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				Dedication

				 

				For Peter, Maggie, Linda and all the other good rockin’ people who are no longer with us - ‘Gee, we’re gonna miss you, everybody sends their love.’

				And for everyone who loves the music.

				‘Let’s get real solid gone for a change …’
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				Introduction

				 

				Isn’t it funny how a smell, a sound, a casually spoken name or the snatch of a half-forgotten tune can bring back the past in such vivid detail that you almost think you are back there for a second? This seems to happen more and more to me as I approach middle age. I get to wondering how my life might have turned out had I taken different roads at different times and what I would change if I were able to go back. But that is a pointless exercise because I cannot change any of it, none of us can, it’s there and will remain so. I can only be what I am, and that is what my past has made of me. And though a lot of it was bad, some of it wasn’t.

				In the winter of 2003 I completed the story of my life as a career criminal and exposed my failings for all to see. The book, A Few Kind Words and a Loaded Gun, sold fairly well and received some good reviews, opening a career for me as something other than a professional criminal. In the book I touched on my teenage years as a teddy boy/rockabilly and mentioned something of the gang culture that existed in the 1970s and early 1980s amongst south London teenagers. But I only scratched the surface.

				According to popular misconception, the last years of the 1970s belonged to the punk rockers. Whenever I read about that time now, it always seems to be from the perspective of ex-punks and it seems strangely ironic that so many of that snarling, grunting, spitting subculture have become such articulate members of society. There has been plenty written over the last two-and-a-half decades about the punk movement - books, articles, even songs - but for a lot of kids the late ‘70s/early ‘80s were about other things. Sure, the punks were there, but so were the teds, skinheads, mods, rockabillies, psychobillies, soul boys, new romantics, rockers, disco freaks and the smoothies; it wasn’t all safety pins, gob and bin liners.

				Just lately I’ve been thinking a lot about those years and a story of that time that needs to be told. It cries out to me in my sleep and haunts me in my waking hours; I need to get it out and I cannot rest until I do. Maybe no one will be interested, but that’s not the point; the point is to get it down before it’s lost forever. The time I am writing of will seem long ago and far away to some people, particularly the generations that have come after mine, but to me it seems like only yesterday. We all like to think that our own era was the golden one and no other time can quite match up to it, and, in a way, we are right. Memory, like time, is relative. And I am writing this story from memory.

				Once, long ago and not so far away, some members of my generation fought a little-known and mostly forgotten war. We fought on the streets of London, in the pubs, clubs and council estates, down in the tube stations and up on the parks and playgrounds. We fought over differences of music, fashion, haircuts, for gang loyalty and acceptance, and some of us just for the hell of it. Our war was often bloody but rarely fatal and sometimes attracted the spotlight of the national media, though not often. In the end there was no official truce or surrender and just like other old soldiers we began to fade away.

				But once, we were warrior kings … and this is how I remember it …

				 

				Noel ‘Razor’ Smith

				Ex-Balham Wildkatz ‘76-’82

				August 2005

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Part One

				

				The Teddy Boys

				 

				Teddy boy, ted i boi - an unruly adolescent, orig. in the 1950s, affecting a dandyish style of dress reminiscent of Edward VII’s time. Teddy girl - the Teddy boy’s female companion and counterpart in conduct.

				 

				“Hey mister tailor, don’t get cute,

				I want you to make me a Teddy boy suit,

				Sky-blue jacket with velvet cuffs,

				You better work fast or I might get rough.”

				 

				‘The Wildest Cat in Town’

				Crazy Cavan & The Rhythm Rockers

				

				The Long Hot One

				(where it all began)

				 

				To my generation, the summer of 1976 is known as ‘The Long Hot One’. Because it was long and hot, obviously. On 26 June 1976 the temperature in London reached 95°F (35°C), the highest temperature recorded in the capital since records began. It was a summer so hot that the tarmac on the roads melted from the heat and became as pliable as soft toffee. You could literally leave footprints in the road and daytime temperatures reached a consistent 89 degrees centigrade on 17 consecutive days. Records were set for both beer and ice-cream sales and for the number of spectators who fainted during the tennis at Wimbledon. It was so hot that at the Henley Royal Regatta gentlemen were allowed to remove their blazers in the Stewards’ Enclosure for the first and only time. On 1 July the government rushed through new drought laws to curb the use of water for hosepipes and garden sprinklers, and there was countrywide panic-buying of vegetables as it was feared that crops were being affected by heat and lack of rainfall. But the fierce heat was tempered by cool misty mornings when the air, even in the concrete canyons of the inner city, seemed as clear and fresh as the water in an Arctic stream. For the young, it was a summer that seemed as though it would never end, and it became a summer of change and revolution. For those of us who were coming of age there was an almost indefinable air of expectation floating in the sun-dappled shadows of the streets and council estates of south London. To me, at age 15, it felt like that silent and breath-catching moment you reach on a fairground roller-coaster as the train clanks to a standstill at the top of the precipice. Looking down that steep and narrow track you cannot help but feel a mixture of gut-clenching fear and giddy excitement at what is to come. And that was exactly how I felt in the early part of the summer of 1976.

				Musically that year would start with a big surprise as an obscure rockabilly singer, Hank Mizzell, would creep his way into the national charts with a 1957 stomper called ‘Jungle Rock’, reaching number 3 in March. ‘Jungle Rock’ was played on Top of the Pops but Hank  didn’t appear as he was probably too busy driving the Hickery Hollow bus in Pisstown Alabama, but Pan’s People did a reasonable rendering of rocking in a jungle. Maybe it was due to ‘Jungle Rock’, or maybe not, but there seemed to be a definite 1950s vibe to things that year. The television adverts I remember were for Elvis-40 Greatest, a double LP of hits from ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ to ‘Don’t Cry Daddy’. Another LP getting plenty of ad-time was called 20 Heart Breakers, featuring hits from Roy Orbison and Johnny Tillotson, and there was also a cartoon bear wearing wrap-around shades and sporting a Tony Curtis hairstyle advertising a sugar-laden soft drink called Cresta - “It’s frothy, man!” Then there was the Pepsi-Cola ad with the rocker and the nerd - “Hey Eddie, how come you’re such a big hit with the girls?” - where ‘Eddie’, looking like he’d just stepped out of 1959, proceeded to bop and sing the chick-pulling qualities of Pepsi-Cola. It was as though, to use a more modern phrase, the 1950s were the new black.

				In the charts rock ‘n’ roll-style artists were making a living parodying the music and fashions of the 1950s but keeping everything 1970s enough to satisfy their core audience. Alvin Stardust, in black leather and with the biggest quiff-cum-afro you’ve ever seen, had loosely based himself on ‘50s rocker Gene Vincent. Stardust had already had a genuine rock ‘n’ roll career in the late ‘50s and early ‘60s as Shane Fenton. With his band, The Fentones, he had recorded some pretty good records and notched up a couple of minor British hits with ‘Moody Guy’ and ‘Cindy’s Birthday’. In 1979 Stardust would return to his Fenton roots when he became a regular on the revamped 1950s television show Oh Boy! singing rock ‘n’ roll hits alongside Shakin’ Stevens and Joe Brown.

				Showaddywaddy, on the other hand, were an eight-piece ‘rock ‘n’ roll revival’ band who dressed in colourful drape suits and recreated minor pop hits of the rock ‘n’ roll era, having many top-ten hits in the 1970s, including a number 1 with a song called ‘Under the Moon of Love’. They were absolutely detested by the real Teddy boys and classed as piss-takers. At some Teddy boy clubs Showaddywaddy records were ritually burned in front of cheering crowds. The reason for the Teds’ hatred of Showaddywaddy had a lot to do with the band’s image. The drape suits that they wore were like grotesque parodies of the real thing with slit-backed jackets and - oh my God! - flared trousers. The Teddy boys were sticklers for tradition and considered their own style of dress to be the epitome of sartorial elegance. Showaddywaddy didn’t even bother getting the haircuts right either and long hair was anathema to the Teds. This pirating of the Teddy boy clothing was to lead to violence in the summer of 1977 when punk rockers began to wear drape jackets and brothel creepers with pins and badges all over them. It’s worth mentioning that the Hell’s Angels have a similar outlook when it comes to their identity, and anyone who dares to wear their colours and insignia without being a member is in for a good kicking.

				It wouldn’t be until later in the year that England would see its first showing of Happy Days, an American sitcom set in the 1950s and featuring the archetypal ‘50s bad boy, The Fonz, but you could still catch both American Graffiti and That’ll Be The Day in the cinema and buy the soundtracks, which featured all rock ‘n’ roll. There seemed to be a strong flavour of the 1950s even in the warm air that was coming down off the Sahara Desert and causing the heatwave of 1976.

				The musical charts were ripe for change in some way. Apart from ‘Jungle Rock’, which appeared to be an anomaly, most popular music was aimed either at prog-rock fans or teeny-boppers. At the point in June when London had its hottest day, the number 1 record on Capital Radio’s Top 20 was a former television advertising jingle called ‘Jeans On’ by David Dundas, a piece of musical dross that seemed typical of the rubbish that ‘the man’ was trying to palm off on us. Teenagers were bored with the now, and those who weren’t looking back to the past for something different were on the verge of something that would take the world by the scruff of its boring and staid neck and give it a good shake. Punk rock was taking its first infant steps in a boutique on the King’s Road and in the suburbs of south London. By November 1976 it would be picking up a fast jog, and by December it would be running flat out, stopping only to hurl a few expletives at the nation from a television studio in west London.

				On the dusty, sun-baked streets of London the Teddy boys were marching and attracting publicity and support for their cause. In June ‘76 a protest rally was held in Hyde Park, attended by 3,000 Teddy boys, rockers and other assorted rock ‘n’ roll fans, who were demanding that BBC Radio play more 1950s rock ‘n’ roll. After the rally, featuring music from live bands and speeches from prominent fans, a protest march, complete with banners, took place. The March of The Rockers, as it became known, ended outside the BBC’s headquarters at White City. In the face of such a public display the BBC had to take notice and one year later created a one-hour slot on BBC Radio 1 every Saturday evening called It’s Rock ‘n’ Roll. The Teddy boys were on their way back and determined not to be taken lightly.

