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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Ricky Ross formed Deacon Blue over 30 years ago, and 2022 sees the 35th anniversary of the release of their debut album, Raintown. A string of bestsellers followed it.

Ricky presents a number of radio shows including BBC Radio Scotland's Americana music show, Another Country (for which he has won two Sony awards and a CMA International Trophy in 2015) and Sunday Morning With, as well as Ricky Ross's New Tradition for BBC Radio 2.




ABOUT THE BOOK

‘For all these years I’ve told stories. Sometimes these days I also tell them on the radio. I’ve met some amazing people and their stories need to be told too. The first time Deacon Blue ever played Wembley Arena I started to introduce a song only to hear, “Get on with it” shouted from Row Z. We proceeded with the song, but I often thought I’d quite like to finish that story.’

As singer and songwriter of beloved band Deacon Blue, as well as a prolific and acclaimed solo musician in his own right, Ricky Ross has lived and breathed music all his life. In Walking Back Home, his first memoir, Ricky takes us on a journey where we meet the people and see the places that have shaped who he is today.

From encounters with megastars like Springsteen, to stories of the unsung heroes of the music scene that had a profound effect on Ricky and his songwriting, to wonderfully evocative tales of family life in Dundee, early forays into teaching in Glasgow, and the emerging music scene of 80s and 90s London, this is a wise and wistful memoir, full of the humour and pathos that has characterised Ricky’s songwriting for the last forty years.




For everyone who has taken the time to listen.




INTRODUCTION

In 1986, I started a full-time career in music that has lasted, so far, for thirty-six years. My earlier working life had been spent in youth work and teaching in my home city of Dundee and my new home in Glasgow. I spent these formative years learning how to write and play songs until it became imperative for me to make music for a living.

I’ve always written about people who’ve made an impact on my life. It often occurs to me that the song that changed everything for me, ‘Dignity’, came about because I was looking out the window of a flat I lived in at the time. In my early life, I failed at school by looking out the window too much, but in recent years I’ve realised how much of my future career was born from dreaming.

When my band Deacon Blue were working on their last album, City of Love, I found an interesting thread developing. Rather than simply trying to contain my thoughts within the traditional song structure, I stepped out of my usual habits and wrote a long spoken-word piece called ‘On Love’. The song flits between stories of a school bully, my grandfather, and an early disappointment in love. It seemed to be the song that really connected with people when they listened to the record, and it sparked an interest in recalling stories from across my life that have stayed with me.

I started to write: about the years I spent putting the band together; about the first time we ever played in America; and about some of the musical characters I’ve met along the way. I gave some thought to growing up in suburban Dundee in a family with no record player and no sense that someone like me could, one day, make a record. I wanted to write more. One day in London, I took a small tour round the haunts of our early recording career in the West End, and I felt drawn to understand and explain why I had to leave the first band I’d joined on coming to Glasgow. Was it because one night in a Wishaw bar, I had experienced the Waterboys and knew there was still so much more to explore? Or was it simply that I was lucky enough to meet some amazing people at the perfect time for us all, and we went on to make the best music we could imagine?

That’s one part of the story. However, I also want to talk about the smell of Born to Run when I first got it home, and the time I saw the Buzzcocks looking at a Cliff Richard album sleeve in a Dundee record shop window. I still want to tell the stories of my grandparents and parents, and the woman whose voice was so vulnerable when she got up to sing at our church – the church that formed the background to everything I knew in my younger life.

For all these years, I’ve told stories. These days, I sometimes tell them on the radio. I’ve met some amazing people, and their stories need to be told too. The first time Deacon Blue ever played Wembley Arena, I started to introduce a song, only to hear, ‘Get on with it!’ shouted from row Z. We proceeded with the song, but I often thought I’d quite like to finish that story.

Here it is.




