and six-, eight-, and twenty-one-story blocks of flats. Even though these were all “new” houses, their build quality was very poor. They were that basic, early ‘50s style, with aluminum, single-glazed four-millimeter glass windows that offered very little by way of insulation. There was no heating at all except for an open fireplace, so it was freezing cold most of the time. There were no carpets or rugs on the floor, just bare lino. There was at least a toilet upstairs—something I’d never even seen before. To that point in my life, toilets had always been outside. At least I was going up in the world.

My young life revolved around Yew Tree and was largely contained within it. There was rarely any cause to leave; everything was there. As estates went, it wasn’t too bad, I suppose. It was on the edge of the city, on new land—far away from the dirt, the smoke, and the grime of the more industrial areas. I remember there being a canal and an abundance of playing fields. So, it wasn’t as bad as some of the older, prewar estates in the city.

In addition to a few shops and a youth club, there were two primary and two secondary schools within the estate boundaries. When I first went to the primary school—the Yew Tree School it was called—it seemed that the teachers thought that I was some kind of child genius. I was never quite sure why!

“Kenneth, come out here to the front of the class,” my teacher would say while beckoning the two smartest girls in the class to do the same. “Show the class how good you are at copying this text from the Bible.”

“OK, Miss.”

So, we’d sit there, copying what seemed like endless pages of text from the Bible, while our classmates watched. To this day I don’t know what the point of it was. I suppose it must have been some kind of aptitude test.

In the early years, I thought everything that was happening at home was normal, simply because I hadn’t had anything to compare my life to. But as time passed, I became aware that my family environment was extremely unorthodox.

Looking back, I could see that my home life was missing key elements: love and positive parental input. And as much as going to school was some kind of escape from the wretched home environment, I couldn’t help but bring most of my problems with me.

In retrospect, I think that I was always just holding myself together at an age when I wasn’t equipped to do so. It was the little things that gradually eroded me, steadily making me feel like I was something less than those around me.

For example, as with most schools, there was a standard uniform of trousers, blazer, shirt and tie, and a satchel.

But I never quite had what I was meant to have.

Whereas other kids might have had a leather satchel, mine was never leather; it was the cheaper plastic equivalent. When kids grew out of their trousers and got bought new ones, I never did—mine were always too short and often had holes to match those in my shoes. That wears away at your soul as a youngster.

Then there was the embarrassment of free school dinners. In the classroom, you had to put your hand up if you were staying for these free school dinners. By doing so, you were effectively saying, “I’m poor.”

And out of maybe forty kids, I’d always be one of only two or three who put their hands up every single time. I felt embarrassed that I needed the free meals and I had to put up with other humiliations all the way through school. I know it sounds like an Oliver Twist story but I really was an urchin, struggling to make it from day to day.

Those years between the age of five and when I went to secondary school at eleven were when the really lasting damage was done to me. At a time in my life when I most needed nurturing and support, I got bad influence, absence, and borderline abuse instead. My parents never really got along—that much was obvious. There was constant tension because there would always be some kind of battling going on, usually about money or something related to it.

Predictably, my mother left my dad several times during these years. When it happened, we’d briefly decamp to her mother’s house until, as was always the case, she’d go back to him or he’d entice her back in some way.

Then, after no time at all, everything would return to how it had been and my mother would just put up and shut up while he was around. The household became delineated areas where two rival factions existed. My dad would occupy the front room; my mum, my sister, and I would mainly be in the kitchen. The boundaries were rarely crossed.

Away from the house, however, my mum seemed to take on an alternate personality. When we’d go up to West Bromwich on a Saturday, I’d stand and listen to her tell women friends she’d meet in the street about the abuse she was getting at home—“You won’t believe what he did next . . . ”

She’d be very animated as she was doing so. It was a side of her personality that I wasn’t familiar with; I’d only ever seen her with her guard up. The saddest part was that, from earwigging on their conversations, it seemed like most of these women were going through something similar at home.