				When I wasn’t on the run from the police or Stanford House Juvenile Remand Home, for committing various petty thefts and hot-wiring motorbikes, I was living with my parents, brother and sister, in a third-floor council flat in the London borough of Lambeth. Sinclair Estate could be described as pretty upmarket so far as council estates go, with hardly any graffiti or broken windows, though the kids would piss in the lifts. Built after the Second World War on the site of a couple of rows of houses that had been bombed by the Luftwaffe and situated in a triangle of land between the junction of King’s Avenue and Thornton Road, the estate consisted of three yellow-brick blocks of three storeys each. The three blocks were named Sinclair House, Ingle House and McGregor House. We lived at number 16 Sinclair and were surrounded by some nice residential streets that a modern estate agent might describe as ‘desirable residences’. The estate, though small and fairly clean, particularly when compared with the dark and grimy New Park Road Estate less than half a mile away, still seemed out of place in the middle of the beautiful pre-war houses with their huge front and back gardens.

				There were many young families living on the Sinclair Estate and they had a lot of kids, maybe 40 in all three blocks, and we did a lot of kid stuff such as scrumping in the fruit-laden gardens of the local dwellings, and hedge- hopping, which involved throwing ourselves onto the otherwise immaculate topiary of our well-off neighbours. We also did the usual ‘knock down ginger’, knocking loudly on the doors of the houses and running away. For the fortunates in their private houses it must have seemed as though an invading army of barbarians had decided to settle in their midst and build mud huts. It’s no wonder the locals tended to look down their noses at us.

				To the west of Sinclair Estate, beyond the boundary of King’s Avenue, lay Brixton Hill which led down into Brixton proper. To the east, over Thornton Road, was Balham, which Peter Sellers once whimsically described as ‘the gateway to the south’. North, straight down King’s Avenue, led to Clapham, and south, up Thornton Avenue, was Streatham Hill. Geographically, the estate was bang in the centre of all four districts and a kind of no-man’s land. One side of the estate had an SW12 postcode and the other side was SW2, but if anyone asked me what area I lived in I always answered ‘Balham’ because our flat was closest to the east side of the estate. It would have been easy to grow up confused and with a siege mentality on Sinclair Estate, and a few of us did.

				By the summer of ‘76 about half the kids on the estate were teenagers of varying degrees and a pretty tight-knit group. There was no real animosity between us, though most of us boys had fought each other over the years. Our fights had always been fist fights and just the usual stuff you get between young boys. I had a bit of a reputation as a puncher and I had fought both the Finn brothers, Joey and Derek, the O’Donahues, Terry and Gary, Tony Bender and Billy Murray on several occasions as we had been growing up. It didn’t really matter whether you won or lost these fist fights as we were all friends anyway. We saved our real venom for outsiders.

				Nobody had to tell us that kids from other estates were our enemies, we just knew it instinctively - probably some kind of tribal instinct. Sinclair Estate was our ‘turf’ and we had the same wagon-circling mentality found in most kids on council estates. We knew that if we went onto some other kid’s turf we would get a kicking and they would get the same if they came on Sinclair. That was just the way it was and I don’t really know why. Collectively the kids on my estate were known as the Sinclair Mob, just as we knew other kids by the names of their estates. There were the New Park Road Gang, the Poynders Gardens Crew, the Tilson House Job and various others spread amongst the surrounding areas. Ever since we were nippers we had been issuing and accepting challenges to fight the kids from other estates. We didn’t really class ourselves as gangs but more as defenders - cowboys protecting the homestead from marauding indians.

				In our pre-teen years inter-estate battles were normally fought with fists and boots. There might be an exchange of words or blows between a couple of kids from different estates on some neutral ground, such as on Tooting Bec Common where we all went to play football or in Agnes Riley park. Then that could result in the kids from one estate marching on the opposing estate and having a punch-up en masse. The trick was to keep the invading group off your own turf and fight them on the boundaries of the estate. If they could ‘run’ you, that is make your whole mob leg it in fear, or get right onto your turf, then you might as well give up because word would soon get round and kids from other estates would start taking liberties with you. It was all about testing each other’s strength and courage.

				From fists and boots we advanced to throwing clods of earth at each other. Then it was stones and sometimes blood was drawn. At the age of 13 or 14 we started using sticks and throwing bottles, and the next step was air guns. Carrying an air gun seemed a pretty huge and dangerous step to us in those more innocent times. Little did we know that 20 years later kids of our age and in the same location would be carrying, and sometimes using, real firearms on each other. The favoured air pistol amongst the warring tribes of the 1970s council estates was the Diana SP50. Shaped a little like a Browning automatic, the SP50 could fire a .22 lead slug over a distance of about 15 feet and give your target a good sharp sting. However, at any distance over 6 feet they were about as accurate as Billy Liar’s CV. The Gat-Gun, a .177, was also popular but looked too much like a spud-gun to be taken seriously and was only really carried by the younger kids. But the real daddy of all air guns was the Crossman pump-action repeater, an American-made machine-gun- looking fucker that could fire 25 .177 slugs in quick succession. My pal, Micky Allen, had a Crossman and became an invaluable asset in our battles as he could pepper the enemy very quickly and over a greater distance than a pistol.

				We all bought our air guns at a strange little shop in Tooting Bec called ‘The Treasure Chest’. The Treasure Chest sold everything from second-hand stereos to commando daggers and had a wide range of imitation guns and air guns. By rights you had to be over 14 to purchase an air gun, but at £8 a pop the owner of the shop didn’t bother asking for any ID as he was making more sales than a nappy salesman at an incontinence rally. I had a Diana SP50 and I coveted Micky’s Crossman, like we all did, but it cost around £55. I managed to buy a second-hand .22 rifle with a telescopic sight. It was no good for estate wars as it was too unwieldy and slow to load as a single-shot, but I would sometimes climb up on the roof of Sinclair House and take potshots at people passing by outside the estate or sunbathing in the surrounding gardens. It wasn’t very powerful over any distance but it would sting.

				Air guns began to drop out of vogue after there was a lot of publicity in the South London Press over a kid who lost his eye in a gang shoot-out. The police began to get very proactive in stopping and searching kids for air guns and the juvenile courts started handing out probation and big fines. I got nicked for aiming an air pistol at a police car that had been passing the estate and ended up in Stanford House, a juvenile remand home in Shepherd’s Bush, for a couple of weeks. So air guns faded out, but they were soon be replaced by knives.

				

				A lot of the kids I knew carried knives. Knives were mainly for show, but if you asked why they were being carried the answer would be, “For protection”. In the 1990s there was a lot of uproar and media attention over the carrying of knives by kids but it was nothing new. In south London in the 1970s you could probably have built a battleship out of the number of knives being carried had you melted all the metal down. There were a lot of stabbings and slashings, particularly around the Brixton area, that went unreported to police and hospitals. One little firm out of the Stockwell Park and Angel Town estates had the MO of stabbing rivals in the buttocks. A wound of this kind would be painful but it wouldn’t kill you and it would be embarrassing to report for a teenage boy. I was stabbed in the buttocks by a gang who surrounded me outside a pub called The Crown & Sceptre at the top of Brixton Hill. I treated the wound with Dettol and found it painful to sit down for a couple of weeks but I would never think of reporting it to the authorities, it just wasn’t the done thing.

				The first knife I remember buying was a commando dagger, which were very popular at that time. The commando dagger was based on the knife carried by British commandos during the Second World War and it had no other purpose than to kill your enemy. The handle was made out of heavy iron with a huge nut screwed onto a bolt as the pommel. Leaving aside the blade, if you wanted to do some damage you only had to clump someone on the head with the handle. But the blade was also awesome and designed for killing - 8 inches long and tapering to a very sharp and narrow point, and it was also double-edged which meant you could slash as well as stab. The deluxe model had a black blade so you could kill your enemies in the dark without giving them the warning of that telltale glint of metal. Just as a later generation of adolescents would be attracted to the Rambo knife, the commando dagger was our fascination.

				I carried a commando dagger for a while, usually down the waistband of my jeans, but the only thing I ever used it for was throwing into trees on the estate when we had knife-throwing contests. I was more a fisticuffs man than a tool-merchant at this time and the thought of plunging a piece of metal into someone’s body scared and sickened me, but, by the end of the summer, my attitude began to change. I had ambitions to become a Teddy boy.

				

				The Wind of Change

				 

				I had always liked the music and style of the 1950s; to me there was nothing cooler. I loved watching old black and white Elvis films and wished I could have lived in those days and worn those clothes and hairstyles. But I was a teenager in the wrong time. Instead of sleek greased-back haircuts, snappy pegged suits and bopping at the hop I was living in the age of shaggy perms, clunky platform shoes and The Glitter Band. I felt cheated. The music was crap, the clothes were crap and, at my age, I couldn’t have afforded a shaggy perm even if I had been so inclined. To me the 1950s represented some golden age when everything had been clean and well defined. Maybe the slightly seedy unisex feel of the 1970s disgusted the catholic in me, I didn’t want to look like a girl or be able to wear the same clothes as my sister. I wanted short hair and a man’s attire but I wasn’t yet mature enough to assert myself in this direction, so I spent the early ‘70s with hair down to my shoulders and ever-widening flares.

				Then one day, in May 1976, I suddenly realised that how I looked was entirely my own choice. If I wanted to sport a 1950s haircut then, by God, I would and no one could stop me. Along with my two mates, Paul and Tony, I went down to Mick the barber’s, in Balham, and ordered a James Dean. Rebel Without a Cause, Dean’s classic film of 1950s teenage angst, had recently been shown on the telly and I became an instant fan. Me, Paul and Tony walked into that barber’s shop looking like roadies for Status Quo and walked out again an hour later feeling the wind on our ears for the first time in many years. At first we looked strange to each other, and probably everyone else, but the look began to grow on us very quickly. I realised that there was no point doing half a job; if I had the haircut then I wanted the clothes as well. Paul and Tony were not so sure about going the whole hog; they had got the haircuts more for a laugh and were now happy to leave it at that. Personally I had no intention of walking around with a 1950s head on a 1970s body, and as I was flush with a few stolen pounds I dragged them down to Solbros on Balham High Street.