Part One

I AM A CHILD
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Whistlin’ Past the Graveyard

Born Annie Ross Gray, she was known to the family as Nana and to her children as Mam. On any given Sunday in my late teens, once I had passed my driving test, I would pick up Nana, my grandmother, and bring her over to ours for lunch. There was a certain pleasure in visiting her house as a teenager. She didn’t believe most of the things my folks adhered to, and my father, her son, found this friction a constant irritation. She smoked rather elegant cigarettes, bought pop records and spent far too much on fashion accessories, even in old age. In my time as a schoolboy, I’d often meet her, along with her stepsister Effie, in the town centre on my lunch break. Nana would be prowling the main shops on Reform Street, hoping to spend more money than was necessary on some item she really didn’t need for her house or her wardrobe. I’d be consuming a Wallace’s pie before returning to school to endure double chemistry.

Nana was everything my other grandparents weren’t: cool, detached, superstitious and fashion-conscious. Her preferred band of cigarettes was De Maurier, which she enjoyed with a drink of something stronger than tea. Intriguingly, it was said she had once left her husband for an ill-fated liaison with a man in London before returning home with her romantic tail between her legs.

Her house was one of four in a short terrace on one of Dundee’s steeper inclines. On the west side of the city, it was near enough Lochee, though she seldom shopped there, preferring the downtown charms of departments stores like Cairds, Draffens or Justice.

‘They see her coming,’ my mother would declare. They also witnessed her coming back, as she was wont to change her mind about a purchase by the time her key was in the door of her house.

A lot of this was to do with time. Her husband, my grandfather, who I barely knew, had died from a heart attack aged sixty-three. He’d been climbing that frozen hill back to their house after they’d been to the pictures one cold February night. My grandmother had thirty years of widowhood, and time presented itself as a vacuum that could never be filled. She must have had beliefs and a world view, but what they were, I don’t recall. Any interests or passions she may have had seemed to demand very little by way of time or commitment. Instead, she would fill her days by livening up her house, acquiring wardrobe additions, which she’d then pass on to others, and spending time with her stepsisters.

It’s easy to be slightly flippant about all of this now, but in retrospect I realise there was so much more she’d had to do in order to survive the hard life she’d been given. Like my other grandmother, Nana had been slowly sidelined by a new stepmother after the death of her own mother. Fearing what might become of them, she and her younger siblings had moved out of the family home and lived together in a small flat while Nana worked and provided for them. It was a common story in those days, and perhaps that’s why, when the opportunity arose, she had no wish to return to a life of struggle.

Domestic chores she managed, but gardening, odd jobs and occasional shopping trips were arranged and carried out by my grandfather’s younger brother, John, who was a willing assistant. John’s beneficence was born of duty but carried out with grace and good humour. Perhaps the only socialist in the family, he’d estranged himself from my father and the family business. There was a rumour of ‘creative accounting’ in John’s favour. This, it seemed, had kept family civilities to a minimum until a time well after my grandfather’s passing, when John reappeared on the scene, to the great benefit of my grandmother.

Because she presented such a contrast to the fundamentalist side of the rest of the family, Nana was a source of constant intrigue to me and my sister. It was rare for her to babysit us, but when she did, she’d ask us to take away her ashtray after her cigarettes had been extinguished. This gave my sister the opportunity of inhaling the last dregs of the cigarette before running it under the kitchen tap in a suppressed explosion of coughing. She read Sunday papers (which were forbidden in our house), and we consumed them voraciously. She bought pop records and we would go round to her house and pile the forty-fives on to her small record player. I seem to remember her buying Petula Clark’s Downtown, and my sister and I playing it endlessly.

Nana watched the kind of TV programmes we liked to see, and unlike our other grandparents, she didn’t turn off the set when the sight of alcohol loomed or someone took the Lord’s name in vain. She was also deeply superstitious. On Sundays, I’d take her home in the early evening, but always needed to make sure the route back didn’t pass Balgay Cemetery. Her husband was interred there, but she never visited the grave to my knowledge. This superstition was understood to be a ‘highland thing’ – we were told she had grown up near Thurso in Caithness. It was with some surprise that, on looking into the family tree many years later, I discovered she’d not been brought up there at all. She was born in Queensferry, though her mother had come from Tongue.

