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Foreword

by Richard Williams

Many people who love music – or think they do – aspire to the A&R role. Some are chosen. Very few succeed. Hardly any succeed as significantly and consistently as Andrew Lauder, who also earned another rare distinction, that of being a successful person who even his rivals in the music business liked as well as admired during the years when his instincts and intuition helped shape the musical tastes of a generation.

There’s a passage in this fascinating autobiography where Andrew describes going to see a new band managed by a friend who has been pestering him to sign them up. A special performance is arranged in a rehearsal room, where he will be an audience of one. They’ve set up a chair for him in front of the band. ‘I never sit down at gigs,’ he writes, ‘so I stood at the back, hardly inconspicuous, watched and listened.’

That’s one of Nature’s A&R people for you. Standing at the back of a gig, watching and listening, hoping to be transported by the music but prepared for the possibility of disappointment, storing first impressions, assessing potential, and not particularly wanting to be noticed in case rivals are alerted, inflating the commercial value of something that might become the object of a bidding war.

For forty years, Andrew was an A&R man on whom those rivals kept the closest of eyes (I know that for certain because for a while I was one of them, and saw how good he was). Without making a fuss, without bothering – unlike so many – about raising his own public profile, he applied his knowledge and enthusiasm to the business of identifying interesting musicians and helping them to reach an audience.

Mostly it was only people within the industry who knew of the part he played in bringing a succession of important artists to public attention. The British bands in his debt included the Groundhogs, Brinsley Schwarz, Hawkwind, Dr Feelgood, the Stranglers, Buzzcocks and the Stone Roses. His love of the blues and American roots music lay behind his enthusiasm for Canned Heat, Creedence Clearwater Revival and Captain Beefheart in their early days, at a time when he was reaching a position to get their music heard more widely, and later enabled him to give new life to the careers of John Lee Hooker, J.J. Cale and John Hiatt. 

Andrew was also responsible for bringing the music of the first generation of important German rock bands to the attention of British audiences, at a time when the idea of an important German rock band would have seemed to most people like a contradiction in terms and to promote them invited ridicule: the enormously influential Can, in particular, along with their contemporaries Amon Düül II and Neu! 

Andrew landed at the right time. Born in 1947, he grew up in the 1950s with a wind-up gramophone in the family home in West Hartlepool, listening to his mother’s Edmundo Ros 78s. Then Lonnie Donegan’s ‘Rock Island Line’ and Bill Haley’s ‘Rock Around the Clock’ changed his world. At boarding school he acquired a guitar and joined a band, playing Shadows and Ventures instrumentals, as so many of us did. But Fats Domino and Little Richard had given him a taste of the real thing, and soon he was listening to the more exotic sounds of R&B, both the originals and the versions by young British musicians – the Rolling Stones, the Pretty Things, the Yardbirds – who were only two or three years older than him. At 17, with one O level and the conviction that Howlin’ Wolf’s ‘Smokestack Lightning’ was ‘the greatest thing of all time’, he headed for London and the music business. 

When he secured his first job in the first week of 1965, as a clerk at a music publisher, it was in Denmark Street, London’s Tin Pan Alley. This was a world then inhabited by the type described by the author Robert Hunter in his 1958 pulp novel The A&R Man, in the words of its protagonist: ‘The letters A&R stand for Artists and Repertoire Manager, a pompous title for a comparatively simple job. My primary function is to discover new talent for the company. Once I’ve found them I nurse them, dress them, straighten their noses, fix their teeth, improve their accents, get them publicity, find them TV spots, plug their records on the radio, and select the songs best suited to their often limited musical talent.’