				The one claim to fame of Solbros of Balham is that it got a mention by Del Boy in one of the early episodes of the BBC comedy series Only Fools and Horses, which is not really surprising as the series writer, John Sullivan, grew up in Balham and probably shopped there. Solbros was a small and narrow shop a couple of doors away from the 100 club near Balham tube station. There was a boot and shoe display rack outside on the pavement during opening hours containing examples of what I would call tough classic footwear. There were Doc Martens, boots and shoes, Commando boots with steel toecaps and screw-on soles, leather brogues and oxfords, desert boots and penny loafers. The shoe rack alone looked capable of kicking to death half the people on the High Street. The clothes in the window displays looked as though they had been thrown there by an epileptic blind man during a fit, and the theme, if there was one, seemed to be chaos. Inside, the shop was crowded, not with people but with racks of clothes, and as gloomy as a David Bowie album track. The owner, for I assume it was he, sat on a stool at the back of the shop and peered at me through world-weary eyes. “Help you?” he asked, making it sound as though it were the last thing he wanted to do. “Yeah,” I said. “Got any drainpipe jeans?” He pointed to a rack in front of me on which hung around 50 pairs of jeans. There was a piece of card taped to the top of the rack which whispered, “Jeans - £1.50p Per Pair - Bargain!!!” I guessed that when the card had originally been written it had been screaming its message but many years had passed since then.

				I left Solbros 30 minutes later and around £27 lighter. I had bought a pair of drainpipe jeans, a red Harrington jacket, a pack of three plain white cap- sleeved T-shirts and a pair of 12-hole Commando boots with steel toecaps. The outfit, especially the red Harrington, was almost identical to what James Dean had worn in Rebel Without a Cause. The only difference was that Dean had worn motorcycle boots and they didn’t sell them at Solbros. When I put my new clobber on I immediately felt right and comfortable. At last, after feeling like a miserable misfit for as long as I could remember, I really felt like myself. It is strange how clothes can do that but I have felt the same all through my life: if I don’t feel comfortable in my clothes I don’t feel comfortable at all. Clothes can be a massive part of identity.

				Clothes are important to a kid. There’s nothing worse than wearing something that makes you stand out from the crowd or feel uncomfortable when you have no choice in the matter. Standing out from the crowd should be a kid’s own choice. I came from a poor family where there was a struggle to put food on the table let alone provide new clothes. Twice a year we were treated to a brand new pair of plimsolls and a pair of jeans from Tesco Home & Wear. There used to be a little song about Tesco jeans when I was a kid. It went - “Tesco bombers, big and strong, 1/6- and you can’t go wrong, wear them night and wear them day, guaranteed to wear away.” The ‘1/6-’ referred to how cheap they were: about 7½p in today’s money. I sometimes got a bit of stick off other kids for how I dressed and I would usually end up rolling around the ground with them over it. I had never been what you might call ‘in fashion’ but I had managed to blend in eventually. So in 1976, when I came out of the fashion closet as a James Dean clone, it was like being released from prison.

				The kids on my estate were shocked by my transformation and I got a lot of attention, particularly from the girls, I noted. We used to stand in the porch area of Ingle House in the evenings, smoking Park Drive and drinking cider, and all the girls wanted to run their fingers through my newly shorn hair. It was great being different, though there was a lot of piss-taking from the lads. “Hey, Elvis, where’s your guitar?” and “Well-a-wop-bop-a-loo-bop!” were shouted at frequent intervals in my direction. Peter Mayne had a habit of doing a very poor parody of the bop, which was a 1950s dance, but it just looked ridiculous with his 24-inch flares and stack-heeled shoes. I handled all the piss-taking by raising an eyebrow and saying nothing. I thought this made me seem cool and enigmatic. After about a week I was no longer so much of a novelty and the piss-taking became sporadic.

				Now that I felt comfortable with my new image I decided it was time to come out of the musical closet as well. I was pretty tired of having to pretend that I liked Rod Stewart and Elton John just to fit in when, in reality, I thought they were a pair of tossers and their music had about as much soul as a couple of diesel chainsaws. I had a little Grundig tape player, the oblong portable one with a leather-look carrying strap, and I bought a couple of rock ‘n’ roll compilation tapes to play on it. That evening I took my tape player down to the porch and treated the gang to a bit of real music. They laughed at ‘Rave On’ by Buddy Holly & The Crickets, howled at ‘Be-Bop-A-Lula’ by Gene Vincent & The Bluecaps, and positively doubled over when they heard ‘Sea Cruise’ by Frankie Ford. I didn’t give a shit; I liked it and no one else had a tape deck so it was listen or fuck off. Though I didn’t realise it at the time, there were converts in that giggling gaggle of teens, and they would soon make themselves known.

				A few days after I had played my rock ‘n’ roll tapes Peter Mayne turned up with a duck’s arse (DA) haircut and wearing what looked like a demob suit. He shrugged off all the catcalls and whistles that greeted his arrival at the porch and nodded at my tape deck. “Stick that Buddy Holly one on, ‘Rave On’ is it?” I was delighted. In the next month or so half the kids on the porch had made the change. There were more quiffs and ponytails than in an episode of Happy Days. Obviously the retro style was not to everyone’s taste and some of the kids stuck with their long hair, flares and belted Starsky cardigans, and a rift began to develop. It was subtle at first, the retro kids grouping together almost unconsciously and the ‘70s kids doing the same. But in a short time it became more tribal and insults and banter were being traded back and forth between the two groups. We were still the Sinclair Mob, but now we were two separate groups instead of one. And soon our loyalty to the estate and the status quo was to be tested.

				Dave Wall lived on an estate further down King’s Avenue from Sinclair. He was a tall kid, around 6 foot, and was always the main target of the Sinclair Mob during our estate wars because of his size. We instinctively knew that we could demoralise enemy troops by bringing down the bigger kids. Once their figurehead or hardest fighter hit the deck the rest of the kids would scatter and the battle would be over. I had spent years lobbing mud bombs and stones and shooting air guns at Dave Wall, but I doubt if I had ever spoken more than two words to him. Then, in the early summer of ‘76, I saw Dave Wall getting off a 137 bus opposite Sinclair Estate and he was wearing a light grey two-piece Italian box-suit and a pair of black oxfords. His hair was James Dean short and Elvis slick and he looked as if he’d just stepped off the cover of bow Dig This. I had been sitting on the low wall that surrounded the estate with Tony Brooker, Peter Mayne and John Carey and when Dave spotted us he started walking quickly down King’s Avenue towards his own estate. I was intrigued. I called across the street, “Hey, Dave.” He looked over but didn’t stop walking. “Where’d you get the whistle?” I shouted. Dave slowed and then stopped and turned to face us. “What?” he shouted over. “The whistle and flute, the suit?” I called. “It’s fucking pukka. Where’d you get it?” Dave shrugged self-consciously. I waved him over. “Here, mate. Gi’s a butchers.” He hesitated on his side of the road for a moment and then walked over to our side.

				It turned out that Dave had come second in a talent contest at a holiday camp during the Easter holiday. He had sung ‘Old Shep’, the same song that Elvis had sung on his talent contest debut in 1945 as a ten-year-old, and he had sung it in the Elvis style. Dave was, it turned out, a good singer and could do a very passable impression of Elvis, which he quickly realised was great for attracting female attention. So, figuring he might be able to double his chances with the girls, when he came back from his holiday he decided to try to look like Elvis as well as sounding like him. He had bought the suit, for £2, at an Oxfam charity shop in Streatham and had it cleaned and pressed, got his hair cut at Mick’s of Balham and bought a pair of tough black Oxfords from Solbros and he was away. I had to admit I loved the suit and I saw the possibilities of being equally as stylish at little expense. We stood there talking to our old enemy about clothes, haircuts and music, all old rivalry and animosity forgotten. At that exact moment, although nothing was said or even intimated by any of us, a peace between the estates was settled and a new era of inter-estate free association was ushered in. The children’s war was over and the next time we would go into battle would be as young men but for equally passionate and stupid reasons.

				Dave turned out to be a nice kid and he also had a collection of original rock ‘n’ roll 45s that were new to us. With music, as with fashion, we were still finding our way. My own knowledge of 1950s rock ‘n’ roll was limited to two compilation tapes of hits and a few 45s and LPs in my parents’ record collection. I knew a lot of Elvis stuff and a bit of Buddy Holly, Jerry Lee Lewis and Little Richard, but it was through Dave’s collection, which he had inherited from an uncle, that I discovered such delights as ‘Jitter-Boppin’ Baby’ by Jerry Byrne and ‘White Lightning’ by Thumper Jones. The more I heard of rock ‘n’ roll the more I liked it.

				That evening Dave walked across the stretch of tarmac and pavement that had always separated us and joined us on the porch. The ‘70s kids were shocked and outraged. This was unheard of, a kid from another estate walking on our turf and not getting his head kicked in! But he was welcomed by the retro crew as a friend and ally. The message, had anyone chosen to analyse it, was clear - our loyalties had shifted from tribe to subculture. The ‘70s kids left the porch in protest and hung out on the opposite side of the estate in a porch in McGregor House and they remained there until well into the summer. I felt the loss, though only momentarily, and a tinge of sadness at the split, but I was also excited by the newness of everything and the anticipation of more to come. The next day Dave took us to the Oxfam shop in Streatham and I picked out my very first suit. It was a black lightweight Pierre Cardin single-breasted box, with straight trousers. The name ‘Pierre Cardin’ meant nothing to us in those days and I had chosen the suit only because it was in a 1950s style and it fitted me. I paid £1.75 for the suit and 90p to get it dry- cleaned, but the first time I put it on, with a white shirt, black skinny tie and a pair of my dad’s old black army shoes, I felt like a million pounds on the hoof. Dave Wall became a regular in the porch from then on.