Superstition was not encouraged in our Brethren household. Along with horoscopes and lotteries, it was understood to be diabolic in nature. The idea that anything happened by chance or that magic occurred outside the divine sphere of influence was frowned upon by those in our close church circle. We didn’t even buy raffle tickets. Nana, on the other hand, embraced many superstitions, and was inclined to adopt more as time went on. Scarred by her own encounters with fundamentalism and my father’s frequent proselytising, she took great satisfaction in holding views that were the polar opposites to our household’s received wisdom. Spilled salt was thrown over shoulders, knives were never given as gifts, and any thoughts concerning death were never spoken aloud.

She seemed to me to have been happily married to a husband who was well thought of by everyone. I don’t suppose it occurred to either of them that her widowed life would extend for such a long time. They were a well-to-do couple who enjoyed the good things in life. Cars, television and entertainment were within their hinterland, and although neither had had a formal education, theirs was an informed world. Bill, her husband, had been a man of invention and enterprise. He dreamed up and manufactured ‘fancy goods’, as they seemed to be called, which he’d sell from the family stationery business. He loved printing, produced candleholders and was good with his hands in a way his eldest son, my father, never was. My eldest cousin remembers their assured affluence, which, post-war in Dundee, was something to behold. ‘I’m off to garage the Zephyr,’ he’d say. ‘Do you want to come with me?’

They were the only members of my family likely to go inside the picture house or cinema, and it was Nana who took me to one of the most joyous nights of my young life. My television heroes, Francie and Josie, played by Rikki Fulton and Jack Milroy, were to play one last tour and were booked to appear at the Queen’s Theatre, just off the Nethergate behind the hotel of the same name that still stands there. Although it was the kind of thing that seldom happened, it seemed, at the time, to be the most natural occurrence that we should spend the night in a darkened palace of variety. It was a thrill.

She was given to disposing of memorabilia, but kept significant keepsakes. In the hall cloakroom hung my Uncle Tom’s RAF officer’s uniform and parts of Papa’s First World War kit. (He’d been in the Highland Light Infantry, or some other unlikely regiment, rather than the local Black Watch because, according to my father, ‘He didn’t want to wear a kilt.’ This family loathing of the national dress has extended down the generations. In my case, it’s even extended to the national instrument.)

Other than that cloakroom, though, the house was a model of spartan minimalism. Paintings were hung, cushions were scattered and rugs fell loosely on parquet floors, but very little was allowed to linger. Instead, Nana would pass on furniture to my parents or her other children (my sister still has a very serviceable bedroom tallboy and dressing table). My mother would inherit rash purchases. ‘It doesn’t suit me, Catherine,’ she would declare. ‘I don’t know why I bought it.’ At this, my father would quietly harrumph and fold his paper, knowing that these retail errors would eventually appear in his own business expenditure. His own father, having died suddenly, left no will, but it was thought by the family that Nana should continue to benefit from the business. Roofing bills and general maintenance were taken care of, and although this was in the days before foreign travel was common, she managed to find creative ways to spend money. In retrospect, it was fairly minimal compared to the kind of debt a twenty-first-century person could accrue. There were no credit cards, and I suspect most of the spending was on account at Jaeger or Thomas Justice, the Dundee bespoke furniture store.

At a fairly senior age, it was agreed by the family that Nana could no longer manage on her own, and she would stay in turn with each of her four children. Her three-month stay at our house was probably viewed by all parties as mutual torment. My parents were probably less than enthusiastic hosts, and for Nana, it was akin to Mary, Queen of Scots being quartered in the house of John Knox. She was hostage to all the evangelical indoctrination she’d spent the best part of her life avoiding, while those things she loved – shopping, smoking and seeing friends – were no longer possible. She had no independence, and I realised she was someone who had never expected nor wished to be old. None of us do, but some are better at ageing than others, and my Nana was ill-equipped for dotage.