They’d nod knowingly when my mother described my dad’s most recent antics. They’d be sympathetic and disgusted at the same time. And then they would often look at me, with my bright blue eyes and my silky blond hair, and say, “But look at him! Isn’t he absolutely beautiful?”—while I shyly hid behind my mother. I suppose they were suggesting how lucky my mother was that such a toxic relationship had produced such a cute boy like I seemingly was.
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As lucky as my mother might have been to have had me and as much as she always did the very best she could for her children in difficult circumstances, she wasn’t always there. I must have been around the age of seven when she developed an unusual complaint called porphyria, a kind of inherited metabolic disorder, from what I’ve been told.

The condition’s symptoms were acute and debilitating, but unpredictably intermittent. The effects came and went, but the indirect impact on us never relented. When she was laid low, she was incapable of doing anything. She’d be bedridden for days. And instead of showing her any sympathy and pulling his weight, my dad just treated her worse because it meant, God forbid, that he’d have to do some of the things she couldn’t in the house.

Margaret and I particularly were always caught in the crossfire, lurching from day to day. There was even a period of a few months when my mum was affected so badly that she had to go into hospital. I specifically remember that we were sat down and told by our dad that there was a real chance that she might never come home. As a young boy, the realities of that were hard to fathom.

During that time, my dad’s worst habits seemed to be exacerbated. For a start he insisted that he and I sleep in the same bed, with him holding on to me tightly all night. To this day that still strikes me as being a very odd thing to make a kid do—although there was never a suggestion of anything untoward about what he was doing.

Nevertheless, the bed was horrible: greasy and dirty, with old, dusty overcoats thrown over us for warmth. I dreaded going to bed every night. To this day I don’t understand his motivations. I’d like to think that maybe this was his way of showing how much he was suffering, but who knows?

Regardless, the controlling behavior continued.

During the winter months, before I went to bed, he’d make me and my sister trail round the estate with him in the evening, pushing this old pram that we had. We’d go to the various building sites, where workmen had left coke and coal they’d been using for fueling fires during the day. He’d stand there watching as we were made to load this filthy stuff into the pram and then he’d get us to push it back home for our fire. It was borderline slave labor.

Then, in the summer months, he’d put us to bed ridiculously early, at 6 p.m., while it was broad daylight. I’d just look out of my bedroom window, watching other kids play, wishing I were somewhere else. When I was allowed out in the sunshine, I always suffered from really bad hay fever and other allergies, particularly to the adhesive on Elastoplast, a brand of bandages also known as “sticking plasters.”

Instead of being sympathetic to that, for some reason my dad would put snuff up my nose and make me lie on my back on the ground and stare at the sun! He made us terribly unhappy with all of his weird habits and phobias.

And then there was his second problem: the habitual gambling.

I can say without reservation that there was no bigger cause of constant friction between him and my mum than money. Because he didn’t work as such after we moved to Yew Tree, he relied entirely on council handouts. But to bolster that small sum, as soon as he was able, he involved me in his plans.

By the time I was seven or eight, he’d drag me along with him to the dog tracks and even to racecourses around the country, where he tried to supplement, by gambling, what he was claiming from social security.

On certain days of the week, it seemed like everyone was up at the dog tracks. Dog racing back then would be the equivalent of people buying a lottery ticket now, I suppose. People just did it, hoping that somehow they’d win enough money to change their lives. They’d go to Willenhall, Perry Bar, or Wolverhampton, always in the vain hope of getting a bit of cash to help make ends meet.

As popular as this pastime was, there was no glamour whatsoever attached to midweek days at Midlands greyhound tracks. Even I could see that as an eight- or nine-year-old. Near-destitute people, most of them smoking heavily, gathered around the on-course bookmaker pitches with a look of absolute desperation in their eyes. At the weekends it was slightly better because other kids would be there, too. We wouldn’t necessarily be allowed to play with them, but at least it was more colorful. For the parents, it didn’t matter. They were trying to back a winner—a winner that wouldn’t really change their life in any way. And, for many years, our dad was one of them.

The whole exercise was so pointless. All of the little money that ever came our way would be gambled away as quickly as we got it. He never, ever learned—even on the few occasions when he got lucky. He’d back a dog, make a few quid, and put some money in his pocket. But then he couldn’t help himself; he couldn’t just walk away, get on the bus with me, and go home.