				Dave was the first kid from another estate to make the crossover but pretty soon others followed. On his own estate Dave had been the only retro kid but we also welcomed his younger brother, Bernie. Bernie was a ‘hairy’, meaning he had plenty of hair and was inclined towards heavy rock music, but as he shared a bedroom with his brother he couldn’t help but be exposed to a bit of rock ‘n’ roll and, though he didn’t wear the ‘50s clothes, we classed him as an honorary retro. Bernie became a good link between us and the ‘70s kids over on the McGregor porch and did a lot to ease our partial reunification later in the summer. He would hang with us, usually getting the piss ripped out of him for the length of his hair, and then approach the ‘70s kids. At first he faced a bit of hostility for being an outsider and for hanging with the retros, but Bernie had a great personality and a calmness and logic that denied his 14 years, and he was soon able to move between the two groups as he pleased. The barriers were truly crumbling. Soon we had kids from as far away as Acre Lane coming to hang on our estate. It was all word of mouth: someone knew someone who knew someone who was into the 1950s.

				‘Big Nose’ Eamon turned up on a pushbike with a tape deck hanging from the handlebars playing rock ‘n’ roll but he looked weird. He was a white kid, who lived in Brixton and had an afro hairdo and a Bob Marley T-shirt. It was only the fact that when pulled up the music blaring from his tape deck was ‘Rockin’ Pneumonia’ by Huey ‘Piano’ Smith that he didn’t get a kicking straight away. Eamon confessed to liking a bit of reggae but liking rock ‘n’ roll more. He was a funny kid and had us all in stitches with his stories and impressions so we let him stay but gave him a bit of sartorial advice. The next time Eamon showed up he had lost the afro and Bob Marley T-shirt and was looking more like a ‘50s hoodlum on a pushbike. Unfortunately for him, the huge afro had kind of taken the dairy off his nose and without it his hooter was pronounced enough to make him the first among us with a nickname - ‘Big Nose’ Eamon. We also picked up a couple of converts from the New Park Road Estate, which was a hotbed of soul boys. Lee and John Carey had recently got into rock ‘n’ roll and, because he was 17 and already working in a factory, Lee was going up the West End and over to Camden Town to buy the clothes and records. Lee had a good record collection, including a couple of HMV 78s of early Elvis hits, which we envied, and a mint copy of the Eddie Cochran 10th Anniversary album with all the hits like ‘Summertime Blues’ and ‘20 Flight Rock’. John was more a fair-weather retro but he hated soul boys and that’s why he preferred our company to that of the kids on his own estate.

				It wasn’t only the 1950s that were coming into vogue amongst the dissatisfied teens during that summer. We heard about kids on other estates who were harking back to the late ‘60s and early ‘70s by adopting the skinhead fashion and music. It was as though the youth had reached a stage where they were becoming sick and tired of what was deemed ‘popular’ music and fashions and were looking for something that was different and new, to them at least. Up on the New Park Road Estate at Brixton Hill the kids had formed a gang who were all into soul music and fashions. They were a multiracial gang and called themselves The New Park Dreads. The NP Dreads were a pretty scary bunch even amongst their peers; mostly good individual fist-fighters, they were one of the first gangs in the area to use knives. The nucleus of the NP Dreads was a group of brothers, of Irish extraction, called the O’Carrolls, who were led by Biffo O’Carroll who got his nickname of ‘Biffo’ not from looking like a cuddly cartoon bear but because he had a penchant for ‘biffing’ other kids in the face. The brothers’ closest pal was a black amateur boxer, well known for his violent temper, named Clive. I had had the occasional run-in with the O’Carrolls and Clive and on one occasion I had been knocked unconscious by Clive in a straightener after I had made the mistake of passing their estate on my own in broad daylight.

				The NP Dreads had become soul boys, first adopting the plastic sandals and cheesecloth shirt look before moving up in the sartorial stakes to Farah slacks, silk shirts and fake crocodile-skin slip-on shoes. They began to frequent a notoriously downmarket club at Streatham Common called The Bali Hai and became involved in a lot of knife fights which were frequent there. The kind of music they were into ranged from early 1960s soul to modern 1970s funk. James Brown was a big favourite on the soul boy scene. A skinhead gang who were also coming to prominence at this time were from Balham and known as the Zennor Road Mob. The Zennor Road Mob were mainly young football hooligans who followed Chelsea FC and had got caught up in the far right’s recruiting drive at football grounds. They adopted the skinhead look of shaved heads, rolled-up jeans, crombie overcoats and Doc Martens boots, but, surprisingly enough given their right-wing pretensions, they listened to reggae and ska music from the early 1960s.

				So, to the east of Sinclair Estate were a soul boy gang and to the west were a skinhead gang. We were stuck in the middle and were fast attracting a 1950s crowd. We were not what could be classed as Teddy boys, although we were into the same music and period of time. We were what the real Teddy boys of the day would disparagingly refer to as ‘plastics’. A ‘plastic’ was someone who was not fully committed enough to shell out for a tailor-made drape suit and all the accoutrements of the Teddy boy lifestyle. We were amateurs, but more than that, although we didn’t know it until later, we were originators of what would evolve into the rockabilly movement. We were not rich, though some of us, myself included, were nicking a bit of cash as petty thieves and robbers, and we were not old enough to work legally, so getting together £80 for a bespoke drape suit was beyond us. And, until we had the right clothes, we would not be accepted by the Teddy boy hierarchy. We were aspirants, but until we owned at least one drape suit we would be outsiders on the rock ‘n’ roll scene.

				Teddy boys had been the flag bearers for rock ‘n’ roll since the 1950s and their position at the top of that food chain seemed unassailable. The Teddy boy was an English working-class phenomenon that grew out of the austerity of post-war Britain. Evolving from the spiv and the cosh-boy, the original Teddy boys were, on the whole, nothing more than flashily dressed petty criminals. Their name comes from their adoption of the Edwardian style of dress as their own: long velvet-trimmed jackets, brocade waistcoats with watch chains and thick-soled suede shoes, known as ‘brothel creepers’. In the early 1950s they started sporting quiff hairstyles with the backs combed into a DA, in the style of the popular Hollywood film star Tony Curtis. Some cultivated mutton-chop sideburns as a further nod to the Edwardian era.

				The Teddy boy first came to the public’s notice in 1954 when it was reported that they had slashed cinema seats with flick knives and cut-throat razors during the showing of a teen flick called Blackboard Jungle at a cinema in the Elephant and Castle in south London. The music played over the opening credits of the film was by an obscure American band called Bill Haley and The Comets, the song being ‘Rock Around the Clock’ which went on to clock up sales of 2½ million copies, entering the British Top 10 on no fewer than three occasions over the next 25 years. After the incident with the cinema seats, which was copied by Teddy boys up and down the country wherever the film opened, Teddy boys became inextricably linked in the minds of the press and public with two things - violence and rock ‘n’ roll music.

				When I first heard the story about the cinema seat slashings I couldn’t understand why they had done it, and it wasn’t until I spoke to one of the Teddy boys who had actually been there on that night at the Elephant and Castle that I realised the power of rock ‘n’ roll music. Far from just slashing the cinema seats as an act of malicious damage, it was actually a protest. The film itself was supposed to have been pretty mediocre, but the infectious sound of Haley and The Comets made the Teds want to dance. Don’t forget that this was a time when Vera Lynn could still be top of the British music charts and where ‘How Much is That Doggy in the Window?’ by Lita Roza was as exciting as it got. People often cite Elvis’s ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, in 1956, as being the pivotal moment of musical awakening for British teens, but fair do’s, go and have a listen to that stuttering electric guitar and slapped bass of ‘Rock Around the Clock’ and imagine the excitement that must have engendered amongst the bored and surly teenagers of south London on some wet foggy evening in 1954. Anyway, the management of the cinema ordered the Teds to cease dancing and sit down and they responded by slashing and ripping out the seats so that there was nothing to sit down on. The police were called in and a riot ensued, ensuring that the notoriety of the Teddy boy would last into history.

				The Teds did plenty to live up to their violent reputation throughout the 1950s and it seemed as though a week didn’t pass by without some report of a knifing or razor slashing committed by some young tearaway with a Tony Curtis haircut. Looking through old newspaper reports now, it’s shocking to realise how much publicity the original Teddy boy movement got. In 1956 the Daily Sketch and Daily Record devoted their front page headlines to the ‘Teddy Boy Menace’, with reports that 400 Teds had rioted at The Prince of Wales cinema in Harrow Road, London, during a showing of a film featuring the song ‘Rock Around the Clock’, and said that police were standing by for riots in other London cinemas. The Daily Sketch featured a picture of broken cinema seats with the line: “Rock ‘n’ Roll Fever Did This!” The fact was that, since their emergence in 1954, any mention of Teddy boys was bound to sell newspapers. The Teds were already interesting because of the fact that they were the first recognisable teen subculture and because their style of dress seemed exotic in post-war Britain, so the press made them more so by demonising them. Any outrageous or criminal act by any young person could be attributed to the evils of the Teddy boy cult. They were different and therefore legitimate targets to the press. Reading the newspapers of the time you would be forgiven for assuming that there had been a Ted bogeyman lurking behind every hedge and privet just waiting to cosh some innocent passer-by and then jive on the body. As early as 1954 the South London Advertiser led with “Girls Blamed for ‘Edwardian’ Gang Fights” and spoke of the “growing menace of violent Teddy boy gangs” in south London. And it wasn’t just the London papers. Later the same year the Brighton and Hove Herald had “Youths Slashed By Teddy Boy Thugs” and the Oxford Mail front page headline was “Armed ‘Teddy Boys’ Hold Up Americans”, though the story was not as dramatic as the headline promised and actually concerned a wallet being stolen from a parked car owned by an American tourist. The Evening Express screamed “Teddy Boys Hold Up Postmistress With Gun” while the Sunday Dispatch kept it simple with “War On Teddy Boys” and the story below the headline opened by stating that “In some places groups of vigilantes have been formed to combat the thugs in Edwardian dress who, often armed with bicycle-chains, knuckledusters and razors, have terrorised peace-loving citizens in recent months.”