Happily, it became clear she would be best placed with her youngest daughter, my Aunt Ev, down in the southwest of England. Selflessly, Ev devoted years to making her mother as at home there as she was ever likely to be. So, the final few years of Annie Gray’s life were spent in the rural idyll of the Cotswolds, in a family home worthy of Mole and Ratty in The Wind in the Willows.

I visited once, when she was a good age but still alert enough to know what was what. My dearest cousin, Laura, was still at home and loudly searching for her shoes before departing on a night out.

‘Where’s my shoes?’ she barked at anyone who caught her eye. ‘Where’s my bloody shoes?’

Aunt Ev sighed and quietly requested restraint with such language in front of her grandmother.

Nana piped up, ‘Oh I don’t mind if it’s only that she’s saying.’

When my father was less well himself, I took him to visit. He wasn’t able to make the journey on his own, and I drove him from Dundee to the Cotswolds. We stopped for lunch on the way down in a motorway services, and he gave thanks for the food aloud above the Formica table. We were making the visit as Nana was going downhill fast and, as it turned out, it would be the last time we’d see her. She was frail and sleeping a lot. Although weary of life, she was probably still a little concerned about what the afterlife might involve. By this time, my parents seemed to have heard her say the right phrases for them to be satisfied that she was going to end up on the correct side of the pearly gates. This made my dad less anxious, and no doubt brought some relief to the rest of the family, who didn’t want to witness some re-enactment of the Brideshead Revisited deathbed conversion scene.

Nana died soon after, and my father only survived her by a few years. The house she’d lived in had been denuded of its artefacts, and her clothing and possessions distributed among her children and grandchildren. Laura’s older sister, Su, told me her own daughter, Kate, who died at a young age in 2021, still wore some of Nana’s wardrobe; so stylish it never went out of fashion.

Annie Gray’s funeral took place in the little parish church in Stow-on-the-Wold. In the great family tradition, I have probably only visited her grave once. She’s buried beside her husband, high up in Balgay, overlooking Ninewells and beyond that the River Tay, in the cemetery she never liked to pass.
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I Never Told My Parents I Went to the Regal

I must have been about ten. We’d decided to meet some girls. I didn’t really know the logistics of meeting girls outside of the classroom or the Sunday school, but my pals hatched a plan to meet some girls on a Saturday afternoon. We were all to go to the pictures.

As innocent as this sounds, it’s difficult to explain just how thorny a problem it was. Cinemas – like pubs, bingo halls, football grounds, social clubs, dance halls, sports clubs, Roman Catholic churches and even some Protestant churches – were pretty well out of bounds. Every other week, I’d hear the ‘testimony’ of a brother who had spent his youthful days in drinking, dancing and going to the pictures, only to have been ‘saved’ from all of that. Very often, the brother would paint such a graphic picture of what my father referred to as his ‘unregenerate days’, that one could feel a general out-breath of disappointment around the hall when the big conversion kicked in. My uncle (a missionary in Africa) once brought home from Zambia a man called Brian who’d been converted in the prison there. Brian spent a good forty minutes telling us of his nefarious deeds, before tacking on a swift ‘and then I got converted’ in the final few minutes. A few of the ladies were a little flushed at all that, but it was a wild night at the gospel meeting for us youngsters.

It would be many years before I’d ever venture into licensed premises, but the cinema was a temptation that beckoned you in. Driving through the Seagate on a Saturday to arrive at a Christian rally at the other Brethren Assembly my grandparents attended involved going past the old ABC, where we’d see crowds of young couples in a snaking line, queuing to get into the pictures. Above the line, the marquee would proclaim the title of the latest release. There would be a faint tut of disapproval from my parents as we passed ‘the lost’, all misspending their Saturday nights. We, on the other hand, were heading to a warm Gospel Hall, where tea would be served from steaming urns, accompanied by home baking, and Mr Cathcart would conduct some glorious singing. There was no competition.