Instead he’d get greedy and gamble it again and lose everything. Even then, after he’d spent our bus fare home, he’d still try to borrow a couple of quid off a stranger or ask if they’d go halves with him to bet on the last race. It was madness! Even to me, as young as I was, there was an absolute futility to that way of life and the tangible day-to-day consequences of his gambling made me really resent him.

Beyond the dog track, my dad’s methods to acquire money went to extreme levels generally. I remember walking miles, literally miles, along the canal from our home—there and back to his parents’ house with him—just so we could get the pocket money they gave us, which was just sixpence or a shilling.

However, as soon as we were out the door of their house, he’d have it off us saying that he’d give it back during the week—which he never did. But as long as he got a couple of shillings to go to the betting office on a Monday morning, that was his fix. And if he didn’t have any money, it was not good.

So, it got to the point where we always wanted him to have some money, just so he wouldn’t be in the house. The less he was around, the better it was for all of us.

Tuesday was the day when we got the family allowance—some shillings to help the family survive, basically. And of course, there were continual arguments and upheaval because, rather than let it be used to help the family with necessities, he wanted that money to go gambling with. Worse than that, my mother knew very well that if she didn’t let him have it, he’d have withdrawal symptoms that would impact all of us.

Predictably, they fought about it every week and, inevitably, the neighbors would hear all the noise through the thin plasterboard. I remember many occasions where we had to get the police to sort it all out. It got to the point where we never had any ornaments in the house that my mother could pick up and launch at him. The house was always clinically bare; we didn’t even have a clock!

And the upshot of adapting to my father’s addiction was that the cupboards often were bare, too. There wasn’t always food on the Downing family table. Luckily for my sister and me, we had the option of those humiliating free school dinners. Without them, I doubt we’d have survived.

The few times that my mother managed to keep her hands on the money from the family allowance, she could just about buy basic food and pay some bills, but it was never enough to buy clothes for us. Consequently, my dad would always be up there at the family allowance office, pleading poverty. He never stopped trying to scrounge. Really, the man should have been arrested for the amount of money he managed to sponge over the years.

On more than one occasion he went to the office for more money, supposedly to buy shoes for us. They’d always believe his sob story, send him the money, and then they would arrange to come around to the house to inspect the shoes and to look at the receipts.

My dad didn’t really buy the shoes.

Instead he devised a plan to fake the purchase and con the allowance office. When we’d go up the town to West Bromwich High Street as we did once a week—the Golden Mile as it was called at that time on account of its row of shops—he would make us wait outside the Tru-Form shoe shop, which was just opposite the Yew Tree Estate bus stop. Then, whenever someone came out of the shoe shop and threw a receipt on the pavement, he’d get us to pick it up. Can you imagine the shame I felt? It was vile to be scratching around on the pavement, among cigarette butts and chewing gum, searching for these receipts.

And then later, when the inspectors came around, he’d get us to clean our old shoes as best as we could and would insist that they were brand new. If the inspectors asked, he’d simply flash them the receipts we picked off the pavement and say, “See, I bought these . . . ”

It was pathetic, really. He was meant to love and care for us. Instead we were just pawns in his game.

Then, to make matters even worse, he’d plead poverty to our grandparents and say, “The kids have got no shoes” in the hope that they would buy us whatever they could afford, which wasn’t much because they were struggling to make ends meet themselves. The man really had no shame at all. He undermined every aspect of life, particularly the parts that were meant to be innocent and good.

Although we were at school with other kids all the time, once we got home, we were never let out of the house to play with other kids on the estate—again, so that we would not come in contact with germs. We were prisoners much of the time.

It was by being with other kids at school that gradually made me realize that our family wasn’t normal. And when I did realize it, I don’t think it really upset me; it was more a case of accepting that we were indeed living a life of absolute hell—and that there wasn’t much I could do to change it.

And so, the habit of a lifetime began.

Whether I was born with this trait of grinning and bearing it or not, that’s exactly how I’d navigate difficult situations thereafter. As hard as I tried, I was never a nasty person, or someone who relished confrontation and head games. For me the path of least resistance was the most attractive—and if that meant sabotaging or disadvantaging myself, then so be it.
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