				Public and press hysteria over the violent Teddy boy reached its peak after the Notting Hill race riots, when it was reported that the disturbances had been kicked off by gangs of Teddy boys attacking Jamaican immigrants. By the early 1960s some of the Teddy boys had evolved into rockers: leather- jacket-wearing, motorbike-riding ton-up boys who were battling it out with the group who should have been their natural successors, the dapper mods. Mods and rockers turned several seaside towns into battlegrounds every bank holiday, terrifying holidaymakers and day trippers and horrifying small-town magistrates into making speeches about “petty little Sawdust Caesars” and dishing out large chunks of porridge.

				By around 1962 the Teddy boy had slipped into the background and become no more than a story that parents used to scare their children into compliance. Those who had been Teddy boys had either long outgrown it all and hung up their drape suits, or not. For some strange, unknown reason there were a small bunch of hard-core Teddy boys who had been there when it all began and were still there in 1976 and beyond. When you consider that most of these men and, in some cases, women were in their late thirties by 1976, you have to consider their sanity - or at least their inability to let go and move on. Throughout the ‘60s and ‘70s these original Teds had married, had kids, held down jobs and walked the streets in their drape suits and brothel creepers. They had their own clubs, usually tucked away in the back rooms of pubs, their own customs and language and it seemed as if they all knew each other. How they had survived, like the Mohicans never did, is a mystery and I can only put it down to an absolute fanatical love for the music and lifestyle. And, perhaps, a belief that some day they would be back on top again - and, in this, they weren’t wrong, though it would be short lived and not at all what they were hoping for.

				The original Teds became the keepers of the rock ‘n’ roll flame. At regular intervals they would gather at their clubs and pubs to worship their gods, both dead and living. These were tough times for the Teds. By 1974 Bill Haley and The Comets were reduced to appearing as a novelty turn on a north of England TV show called The Wheel-Tappers and Shunters Social Club. Elvis was still the king but was now tarnished and contaminated by the modern world. Buddy Holly and Eddie Cochran were still fresh-faced young men staring out of laminated LP cover photos, though dead these long years, who, no matter how many decades passed, always delivered the musical goods. Chuck Berry, Little Richard and Jerry Lee Lewis were still touring as parodies of what they had once been but, to the Teds, were better than nothing. The Teds wore the same clothes they had worn in the ‘50s, listened to the same music, had the same hairstyles and passed it all on to their children. They didn’t want anything to change, would brook no interference in their creed and would scathingly castigate anyone who advocated such things. Everything had to be right. If a DJ were to play the 1960 version of ‘Rock Around the Clock’ instead of the 1953 version he would be met with silence and frowns from his audience, if he was lucky. Wearing an off-the-peg drape suit in public was considered a matter of deep shame and humiliation for the wearer and all those who had not managed to avert their eyes before catching sight of it. Such a blasphemy could result in excommunication for the wearer. Not wearing a black armband on the anniversary of any god’s death was like a Christian pissing on a splinter of the true cross. Each death anniversary was marked with a ‘do’, where the dead artist’s records would be played all night. One night, in 1974, at a Teddy boy pub in Old Street called The Black Bull, a Buddy Holly Memorial Night got out of hand and turned into a mini-riot as 120 pissed-up Teds vented their anger and misery at Buddy’s untimely death. This was no joke - being a Teddy boy was serious stuff.

				So while we retros had aspirations towards Ted-dom, it was unlikely we would ever be able to integrate fully into the Ted scene. As far as the Teds were concerned they were pretty much a closed shop unless you were an original or the child of an original. The Teds already had their king, an original from north London known as Sunglasses Ron, ‘The King of the Teds’. They already had their high priests, who had carried the banner through the lean times, and all they needed were grunts and foot soldiers. But our ignorance of this at the time amounted to a healthy bliss. We carried on discovering more rock ‘n’ roll music and gaining recruits and thinking we had a good chance at the Teddy boy thing. So, as what was to become the long hot summer of 1976 commenced, we were surrounded by enemies in the form of other teen subcultures and were still pretty alienated from the core of our own chosen subculture.

				I also had other problems in the fact that I was already a petty criminal with a police record for theft, burglary, assault, criminal damage and offensive weapons. I had already been sentenced to three months in a detention centre for the theft of a motorcycle and had spent periods remanded in custody at Stanford House juvenile remand home. I wasn’t the only one in our crowd who had a criminal record either. Both Peter and Harry Mayne had been in juvenile jail, Peter having already served a borstal sentence by the summer of ‘76, and Tony Brooker had a long record as well. We were an average group of inner-city council estate kids, some of us good, some of us bad, a couple of us definitely mad, but our love of rock ‘n’ roll was our bond. And it would keep us together, through some very violent times, for the next six years.

				

				The Johnny Kidd Memorial Night

				 

				The Edwardian Club was a large function room situated up a wide flight of stairs at the rear of a pub called The Loughborough Hotel, at Loughborough Junction in Brixton. With its large stage and horseshoe-shaped bar it could comfortably hold around 150 people, but on Friday nights it sometimes packed in more like 250. On summer nights it got so crowded that condensation would roll down the walls like mini-rivers and pool under the tables. The Edwardian was a Teddy boy club and the creation of one of south London’s most well-known original Teds, Tommy Hogan. Tommy had been a Ted since 1953 and had been at the Trocadero cinema at the Elephant & Castle on that fateful evening in 1954 when the Teds had made their name in an orgy of seat-slashing and riot. Tommy was married to an original Teddy girl named Lynne and they had five kids, all brought up to worship and respect the golden age and its idols. The oldest son, Tony, known as Bopper, was a year younger than me and well known on the Teddy boy scene. Then there was Tommy Jnr, Tina, Mandy and Jimmy, who was no more than a toddler at this time. The family were rock ‘n’ roll through and through.

				At The Edwardian Club Tommy Snr was the DJ, Lynne took the money on the door and Bopper showed his dancing talent on the dance floor. Other people helped out as well, but it was basically a family business. Tommy’s sound system was called ‘Edwardian Dreams’ and if there was a rock ‘n’ roll record that he didn’t have then it was one that had never been recorded. The bands who were booked were mainly the Ted bands of the day, solid four- piece rockers who could recreate the records with little deviation. The Teds didn’t hold with deviations in their music, and trying to play ‘Tutti Fruiti’, for example, as a mid-tempo country tune would get them bottled off the stage. On Friday nights the club was packed and rocking and the place to be if you were a hip young retro, or an ageing Teddy boy.

				It was my first real outing to a rock ‘n’ roll club, or any club come to that, and I was as excited as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. I had greased the back and sides of my hair and teased the front forward into a reasonable quiff in front of the mirror at home. My James Dean cut was growing out and starting to look like Elvis circa ‘56, especially with the amount of Brylcreem I had slapped on it. I dressed in my black suit with a plain white, small-collared shirt and a dark blue slim-jim tie, which I had purchased for 10p at the St Bede’s jumble sale, and my dad’s black army shoes polished like mirrors. I finished the job with a more than liberal splash of Brut aftershave lotion. I was ready to rock at the Johnny Kidd Memorial Night.

				Johnny Kidd, or plain old Frederick Heath as he had been christened, had been the lead singer with British rock ‘n’ roll band Johnny Kidd and The Pirates. The band had had a number 1 hit in 1960 with a song called ‘Shakin’ All Over’ and had a few more top 20 entries before the lead singer was killed in a car crash in 1963. Johnny Kidd held a special place in the hearts and memories of the original Teds because he had been one of the few home- grown exponents of rock ‘n’ roll music who had not ‘sold out’ to ‘the establishment’.

				The first of the British rock ‘n’ rollers had been Tommy Steele who, as early as 1956, had made a clutch of recordings that could easily stand comparison with the American imports. ‘Rock With The Caveman’, ‘Elevator Rock’, ‘Build Up’ and ‘Singing The Blues’, to name but a few, were real British rock ‘n’ roll recordings and were guaranteed to get the Teddy boys bopping and jiving. But by 1957 Tommy Steele had ruined his rebel reputation by becoming an all-round family entertainer, going on to star in many films and variety performances and recording such songs as the Children’s Hour favourite ‘Little White Bull’. The Teds had a wild and dangerous reputation to uphold and Tommy Steele’s comedy caperings and nicey-nice recordings just did not fit in. By the mid-1950s the Teds wouldn’t even spit on Tommy Steele.

				

				Next to take the crown as the king of British rock ‘n’ roll was a hip young dude named Cliff Richard. With his band, The Shadows, he burst onto the scene in early 1959 with a menacing record called ‘Move It’, and became the Teds’ new favourite. In the early days of his career Cliff made some fantastically wild rock ‘n’ roll recordings, some of which were still filling the dance floors of Teddy boy clubs 20 years later. ‘High Class Baby’, ‘My Feet Hit The Ground’, ‘Livin’, Lovin’ Doll’, ‘Mean Streak’ and ‘Apron Strings’ proved that Cliff and The Shadows were worthy of the Teddy boys’ acclamation. But then, like a repeat of the Tommy Steele experience, Cliff too became an all-round entertainer, abandoning the guitar-jangling, foot- stomping brand of Teddy boy rock ‘n’ roll for more middle-of-the-road recordings like ‘Loving Doll’ and ‘Summer Holiday’. The Teds hung their heads in sorrow.

				Billy Fury was the next strong contender for the British rock ‘n’ roll crown. He had the looks and the attitude and his first album, the mainly self-penned ten-inch, Sound of Fury, contained some outstanding rock ‘n’ roll that was bordering on a rockabilly sound. Billy Fury could easily have taken the crown had he not been so predisposed towards ballad singing. As far as the Teds were concerned, ballads were okay for a slow dance with your bird at the end of the evening, but you couldn’t bop or jive to them. Two Billy Fury recordings that did make the grade and live into the 1970s were ‘Turn My Back On You’ and ‘Type A Letter’, a pair of blistering boppers that were de rigueur at any Teds’ do.