The cinemas themselves were dying. This was the 1960s, and television was stealing their audience. My dad would pass the cinemas he’d frequented as a young man and tell me how they were now being turned into bingo halls. As if there hadn’t been enough things we weren’t allowed to attend, they were now inventing new ones.

Even if we didn’t subscribe to going to the cinema, it was inevitable that it would inveigle its way into our hearts somehow or other. Film posters were everywhere, and they always seemed so exciting. As children, we were acutely aware of what we weren’t seeing. I can still feel the pain of passing by the Help! poster from the cinema at the top of The Hilltown and echoing it inwardly as a personal cry I wanted to make to the Fab Four: ‘Let me in, I want to see you.’

As reluctant as my parents were to break the omertà on their home patch, it eventually transpired that things were slightly different if we were in a different town in a different country.

It was a holiday in Southport. We were there as a family, with my grandparents along too. The weather was probably not all we’d have hoped for, and the longest cinema marquee was proclaiming one word: ‘Supercalifragilisticexpialidocious.’ It ran the length of a long pavement and even turned the corner into the next street. The summer of Mary Poppins was making it hard for my mother to resist my big sister’s pleas to see the film.

It was decided that Mum would take us one quiet afternoon, while my father distracted my grandparents. We wouldn’t speak of the visit to them, but we would go just this once, as a special treat. I can remember very little of the trip itself, except that general sense of awe common to any childhood cinema visits: amazement at the size of the images on the screen and, of course, the colour. We adored seeing the colours. All of life elsewhere was in black and white.

We loved going to the pictures, but we also loved our family. We were happy kids, surrounded by love, who accepted there were certain places we didn’t go. Although I had loved Mary Poppins like life itself, the picture house remained a place of dark mystery. Towards the end of the sixties, we went to visit a young couple who were friends of my parents and had moved to the north of England. We broke the journey in Carlisle, and my parents tried to find a good place to have high tea. I remember them discovering that the best and most available option was to be found within the precincts of the local cinema. We sat eating fish and chips in an opulent art deco foyer, being reassured by our parents that, although we were using the facilities on offer, we were not on this occasion entering into the dark recess of the auditorium itself. I remember feeling comforted but also a little afraid.

The cinema was a strange and alien land, full of ideas and images that, as visiting preachers reminded us on a regular basis, would seek to bring us down into the paths of iniquity from which we’d been so relieved to be saved.

As the years went by, my parents’ views on the cinema eased a little. There would be an occasional family visit to see a ‘good’ film. Before all that happened, however, I was secretly making my way to a Saturday matinee at the Regal to meet girls. In my mind, this was the most covert operation I’d ever carried out. Excuses were made, times were set, and a bus ride or long walk would have been taken to reach the Regal. Going to Dundee’s most easterly picture house came with few frills. The local woman generously referred to as an ‘usherette’ was a beastly ogre who carried a torch like a baton and delighted in shining it on any miscreants and shouting ‘Get your feet aff the seats!’ at the most sensitive point in any drama.

I don’t remember the movie I saw there that afternoon as we stumbled into the stalls. My only recollection is that it was again big and colourful, and everyone in it was suntanned. It may have involved Michael Caine, but I simply can’t remember. I know I loved the adverts, though. Generically produced, they used exotic Mayfair locations for Chinese restaurants, then slammed on the local restaurant on Gray Street at the end. Believe me, the Chinese restaurant on Gray Street bore no relation to the one on the screen. We loved the actorly voice saying ‘Brawttyferry’ in plum received pronunciation though. We’d never heard anyone say Broughty like that before.

I could never tell anyone in the family about my visit to the pictures. It had been a normal Saturday afternoon as far as they knew. But I had been to the Regal – and now I knew there was another world out there I needed to find.
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