A new generation was about to blow the dust and the cynicism out of Tin Pan Alley, and Andrew became one of them. They spent their nights at venues like the Marquee, the 100 Club or Klook’s Kleek, listening to the Who, John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers and Rod Stewart with the Hoochie Coochie Men and visiting American R&B stars like Larry Williams and Sugar Pie DeSanto. For a while Andrew managed a band and learned a few lessons on the way before joining the newly formed UK subsidiary of Liberty Records, where a poorly defined job description allowed him to slide into an A&R role, dealing with Family, the Bonzo Dog Doo Dah Band and Hapshash and the Coloured Coat (with the Heavy Metal Kids), a project brought to him by Guy Stevens, another inspired A&R man. 

The Groundhogs were his first real success, popular with college and festival audiences – and John Peel – during a British blues boom that laid the foundation for the rock era. In the early ’70s he worked with bands such as Brinsley Schwarz, Man and Cochise before a night in 1974 when, at Nick Lowe’s suggestion, he went along to a West London pub and was blown away by a spiky, hard-hitting band from Canvey Island, playing R&B with a brand new attitude. ‘I had to pinch myself,’ he writes. ‘Dr Feelgood captured everything that got me into music in the first place . . . from day one, I just wanted to make a record with them. I never sat around worrying if anyone was going to buy it. I didn’t care if they did or not. I always thought there’d be someone who loved it in the same way I did.’

But there had to be more to it than just enthusiasm and confidence. In a commercial environment, that kind of idealism has to find a way of coming to terms with the real world, which is what A&R is about. As well as his love of their music, Andrew brought his imagination. In this case it was the idea of including a shrink-wrapped seven-inch 45 along with the first 10,000 copies of Stupidity, the Feelgoods’ third album, released in 1976. It was enough to provide the initial sales impetus that gave them their first UK No 1. 

Their rise, and that of others, is described by Andrew in a way that explains how effectively all the hard-earned knowledge of the recording process – about studios, producers, engineers, about songs, and about the delicate psychology of when to offer musicians firm guidance, when to let them have their heads and when to let them go – was applied to the benefit of so many bands. 

His further adventures with the Radar, F-Beat, Demon, Edsel and Silvertone labels – finding new artists and introducing older ones to new audiences – present us a portrait of the UK music business at its most individualistic, vibrant and creative, a combination of qualities that inevitably could lead not just to success but to explosive disputes. And sometimes failures, as in his description of a short and unhappy period at Island Records, which must have seemed like a perfect home but was definitely no such thing. Clashes of talent and ego, of ambition and delusion are endemic to the industry and are not avoided here.

He’s out of it all now, which means he can reflect without fear or favour on the extraordinary cast of characters he met along the way, including Lemmy (who, you might have guessed, ‘could be a handful’); Jake Riviera, his fellow conspirator at F-Beat, with his fondness for annoying people; Stacia, Hawkwind’s unforgettable ‘spontaneous dancer’, and many, many more. As you read these stories, you might be hearing a favourite record that he helped to bring into the world. It could be Hawkwind’s ‘Silver Machine’, or Can’s ‘Vitamin C’, Brinsley Schwarz’s ‘Surrender to the Rhythm’, Dr Feelgood’s ‘She Does It Right’, Nick Kent’s ‘My Flamingo’, Department S’s ‘Is Vic There?’, John Hiatt’s ‘Lipstick Sunset’, Peter Blegvad’s ‘King Strut’, the Stone Roses’ ‘Fool’s Gold’. 

This is a man who harboured, as he puts it, ‘a disdain for image and being hip’, who never grabbed a producer credit or tried to persuade an artist to record a song he’d just written. He’s just the guy who, after starting Silvertone thirty years ago, put out a couple of newly recorded albums by the legendary blues singer and guitarist John Lee Hooker, then in his seventies. One of the albums won Hooker his only Grammy, and the other had sold almost three quarters of a million copies by the time Andrew left the label. It was no accident. It was the product of love, care and vision. And that, like everything in this book, is a story worth telling.