				The rest of the British rock ‘n’ roll contingent, such as Marty Wilde, Vince Eager, Duffy Power et al. were considered to be too ‘soft’ for the hard-core tastes of the real Teds. But Johnny Kidd was different gravy. Johnny Kidd and The Pirates were all breathless menacing vocals and nerve-jangling guitar riffs over explosive drum sounds. You could bop to Johnny Kidd records and still look as hard as nails. For a lot of Teds Johnny Kidd was the true king of British rock ‘n’ roll and as such he deserved to be honoured. Hence the memorial night at The Edwardian Club.

				

				Personally I could take or leave Johnny Kidd. I thought his music was okay but I was no big fan. Of all the British rock ‘n’ rollers Billy Fury was my favourite, ballads and all. But the Johnny Kidd night was to be my debut on the rock ‘n’ roll club scene, so I was listening to his 20 Greatest Hits LP on my Dansette as I was getting ready. I ran the steel comb through my hair for the final time and winked at my reflection in the bathroom mirror. I looked cool.

				The intense heat of the day was gone but it had left the evening comfortably warm as I headed down the three flights of stairs from our flat to meet up with the lads on the porch of Ingle House. The Edwardian Club had an 18-and- over rule, but though none of us was over 17 we knew we would have no trouble getting in. Bopper had promised to take care of it and his dad was running the club. There was me, Big Nose Eamon, Dave Wall, Peter Mayne and Lee and John Carey, all dressed in our ‘50s finery, combing our already immaculate hair every five minutes and smoking like James Dean, with the fag permanently hanging from the corner of the mouth. It was around 7.00 p.m. but it wouldn’t even start to get dark until after 9.00, and there was a good and excited feeling amongst us as we gathered around the porch chatting and practising our dance moves. Someone passed around a bottle of cider mixed with cheap gin and I took a good drink from it. The ‘70s kids were hanging around the opposite porch and they started shouting over to us and a bit of banter developed. They now had a cassette player over there and the sound of Abba or The Brotherhood of Man drifted on the summer air. I dogged out my butt and slapped my hands together. “Fuck this shit! That music is giving me the creeps. Let’s split.” Peter drained the cider bottle and launched it into the bin chute and we moved out as a group.

				Getting down to Loughborough Junction involved a bit of a journey for us. We caught the 137 bus just outside the estate, getting off at Streatham Hill station, and then caught a 159 bus down to The White Horse pub on Brixton Road. Then it was a walk down to the junction. Big Nose Eamon kept us amused on the journey with his outrageous patter. As the 159 pulled up outside the bowling alley on Streatham High Street we spotted three skinheads. They were around our age and wearing the uniform of half-mast jeans, braces and boots and were standing in a group smoking. We were upstairs on the smoking deck and we all piled onto the side of the bus where we could see them and shout abuse through the windows. The skins started shouting their own abuse and giving us the wanker sign as the bus pulled away. We were all fired up and excited over it. This was the first time we had come across another teen subculture outside the estate and the instant animosity was to set the tone for all future contact.

				Moving around in a group that had a distinctive look gave me a good feeling of belonging. This was my gang. We were into the 1950s and were declaring it loud and clear with our hairstyles and clothing, and if you didn’t like it, well fuck you! And if you belonged to a distinctly different subculture you were an instant enemy even though I did not know you. It was strange how we all just seemed to arrive at that point at the same time; not just us, but the skinheads, soul boys and smoothies as well. Perhaps it had always been this way for teenagers, and you could certainly see the same attitude in mods and rockers of the early 1960s, but in 1976 I think the lines were being drawn more clearly. If you were not with us then you were definitely against us and that seemed to be our creed.

				I was very nervous about entering The Edwardian Club for the first time and didn’t know what to expect. As we walked down Loughborough Road we were passed by a big 1957 Ford Zephyr in two-tone pink and black, which seemed to be packed out with Teddy boys all hanging out of the open windows. As they passed us they sounded the horn, which played the first few bars of ‘Dixie’, and waved to us. We didn’t know them and they didn’t know us, but we were fellow travellers close to the same destination so we waved back. The Loughborough Hotel was on the corner of a side street with the front of the pub facing out onto Loughborough Road. To get to The Edwardian Club we had to turn down the side street and go to the rear of the pub. When we turned the corner I was overtaken with delighted excitement. On that warm summer’s evening that backstreet in Brixton looked to me exactly how I imagined it did in the 1950s. There were classic cars parked on each side of the street - Ford Zodiacs, Zephyrs and Consuls, Vauxhall F-Type Victors and Crestas, Humber Super-Snipes and Hawks - mostly in bright two- tone paint jobs and all polished and gleaming in the evening sunlight. There was a row of about eight motorbikes, Triumph and BSA being the favoured marques, parked next to each other like horses outside a Wild West saloon. And groups of bequiffed Teddy boys and leather-jacketed rockers were standing around as though they owned the street. As we stood there, taking it all in like a bunch of yokels seeing the big city for the first time, a bright pink Ford Anglia pulled up and four of the most gorgeous girls I had ever seen got out. They were dressed up in circle skirts with petticoats, black stockings and stiletto shoes that clicked loudly on the pavement. I whistled softly and looked at Dave as the girls made their way across the pavement to the club entrance. Dave straightened his slim-jim tie and swallowed. “Wow!” he exclaimed. And I felt the same way.

				To get into The Edwardian Club you had to go up a wide concrete staircase and onto a narrow landing. From the bottom of the stairs we could hear the music, loud but distorted in the cavernous stairwell, as though it was coming from under water. Outside the doors that led into the interior of the club was a table at which sat Lynne Hogan and a couple of burly Teddy boys with hard faces. Lynne was tall and blonde and looked very 1950s in her leopard-print blouse and bird-wing glasses. She reminded me of one of The Vernons Girls, the backing singers on that old 1950s TV programme Oh Boy!, and she had a real cockney barrow-girl charm about her. “Hello boys,” she greeted us cheerily. “Good night tonight. We’ve got a decent band and plenty of Johnny Kidd on the disco. £1 each, lads.” We paid our entrance fee and walked through into the club.

				The interior was dimly lit and packed with people. The bar was right next to the entrance and we made that our first stop. As I waited to be served in the throng around the bar, I looked around and took it all in. The ceiling was high and domed and there were light sconces around the walls at regular intervals above head height but they didn’t seem to give off much light. The tables and chairs were situated around a large hardwood dance floor with a good-sized stage area towards the back of the room. I got my pint of light and bitter and made my way through the crowds to the edge of the dance floor. I wanted to see everything. Tommy Hogan himself was spinning the records from a set of decks in one corner of the stage and I spotted Bopper up there behind him going through a record box. The rest of the stage was set up for a band, with instruments, amplifiers and microphones all ready, though no sign of the band. The dance floor was packed with jiving couples and bopping singles. I watched, utterly fascinated, as the jiving girls were spun around at high speed, exposing their knickers and stocking tops for a split second. I didn’t yet know how to jive but I was looking forward to learning. We all did a version of the bop that we had mainly picked up from watching ‘50s impersonation band Showaddywaddy on Top of the Pops, but it was nothing like the dance I was seeing here. It looked as though my practised dance moves would need a drastic revamp if I didn’t want to embarrass myself.

				Big Nose Eamon sidled up to me, pint in hand and eyes glowing in the dimness. “This is fucking great!” he shouted in my ear above the music. I smiled and nodded. It was just what we had been looking for and expecting. The record that was playing approached its end and the dancers slowed down before it segued smoothly into another song and they renewed their efforts. Bopper must have spotted me from his vantage point on the stage and came down to see me. He looked immaculate, as usual, in a blue three-piece drape suit and blue creepers. He took me up on stage to meet his dad. Tommy Snr was as immaculately dressed and coiffured as his offspring and shook hands warmly with me. I liked Tommy straight away and was impressed with the way he could work the complicated-looking decks whilst shouting encouragement to the dancers through the microphone and carrying on a conversation with me. He asked me if I had any requests I wanted playing and on the spur of the moment I asked him to play ‘Rave On’ by Buddy Holly and to dedicate it to the Sinclair Mob. The band came on stage at 9.30 but just before they did Tommy played my request. I was made up and so were the rest of the lads. It felt as though we had finally arrived on the rock ‘n’ roll scene.

				The majority of people at The Edwardian Club were a lot older than us and seemed to be either drape-suited Teddy boys or leather-jacketed rockers with little in between. Me and my mates were dressed in a 1950s style at least, which I think is why we were tolerated, but there wasn’t a drape or a leather jacket between us, which made us stand out a bit. I made up my mind that I was going to steal enough money to get a drape suit made before I came to the club again. I wanted to immerse myself.

				That night I came across a phenomenon, for the first time, that would always make me feel slightly uncomfortable in rock ‘n’ roll clubs. When the records were playing the dance floor was full of dancers, but as soon as the band came on everyone would either head for the bar or outside the club for a breather, leaving only a handful of people in front of the stage. No one seemed to want to dance to the live music, only the records. I don’t really know why this was because some of the better bands could produce a sound that was so close to the original as to be almost indistinguishable. It had just somehow become the tradition that no one danced to the band, but if the band were exceptional then plenty of people would gather in front of the stage to watch them perform. I sometimes felt sorry for the bands, particularly the young ones, as they gave their all for an ungrateful and undemonstrative crowd, but that was the tradition.

				Around 10.30 I was feeling pretty drunk and happy. I even ventured onto the dance floor to hop about a bit when Tommy played Johnny Kidd’s ‘Please Don’t Touch’, which was my particular favourite. I noticed that Dave spent most of the evening chatting to a couple of giggling Teddy girls in one corner of the club and seemed to be getting on famously with them judging by their body language. The heat was stifling inside the club and I decided to pop outside for a couple of minutes for a bit of fresh air.

				The stairwell was crowded with couples sat talking or kissing and I had to step over people to make it to the street. It was dark outside now and a bit cooler, but the street lights cast a warm orange glow over everything. I lit up a cigarette and saw Big Nose Eamon and John Carey talking to a mean- looking biker with ‘Road Rats MC London’ on the back of his cut-down denim jacket. I walked over to take a listen and found they were talking about motorbikes. The biker was very well spoken, which seemed completely at odds with his huge straggly beard, tattoos and oil-stained denims. I was later to find that this was the case with a lot of bikers: they were not all wild-eyed criminals and some of them held down very well-paid day jobs. I was admiring the sleek lines of a jacked-up Ford Zodiac that was parked along the street from the entrance to the club when I became aware of raised voices down at the corner of the street. Three young Teds came bombing around the corner at top speed and shouting an alert. “The niggers are coming! The niggers are coming!”

				Brixton was a predominantly black area and since the Notting Hill riots of the 1950s there had been no love lost between black people and Teddy boys. Having a Teddy boy club in what was essentially the heart of Brixton was a bit too much for a lot of the young black kids on the surrounding estates and sometimes there would be trouble. Bopper had told me that the week before the Johnny Kidd night a couple of Teds from Shepherds Bush had beaten up a Rasta in one of the cab offices after leaving the club. Now it seemed there was a gang coming for revenge. I didn’t know what to do. One of the Teds ran into the club and within about a minute crowds of Teds and rockers were piling down the stairs and out onto the street. I got carried along with the excitement of the crowd as we spread out across the street and began marching up towards the junction. I noticed that a lot of people had produced weapons and there was everything from sheath knives and cut-throat razors to motorbike chains and broken pool cues. I felt a bit naked without a weapon of my own but I was up for a punch-up.

				There must have been about 60 or 70 of us by the time we reached the junction. I noticed Eamon, John, Lee and Peter in the crowd, faces glowing with drink and excitement, and the only one who was missing was Dave, who was still inside the club chatting up the girls. I had been in gang fights before but nothing on this scale or with this amount of weaponry on show. My heart was racing and my mouth was dry but I was eager. This was it; we were going to show these fuckers that you couldn’t mess with the Teds. As we turned the corner I saw a group of about 40 blacks, all armed with sticks, bats and knives, and my excitement reached fever pitch. Someone had found a plastic crate full of milk bottles outside one of the shops and was passing them out to those in our crowd who didn’t have a weapon. I grabbed two bottles, one in each hand, and holding them by the necks I stood shoulder to shoulder with my people. This was what it was all about, a brotherhood, us against them; it didn’t matter who the enemy was, if they weren’t us they weren’t anything.

				The two groups stood facing each other over about 20 feet of street. A big Teddy boy, whom I later found out was called Cut-Throat John, stepped forward and shouted towards the blacks, “You fucking golliwogs! You fucking want some? Come on then!” He then ran towards the blacks with a roar and waving a cut-throat razor above his head. The Teds followed suit, roaring and running up the street towards the enemy group. The blacks hesitated for a moment and then, realising that they were outnumbered, broke ranks and began running back the way they had come. In their panic to get away, a couple of blacks tripped and fell and were quickly swamped by kicking and slashing Teds. I heard the screams above the rest of the noise but I carried on running with the crowd. As we realised that the blacks were getting away, the crowd began to slow down. I launched my milk bottles, one at a time, over the Teds in front of me and heard them smash on the road behind the retreating blacks.

				The walk back to the club was the march of a triumphant army, all back- slapping and laughter at our victory. We had ‘run’ the Brixton blacks and that was worth savouring. Even I, novice as I was, knew that at some stage, maybe next week or next month, they would be back in even greater numbers and things might not go our way then. But for now the Teds were riding high. I noticed a pool of blood on the tarmac near the junction and knew this was where one of the black gang had been caught and battered. As I walked by, the orange street light was reflected in the blood and it made me feel slightly sick. I wondered where the owner of that blood was and how badly he had been hurt. Then I was caught up in the moment again and dismissed the blood and any thought of the victims. I caught up with Eamon, John and Peter who were in very high spirits and we all went back into the club to take the piss out of Dave for missing all the excitement.

				Looking back, I realise that the Teds were what would now be described as ‘institutionally racist’. In those days a lot of people were and, if the truth were known, a lot of people still are, and not just white people either. I think we’ve just got better at hiding it these days. I’m not a hypocrite and I won’t sit here and pretend to have an attack of the vapours because I fought and verbally abused black gangs when I was younger. It happened, and I took plenty of stick from the other side as well. The ‘70s was a pretty confused decade. You could hear the words ‘nigger’ and ‘honky’ on television most weeks and the National Front (NF) was openly recruiting and marching our streets and football terraces, as was the Anti Nazi League (ANL). A lot of the Teds were NF members, and a few were members of the ANL, but I never joined any of these organisations. My reason for not joining any of the right-wing groups was because both my parents were Irish and the likes of the NF had plans to kick the ‘paddies’ out of England as soon as they had dealt with the blacks and Asians. I had a couple of black friends and there were even a few black Teddy boys, such as Black Bill of Tooting, Olly the Cat of Streatham and Jester of the Shepherds Bush Rebels. So, although I may have been casually racist, my loyalty was to rock ‘n’ roll and my hatred was for anyone outside of that sphere, whether they were black, white or brown.

				

				The Johnny Kidd Memorial Night at The Edwardian Club will always live in my memory as a golden time. I was on the verge of getting into something to which I felt I belonged. I believed that rock ‘n’ roll was here to stay and that, like Tommy Hogan and the rest of the originals, I too would be bopping and jiving my way into middle age some day. I was proud to be part of it all and to have met such great characters and been accepted at face value. We all ended up pissed that night and singing rock ‘n’ roll songs at the tops of our voices as we made our way home. It was a great summer to be a teenager.

				

				All the Fun of the Fair

				 

				Every summer a travelling funfair pitched up on Tooting Bec Common and the bright lights and loud music attracted every kid within a ten-mile radius. The fair should have been a happy place, full of laughter and enjoyment, and sometimes it was, but it could also be dangerous. In 1974 there was a pitched battle at the fair between the Sinclair Mob and a gang of kids from the Phippsbridge Estate in Mitcham. We fought all-out with fists, feet and whatever tree branches happened to be lying about, and it ended with a lot of bloodied noses and sore heads. In the end we ran the Phippsbridge gang off the common and went home happy. Because of our young age we visited the fair in the daylight hours and missed the worst of the violence, which occurred in the evenings. In 1975 two teenagers from Streatham were stabbed in a fight between rival gangs just outside the fair after an evening session. Apart from all the different gangs who visited the fair on its two-week stay, there was also a tasty little firm who worked on the fair and weren’t shy about getting into a good tear-up. And the fair, unlike East Street market, was not considered to be neutral territory by anyone, so if anyone wanted to start a bit of trouble there was little to stop them. The trick with the fair was to go there mob-handed just in case.

				To get to the fair from Sinclair Estate meant a trek across about a mile-and- a-half of common land, under a railway bridge and across Bedford Hill, which cut through the centre of the common. The fair always pitched on the side of the common closest to Mitcham, and next to the Tooting Bec lido. The only good thing about getting there was that we didn’t have to cross anyone’s turf. The closest gang to our route was a skinhead firm called the Balham Boot Boys who lived on an estate at the top of Bedford Hill at the edge of the common. But we still planned our visit to the fair like a military operation and all went together.

				After our exploits at The Edwardian Club we had all become that little bit more serious about ourselves. I had managed to nick a nice few quid by burgling an off-licence with Peter Mayne, and he and I had bought our first drape suits with the proceeds. My suit was black with black velvet trim and half-moon pockets, and Pete’s was light blue with black velvet. I had also bought myself a cut-throat razor from a second-hand shop. I had sharpened the round end of the blade by rubbing it vigorously on a lamp post and taped it about an inch from the end, Teddy toy fashion, so that the blade could not go too deep and kill someone accidentally. I practised flicking the razor open and making slashing movements until I was pretty good at it, but I had no plans to slash anyone; like my commando dagger it was just for show. If it came to a fight I would rely on my punching, kicking and headbutting. Or that’s what I told myself.

				We now had a pretty sizeable gang and I felt good as we gathered in the porch on that warm summer’s evening. There was me and Pete, Big Nose Eamon, Dave Wall, John and Lee, Tony Brooker, Mark Ishmael, and Alan Budd. There was also what I thought of as our junior contingent, the younger brothers who were trying to emulate our dress and actions. There was my own brother, Mick, Dennis Budd, Harry Mayne, and Adrian and Vince Street who lived in the houses up the road from the estate. The junior contingent were all around 13 or 14 and had greased their long hair into a parody of 1950s hairstyles and, in some cases, tucked their flares into their socks, but at least they were making an effort and we were glad to have them as they swelled our ranks and made us look that bit more scary. There were a small group of Teddy girls on the estate: Pete and Harry’s sister, Marina, a girl called Debbie Lee and another called Christine, but they would go to the fair with the ‘70s girls and would not be part of any fighting that might develop.

				The girls who liked rock ‘n’ roll didn’t really have a gang mentality like the boys did. It was easy for them to become Teddy girls as they could pick up pencil skirts, petticoats and circle skirts quite cheaply, and then it was just a matter of putting their hair in a ponytail and they were ready to rock. Plus they never seemed to fall out with the ‘70s girls over it. There were never any fights between them and they would still hang around with each other. The girls seemed to think it was all a great laugh, while the boys took everything more seriously.

				The ‘70s kids from McGregor porch were also going to the fair but they would set off before us. Relations between us were still a bit strained after the split, but we had reached a point where we could have a bit of good-natured banter with each other. We were no longer the Sinclair Mob; the estate was clearly split into two separate factions and would remain so. Some of the ‘70s kids were finding their own level. Some, like the Finn brothers, Joey and Derek, and Gary O’Donahue, were budding soul boys, whilst Terry O’Donahue and others started getting into some weird shit like Pink Floyd and Tangerine Dream. Others remained what the retro section disparagingly referred to as ‘smoothies’ or ‘squares’, those with no discernible subcultural identity. Smoothies were the chameleons of the teen world, content to wear the fashions of the day and listen to whatever music happened to be popular at the time. When fashion changed they changed with it, like a herd of sheep. In 1974 they were raving about Gary Glitter and the Bay City Rollers, and by 1976 it was Abba and 10cc. By the early 1980s most of them would be sporting wedge haircuts and wearing frilly pirate shirts.