PART ONE

Mr Lucky, 1947–1967


Chapter 1

A Charmed Life Begins

I was born in the Cameron Hospital in West Hartlepool, County Durham, a forbidding old-fashioned Victorian building. My mother had been in the kitchen department of Binns’ chain store when she felt she was going into labour. She always said I was born at nine o’clock precisely that evening. Dr Cameron apparently muttered that I was a bit blue. It wasn’t fatal and I arrived on 22 May 1947, defied the odds and managed to stick around.

My father was thirty-nine when I was born and my mother was thirty-seven, which was considered a risky age for child-birth. She’d had two miscarriages after the war and I was probably the last throw of the dice. Dad had been a regular soldier in the Durham Light Infantry before the outbreak of war and rose to the rank of lieutenant colonel. He spent six years serving in Delhi, India, where he was head of searchlights, anti-aircraft and air defences. When he returned home in 1945 my brothers didn’t know what he looked like. They all went to meet him at Southampton and were asking, ‘Which one’s Dad?’

My two brothers had arrived well ahead of me in December 1936 and April 1938. It was a long-standing family tradition that the first-born son was called Robert, although he was always known by his middle name Nigel. My middle brother is Simon Neville Lauder, the Neville after my uncle on my mother’s side. Dad missed them growing up and thankfully my parents decided they wanted another child. I was named Andrew Justus Lauder. Justus was my Swedish grandfather’s name. We had a Scottie dog called Angus at the time I was born. Mum told me it was a toss-up whether I was going to be called Angus or the dog. Luckily the dog won out. Either way it was a good Scottish name befitting the family’s significant Scottish heritage.* Scottish roots were particularly important to my dad. My great-grandfather moved down to Hartlepool from Scotland. He was Colonel Robert Lauder, who was born in Dundee in 1851, but my grandfather and then my father were born in Hartlepool. Dad was born in 1908.

Mum was born in 1910 and brought up in Edgbaston, although her father was Swedish. Her mother – whose maiden name was O’Neill – was Liverpool Irish, born in Southport. Mum was Hilda Jeanetta Sjogren before marrying my dad, but she was always known as Biddy. Her father had become a wealthy man working for Sandvik Steel. The original company was based in Sandviken in Sweden and adopted Sandvik as a brand name. It dated back to 1862; my grandfather had arrived in England thirty years later, working his way up to running the Sandvik works in Halesowen, outside Birmingham, just before the First World War. He was obviously a bit of a character and represented Sweden as a figure skater in the Summer Olympics in London in 1908 where winter sports first took place at Prince’s Skating Club in Knightsbridge.

Mum was brought up in a large house in Edgbaston with extensive grounds. It was near the Warwickshire Cricket Ground, which was one of her favourite hang-outs. I became seriously interested in cricket when I was ten and through poring over Wisden I knew the names of past county players, including the celebrated Warwickshire leg spinner Eric Hollies. I was impressed when Mum said she briefly went out with him.*

Mum’s brother Neville was at school with my father, which is how they met. They were married in 1935 and lived in West Hartlepool. They had a house, named Always, specially built for them on my grandfather’s land. It was a beautiful property that looked like something out of an episode of Poirot with a deco facade, all white with rounded doors that were bright red, a flat roof and an ornate balcony. It was ready for them when they got married, but they had to move out for the duration of the war because Hartlepool’s shipyards made the town a prime target for enemy bombers. My mother took my brothers to live with her parents, who’d moved to what was laughingly referred to as a cottage but was actually a big house off the beaten track on the side of the Malvern Hills in Worcestershire. It was beautiful, with a stream running through the garden.

Dad’s father passed away at the start of the war so, as the eldest son, he took over the firm on his return from India. Robert Lauder & Company had around sixty employees. Dad even had his own lorry with our name on the side – that was a great source of pride for me. They imported timber from Norway, Sweden and Canada. The company had its own joinery works and sawmill where it manufactured windows, doors, staircases, roof timbers and the like during the extended post-war building boom. Our timber yard had a direct rail line to the port; they’d unload timber off the boat onto a shunting engine and it would come straight from the docks to our yard for unloading, then turn in a big circle and head back to the docks.

West Hartlepool and Hartlepool were originally two separate towns, although you couldn’t tell where one town started and the other finished. There was the old town of Hartlepool which went back to AD 900 and was a seaside port built on a headland that made it easy to defend from all sides. West Hartlepool didn’t emerge till the Industrial Revolution. It was effectively a new town established by Ward Jackson, who had a plan for attracting and encouraging industries, developing shipbuilding and bringing in timber. The two towns became one town – Hartlepool – in 1967, and even though West Hartlepool had the larger population it ceased to exist.

The port was very busy until unemployment kicked in in the late fifties after shipbuilding fell away; over the years the familiar horizon of shipyard cranes from my boyhood just disappeared.* We weren’t really impacted by the severe unemployment because there was still so much housebuilding going on. It would never have crossed my mind that I was in any way privileged. I had nothing to compare my upbringing to and most of my parents’ friends were professional people. I knew little about the hardships others were suffering. Even the kids in my first school were mostly from better-off families.

When I was four, my parents decided Always wasn’t big enough to accommodate the family, so they sold it to a local butcher and we moved into my late grandfather’s house on the same land. My granny had been rattling around in this huge three-storey property with six bedrooms. They renamed it Always, and I lived there from 1951 to 1962. It overlooked Ward Jackson Park, on the edge of the countryside, the nearest properties all essentially farm buildings, the surrounding fields stretching out to small villages. It was also adjacent to the West Hartlepool Cricket Ground.

Granny’s old house was a great place to grow up. It had two orchards, a rose garden, a tennis court, two double garages and a massive garden to get lost in. We had one pet chicken left from when, during rationing, they constructed chicken coops in the tennis courts. They didn’t have the heart to dispatch the last surviving chicken, which used to wander into the house as freely as Angus the dog. It never became the Sunday roast, at least as far as I knew.

There was a bomb shelter at the end of the garden where I used to play with Jane Stonehouse, the girl next door. We had a little gang and, depending on numbers, would pretend we were the Famous Five or the Secret Seven. After nursery school I went to Rosebank High School. It only took in about 130 kids and was within walking distance of the house. All my friends went there too, up until the summer of 1957 when I was packed off to boarding school.

Dad would often take me out after work. He wasn’t a big television watcher so after the news we’d drive to the Docks and to the old town. I used to love seeing the mothball fleet. After the Second World War, many Royal Navy destroyers and cruisers were laid up in Hartlepool docks with the more exposed, rust-prone areas sealed off or wrapped in brown plastic, which looked like some kind of eerie cocoon in the evening light.

One time Dad heard about a fire at the North of England Match Factory in Swainson Dock, a huge building employing over a hundred workers, most of them women. I was only seven. We watched it burning from a safe distance. Thick black smoke was billowing upwards in a column. The fire continued late into the night, gutting the building, and all that remained the next day was a shell where all the windows had been burnt out. I remember photos in the papers of huge crowds gathered in Church Street to watch the blaze, with a dozen fire engines lined up in the street and even tugboats spraying water from the docks.

I spent a lot of time in Dad’s various cars. The first one I remember was a classic cream-coloured pre-war Jaguar with big headlamps and running boards. But it was the car that my grandfather had owned since the 1920s that really captured my imagination. That was an immaculate Armstrong Siddeley. Grandad didn’t drive any more, so whenever he took us out, he had a chauffeur. It was during those early car journeys that I first began to display signs of an enquiring mind by shouting out the name of every car or lorry we passed. Dad used to get Autocar and The Motor, and I would read them from cover to cover. For someone who has never driven a car, it seems strange now. The collector in me was probably born then too. I had a collection of Dinky Toys which had been passed down to me by my brothers. Once I started collecting them myself, I always took care to put them back in their boxes.

That fastidiousness may be explained by one of my earliest memories. My brothers had a Hornby Dublo train set, which was usually laid out across the ping-pong table in the games room, and Nigel had saved up to buy a wagon that carried a load of timber. Realising it was special, I’d seized upon it as I was being taken out in a pram by our Swedish au pair Inger Britt. Nigel was convinced I was going to lose it overboard, but I clung onto it for dear life and wouldn’t let it out of my clutches. When I finally relinquished it, he was so relieved. It stuck with me how important it is to look after things. A few years later, while Simon was away doing National Service, I’d play his records and I used to care for them better than he did, putting them back in their paper and card sleeves, mindful not to bend the corners of the jackets or scratch the records. That carefulness is a habit that has stayed with me my whole life.

As a family we were very rarely all together in the same place, largely because of our age differences. Nigel was eleven and Simon nine and a half years older than me. They were away at school during the fifties when I was growing up, and then both did two years’ National Service. I’d been packed off to school myself by then. Nigel and Simon both attended Bradfield College in Pangbourne, near Reading, Berkshire, which was the same school my father and Uncle Neville attended. My name was put down to follow in their footsteps as soon as I was born, but things didn’t go to plan.

After National Service, Nigel went on to join the Territorial Army and he became a second lieutenant, but he had to aban­don further military service in order to accept his destiny; Dad packed him off to Sweden for six months to learn about all things timber. Simon was much more like me. We both loved cricket and he’d bowl at me for hours on end in the garden; he was into music too. He hated every moment of National Service though he ended up teaching basic literacy at Catterick Camp in North Yorkshire for most of his stint.

I was lucky in having two much elder bothers; so much was handed down to me from Nigel and Simon: board games, books, annuals, toys, comics, football scrapbooks, cigarette cards and more. They were really great to me. Nigel used to build model airplanes, so he’d help me assemble my Airfix kits and he built me a tree house in the orchard. Also, with them not around, I was effectively an only child and as a result I was spoilt, especially by my mother. 

At the age of ten, if asked what I wanted to be, I’d have said a cricketer. I loved playing cricket in the garden, executing immaculately imagined cover drives, sweeps and cuts, but cricket appealed just as much to my thirst for facts and statistics. I’d get Wisden and the Playfair annuals every year and memorise everything I could – all the county teams, second teams and minor county teams, the grounds where they played, bowling figures and batting averages. Dad would take me to see Durham, then one of the minor counties in the North Yorkshire–South Durham Cricket League, which included a few games at the nearby West Hartlepool ground. The first county game he took me to see was Worcestershire playing at the Worcester County Ground when we visited Mum’s old home in West Malvern. I was able to get Yorkshire and England fast bowler Fred Trueman’s autograph at the Scarborough Festival. I barely came up to his waist but somehow he noticed me shrouded in clouds of smoke billowing from his pipe. It was the only autograph I ever collected as a kid.

Watching England against the Windies at Edgbaston in 1957 on television sealed my obsession, but I’d get frustrated when the cricket cut to regular programmes. Mum discovered Test Match Special which began that year on the Third Programme. I was hooked by the chattering ball-by-ball radio commentary. I even asked Mum if we could have our lunch at the same time as the players, between 1 and 1.40. She lovingly obliged.

Mum’s prized possession was a wind-up HMV gramophone. Of an afternoon, she’d often play 78s in the breakfast room where we ate all our meals. George Formby stuck with me the most; his songs were silly and simplistic and traded on his goofy accent and naughty lyrics that were lost on an innocent four-year-old. Mum always sang along. She loved the popular dance bands of the day, and later Latin and South American samba music. Edmundo Ros was her favourite. She could tell I was really taken with the music but, watching her through the bars of my playpen, I was also fascinated by the way she’d wind up the gramophone between each record and the fiddly business of changing the needle. The old 78s later served as toys; I was captivated by the different coloured labels; the George Formby records sported a red-and-gold label I later found out was Regal Zonophone; others were dark blue or black and gold – or had a unique little drawing or logo like Nipper the dog on HMV records.

She’d have the radio on in the kitchen all day, usually tuned to the BBC Light Programme. Housewife’s Choice and Music While You Work mapped out the mornings, then variety shows like Worker’s Playtime came on around lunchtime. At weekends I’d listen to Uncle Mac’s Children’s Favourites on a Saturday morning. I was one of several generations who’d tune in to hear Derek McCulloch – aka Uncle Mac – say ‘Hello children everywhere’ and play the same records week after week: novelty songs such as ‘Nellie the Elephant’ and ‘The Laughing Policeman’, the smooth-voiced Burl Ives singing ‘I Know an Old Lady (Who Swallowed a Fly)’, Danny Kaye’s epic ‘The Ugly Duckling’, and best of all, ‘Sparky’s Magic Piano’, the first time any of us born in the post-war years heard sounds being modified on Sparky’s ‘talking piano’.

The most telling musical influence came through my brother Simon. He was mad about New Orleans trad jazz and particularly Chris Barber. He even started to learn the trombone. I’d hear these strange farting noises coming out of his bedroom, but he never really mastered it; I couldn’t get any sound out of it at all. By 1955 we had an electric Bush record player in the breakfast room. My parents thought we should have some LPs to play so they bought the soundtracks to popular musicals like South Pacific, The King and I, Oklahoma!, West Side Story and High Society, which were the big sellers of the day. I enjoyed the act of putting on the LPs as much as singing along to classic show tunes, and of course High Society featured Louis Armstrong and his band.

Simon had one 10-inch LP I really loved – Chris Barber’s Jazz Band and Skiffle Group’s New Orleans Joys on Decca. It featured the Lonnie Donegan skiffle group playing ‘John Henry’ and ‘Rock Island Line’ – this was well before it was a hit. I thought it was fantastic and learned ‘Rock Island Line’ parrot fashion. I probably drove Mum mad singing it around the house. Simon bought everything by the Chris Barber Band. I liked Ottilie Patterson singing the blues as much as Lonnie Donegan’s folky skiffle. Simon started buying original US trad records by George Lewis, Kid Ory and Louis Armstrong as well. One of the first records I bought was ‘Petite Fleur’ by Monty Sunshine with Chris Barber’s Jazz Band, a surprise No. 1 hit in 1959.

When ‘Rock Island Line’ was released as a single in 1956 it caused the sensation which launched the skiffle craze. Bill Haley’s ‘Rock Around the Clock’ was a hit the same year after driving teenagers wild during the opening credits for The Blackboard Jungle. I went on about it so much that Mum bought ‘Rock Around the Clock’, although she bought the wrong version, by American Gospel group the Deep River Boys. White British harmony vocal groups – like the Dallas Boys and the King Brothers – all did watered-down covers of American rock ’n’ roll hits and were staples of radio variety shows. They were as close to rock ’n’ roll as the BBC allowed.

Bill Haley did have a big impact. It was strange that this overweight, balding, middle-aged bloke was so popular. We had a competition among our gang to get the best Bill Haley kiss curl. He had hit after hit and when he arrived in Britain in February 1957 it was front-page news in the Daily Express. Thousands of fans mobbed him at Waterloo station, where a special train had been laid on from Southampton. A year earlier I remember the Daily Express front page with just the words britain is great again in huge type; it was at the beginning of the Suez crisis. Nigel was serving in Aden, much to my mum’s distress.

At age ten I discovered there was more to rock ’n’ roll than Lonnie Donegan and Bill Haley. They gave way to the wilder, more exciting sounds I heard on Radio Luxembourg. In summer 1957, we were driving back from holiday in Cornwall and once we’d crossed into Yorkshire Dad gave in to me twiddling the knobs on the radio. I landed on a record I liked and a voice, a broad drawling accent that announced: ‘This is 208 Radio Luxembourg’. It was definitely not a polished BBC accent. As soon as we got home, I went straight to the radio to find Luxembourg on the Medium Wave. It featured all sponsored shows, the best of which was Tony Hall’s Decca show. Sure, the signal was patchy, but that didn’t matter; I heard things like Larry Williams’ ‘Bony Maronie’, Fats Domino’s ‘I’m Walkin’’, and later, Buddy Knox singing ‘I Think I’m Gonna Kill Myself’ which Mum really hated me singing around the house. In June 1957 the Light Programme launched Saturday Skiffle Club, which immediately followed Children’s Favourites. Saturday Club became an absolute must-listen programme stretching long into the 1960s.

I started buying singles myself in 1957, the first few by Little Richard and Jerry Lee Lewis. They were more like it than Bill Haley – whatever ‘it’ was. They were thrilling and primal even to a ten-year-old’s ears. I’d seen clips of Little Richard and Jerry Lee Lewis both treating their pianos with extreme disrespect. Hearing Buddy Holly was a different kind of revelation with his softer vocals and melodic, rhythmic guitars. Buddy Holly and the Crickets were another big favourite.

I didn’t see a lot of pop on television before the end of the summer, aside from Six-Five Special where the BBC acknow­ledged there was such a thing as rock ’n’ roll. It was presented in a really stuffy format and featured unconvincing acts like the Dallas Boys and fast-singing Don Lang and his Frantic Five – who were awful; as was Britain’s so-called answer to Elvis, Tommy Steele. His cheeky, grinning performances did nothing for me. He showed his true colours within a couple of years as a cheeky Cockney singing novelty hits ‘Little White Bull’ and ‘What A Mouth’.

Pop television improved when the commercial channel’s Oh Boy brought genuine British rockers like Billy Fury, Marty Wilde, and Cliff Richard into the front room. They all looked and sounded more like the real thing. By then I was in boarding school and could only catch up during the holidays. I must have been home from school when I saw Buddy Holly and the Crickets on Sunday Night at the London Palladium performing ‘Peggy Sue’ and ‘That’ll Be the Day’ sometime in March 1958. I’d seen photos before but seeing the Crickets with their Fender guitars was immediately striking, while seeing Buddy Holly’s thick, black-framed glasses made me feel better about having to wear glasses myself. I used to walk around singing ‘Peggy Sue’ – it wasn’t hard to learn all the words and imitate Holly’s hiccupping vocal style. For me, 1957 was the year the penny dropped. I’d been drawn to music through my mum, then trad and skiffle through Simon, but rock ’n’ roll was something else. It was my own thing. I was surely the only ten-year-old boy in West Hartlepool who knew about it.

That same year I also discovered Hartlepools United Football Club. They made the third round of the FA Cup in January 1957 and were drawn at home to Manchester United. I’d never been into football that much because my father was a rugby player. Rugby Union, of course. Football was frowned upon. I didn’t even know we had a local football team in town. Dad played rugby for Durham County – Simon has a cigarette card of him. His best friend played for West Hartlepool and Durham, and even captained England six times. This was Uncle Carl. He wasn’t a real uncle, but we called a lot of my parents’ friends aunt and uncle, whether they were relatives or not. Carl Aarvold was born in Hartlepool and was another lieutenant colonel who served in India when Dad was there. He was a barrister who later became the senior judge at the Old Bailey, even presiding over the Kray twins’ trial in 1965.

At Rosebank High School we played football and I had my Stanley Matthews football boots. I loved playing, but my dad wouldn’t tolerate any sport unless it was amateur. He was very much a product of that Gentlemen vs Players era, subscribing to the view you shouldn’t be paid for playing sport. He took me to Twickenham to see Durham play Middlesex one time, and to Hartlepool Rovers vs West Hartlepool, the big local derby. When I said I’d like to go to a soccer match he just grimaced. As far as he was concerned the best team in England was Bishop Auckland, a local amateur team. In 1961 he took me to Wembley for the Amateur Football Cup Final to see another local village team, West Auckland Town, beat Walthamstow Avenue 2–1.

I’d discovered that my brothers had some football scrapbooks and annuals, mostly from the golden era of Newcastle Untied winning the FA Cup three years out of four in the early 1950s. They had a lot of stuff about Hartlepools United, who were doing very well in the Third Division North in 1957. Hartlepools nearly went up at the end of the season that year. Only one team was promoted from each of the North and South Divisions, and they came second to Derby County. So we just missed making the Second Division for what would have been the only time in the club’s history.*

There was huge excitement in the town about the FA Cup match with Manchester United; this was the all-conquering Busby Babes. Another unrelated ‘Uncle Harry’ was the chairman of Hartlepools United and he lived in the big house across the way. I was allowed to ride my bike round his yard as long as I stayed off the flower beds. We could have got tickets from him, but my dad was disinterested and Mum was convinced there’d be trouble because of overcrowding. The game went ahead without me.

Officially, 17,265 people were there, the club’s biggest-ever crowd, and it was a legendary match. We went 3–nil down after thirty minutes, pulled one back before half time and then it was 3–3 with fifteen minutes to go. Manchester United won 4–3. People were hanging off cranes in the dockyard to watch and it’s still one of the major events in the town’s history. I made up my mind that day that I was going to be a Hartlepools United fan. I stood outside Uncle Harry’s gate on my bike and swore allegiance to his team.*

My own life had changed by the start of the next season. My mum hadn’t wanted me to be sent away to school at too young an age, but when I turned ten she had to give in to my father’s wishes. Having tried to put it out of my mind all summer, the reality of being sent to boarding school caught up with me. Going to W.G. Allen’s Gentleman’s Outfitters in Harrogate to get kitted out with the uniform made it horribly real. I didn’t want my idyllic life to be interrupted. I had a record collection building up and everything else I collected or cared about or was interested in – including cricket and now football – was at home. In 1957 all those interests coalesced just as boarding school was about to bring the shutters down on everything that mattered to me – all my things, my friends and my family.

 

 

 

 



*	The Scottish family of Lauder were Royalists and Lairds of the Bass and extensive landowners in East Lothian. The Bass Rock, a volcanic island in the Firth of Forth, was in the Lauder family for nearly six centuries. It’s recorded that in 1057 the island was given to Sir Robert de Laverdre by King Malcolm III of Scotland for helping him recover his crown from Macbeth. The tradition of naming the first son Robert began then.

*	Hollies played for England and famously bowled out the great Australian batsman Sir Don Bradman for a duck in his final test at the Oval in 1948, denying him a career average of 100 in Tests.

*	Film director Ridley Scott went to West Hartlepool College of Art. His first short film, Boy on a Bicycle, was shot in the early sixties. It showed his younger brother Tony cycling round the shipyards and steelworks and nearby Seaton Carew beach. The old steelworks foundries are said to have influenced the look of Blade Runner.

*	It wasn’t until 22 August 1960 that I finally got to see Hartlepools United play against newly promoted Peterborough United, playing their first ever away game. My team had found themselves in Division Four after the North and South regional leagues were scrapped in the 1958/9 season and replaced by two national leagues. Hartlepools United dropped the ‘s’ in 1968 and it was just Hartlepool until the ‘United’ was restored in 1977. It’s been Hartlepool United ever since.

*	On the front page of the late Saturday evening edition of the Hartlepool Mail there’d always be a cartoon of the Docker. He wore a flat cap and stood on a log suspended from a crane overlooking the ground. If we lost, the Docker was glum-faced, his thumb down; if his hand was level we’d drawn, and if we won his thumb pointed upwards. I’m looking at a picture of the Docker on my wall right now – celebrating the ‘Pools’ 10–1 win over Barrow in April 1959.
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