				Big Nose Eamon had his tape deck with him and we sat on the wall around the south end of the estate and watched the ‘70s kids set off up Thornton Road towards the common. It was around 6.30 in the evening and still hot. I felt very warm in my new drape suit and wished I’d worn casual clothes like most of the rest of the boys. Me, Peter and Dave were the only ones wearing suits; the others were in jeans, T-shirts and boots. I was made up with my suit and had hardly taken it off since I’d got it. Me and Peter had gone together to a little tailor’s shop on Camberwell New Road to get measured up and pay our £20 deposits. We thought we were the dog’s bollocks in our Teddy boy gear. I got a lot of attention from people in my suit: older people would smile and nod or stop me to tell me how great it had been in the 1950s, but I got a few dirty looks from older black people who probably remembered Teddy boys in a different light. I didn’t give a fuck; I was a Ted and proud of it.

				One time Peter and I were on a bus coming back from Streatham when a black bus conductor who was taking our fares kissed his lips at me and we got into a slanging match. He had taken offence simply because of the way I was dressed and kept calling me a ‘Teddy gangster’. We were on the top deck of the bus and I stood up and flicked my razor out so he could see it. I wanted to frighten him. “You fucking sambo, I’ll cut you,” I told him, and he backed off. Peter and I jumped off at the next stop and as the bus was pulling away the conductor was on the open platform shouting that he would kill us the next time he saw us. We pretended to chase after the bus and the conductor ducked back off the platform. It was just a laugh to us but the way we dressed could upset some people.

				The walk to the fair was pretty uneventful and we hardly saw anyone. When we got to the part of the common where we had to cross Bedford Hill we were on alert for any sign of the Balham Boot Boys, who lived further down the hill, but we saw no one. You could hear the fair long before it came into sight: loud pop music and the screams and cries of people excited by the rides. Then you could smell it: frying onions from the burger stall and the sickly sweet aroma of candy floss. Finally we came over a grassy hill near the fishing pond and there it was: caravans, tents and big trucks with generators hooked up behind them.

				The concourse was crowded with people in their summer finery taking in the sights and sounds and queuing for rides. We headed straight for the rifle range as we all thought we were great shots, and so we should have been after the amount of practice we’d had with air guns. Peter went off to get a hot dog and was back five minutes later and telling us that he had seen about 20 of the Balham Boot Boys over at the dodgems. Even allowing for Peter’s tendency to exaggerate, it sounded like too many. The younger members of our gang had already split off from us and were off enjoying the rides. We decided that if the Boot Boys were here in force it was probably all going to end up in a ruck as we had no intention of leaving. Sticking together, we went for a walk through the fair to see what was what.

				I was feeling a bit nervous about a confrontation with the Balham Boot Boys, especially if they were here in numbers. We had never clashed with them before but they had a major reputation for tear-ups. A few of them were from the Zennor Road Mob and the rest were skinhead football hooligans who mainly worked in Balham market as barrow boys. I had been at primary school with a couple of them and even then they were considered to be hard nuts. They were used to fighting mob-handed at the football and they also clashed regularly with the Asian gangs in Tooting. There was no question that as soon as we laid eyes on each other there would be a ruck. We were Teds and they were skinheads and that’s just the way it would be. I also remembered that it was rumoured that they all carried Stanley knives.

				As we came up to the dodgems I saw two skinheads. They were both dressed in Ben Sherman shirts, rolled-up jeans with braces and oxblood Doc Marten boots. I looked around the crowds surrounding the dodgems but didn’t spot any more of them, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there somewhere. I led my crew over to one end of the ride and we stood there watching the crowds and the cars bumping each other. The two skins had spotted us and didn’t look at all perturbed. That was a bad sign. If I had been on my own and had seen a gang of skins nearby I would have been at least a bit jumpy. My mouth went dry. There were around 15 skinheads standing there and looking at us. I reached into the pocket of my drape and gripped my razor. I turned as casually as I could. “Let’s see if we can round up the juniors,” I said. “We might have to make a quick getaway here. There’s fucking hundreds of them!”

				We moved away from the dodgems as a group. I didn’t dare look back - I was absolutely shitting myself - but Peter did and his words chilled my heart. “They’re coming.” This was it. I was thinking fast. If we legged it we would never live down the embarrassment of it, and they would probably catch us anyway and then we would get a kicking. If we faced them we would probably get a kicking anyway. As we walked towards the open ground at the back of the fair I took a quick glance back over my shoulder and saw that they were definitely following us. It was Peter who made up my mind for me; big mad Peter, who definitely had a screw loose and was game for anything, god bless him. “I ain’t fucking running,” he said, firmly. I felt calm then; it was that moment when adrenalin has flooded into your system and needs a release. “We ruck, then?” I said, but no one replied.

				As we reached the outskirts of the fair I turned around and so did the rest of the gang. The skins looked like a fucking army. I didn’t see any weapons on show and I wondered whether I should pull my razor, but the thought passed quickly as one of the skins pointed at Peter and shouted, “You fucking long streak of piss, who are you looking at? You fucking want some?” Peter nodded. “Yeah, you bald-headed cunt, I’ll have you!” And then it was all off. One minute I was standing still and the next I was charging into the skins and throwing punches and kicks at anyone who moved. I didn’t even think or make any sort of conscious decision, I was just in there flailing like a beserker. I got a good hard punch in the ear and went down onto the grass and then the boots came in hard and fast. I curled up into a ball and covered my head with my hands. I remember worrying that I might get grass stains on my suit, and then no one was kicking me anymore.

				The skinheads had done us, that was for sure, but at least we had stood our ground and they hadn’t run us. We could take a lot of comfort from that. All our gang were bruised and dishevelled and Peter had a bloody nose, but, as kickings go, it hadn’t been too bad. The skins had gone back to the fair. We checked each other for damage and decided to head back to Sinclair. Peter wanted us to go and get tooled up and come back and start all over again, but for the rest of us one kicking per night was more than enough. As we limped back across the common I put my hand into my pocket and felt for the razor. A lot of fucking good that had been! I doubted whether I would have had the bottle to use it on someone even if I had pulled it out. I wasn’t a tool merchant, I’d always been a fist fighter. I just wished some of the Teds from The Edwardian Club had been with us at the fair, then we would have kicked the shit out of the Boot Boys.

				By the time we reached Sinclair we had all convinced ourselves that there had been over 30 skinheads and that we had more than held our own against them, only being overwhelmed by their superior numbers at the last minute. Big Nose Eamon compared it to the film Zulu. We all agreed that the next time we met the Balham Boot Boys on the field of battle there would be a different outcome and we would come away the victors.

				We were to clash with the Balham Boot Boys again sooner than any of us had dreamed. We were about to expand our turf and our horizons, and the rest of the summer would be spent making our mark. The kids’ stuff was coming to an end and it was all going to get very bloody.

				

				Making a Name for Ourselves

				 

				Stanford House Juvenile Remand Home, in Goldhawk Road, Shepherds Bush, was a kind of kiddies’ prison for petty offenders. There was a 12-foot fence around it but it was chain-link and easy to climb for any kid who was really determined to escape. Run by the probation service and local authority, it took boys aged between 13 and 17 who had been remanded in custody by the juvenile courts or given care orders. As places of juvenile incarceration go, it was pretty low on the army-style discipline that was popular in those days and not a bad place to do your bit of bird, if you had to. The uniform at Stanford House was a T-shirt, jeans and plimsolls, and the colour of your T- shirt indicated which house you were in. Church House took boys aged between 15 and 17 and their T-shirts were red. Hanvey House was for the really young kids of 13 and 14 and they wore yellow T-shirts. O’Hare House dressed in blue tops and held the boys who had been sentenced to care orders and were awaiting assessment to go to other children’s homes. There was also a closed unit which held those boys who had committed more serious offences and were awaiting trial at the Crown Court, and also held those who had tried to escape or had kicked off whilst at Stanford House. Throughout the summer of 1976 I was in and out of Stanford House on a few occasions due to my propensity for petty offending. I couldn’t resist stealing motorbikes, and, together with Peter Mayne, I funded my Teddy boy lifestyle by breaking into shops and nicking anything that wasn’t nailed down firmly. On the yard at Stanford House I met up with other Teddy boys from all over London. The Shepherds Bush Rebels were always well represented as they were local, and it was on the yard that I first came across Stud. Stud was the leader of the Bush Rebels, a gang of Teddy boys who were fast gaining a reputation as the kind of cats you wouldn’t want to fuck with. They had west London sewn up as far as other subcultures were concerned. The Bush Teddy boys were around 30-handed, more if you counted their affiliates, and they would battle with anyone. It was to be a while before west London became infested with punk rockers, but in 1976 the main enemies of the Bush Rebels were soul boys, smoothies and black gangs. In the summer of 1977 the Bush Rebels would be heavily involved in the fighting with punk rockers on the King’s Road, but Stud himself would be out of it, serving a ten-year sentence for stabbing a punk rocker in the neck with a screwdriver in the January.

				Another regular in Stanford House was Bopper Hogan, usually nicked for TDA (taking and driving away) or attempted theft from tourists’ pockets. There was also Putney Steve, who had ‘Gene Vincent & the Bluecaps’ tattooed around his neck. Then there was Kidd, a black Teddy boy from Stockwell. Kidd got a lot of stick from the black kids about being a Ted, particularly from the soul boys and young Rastas, but as far as we were concerned he was one of our own and all Teds stuck together. There were a few black and even a couple of Asian Teddy boys and they rarely got any trouble from the young Teds; it was only the originals who looked down their noses at them. Of course they got a barracking and occasional violence from kids of their own race and were called ‘Bounty’s’ after the chocolate bar that’s dark on the outside and white on the inside. Kidd was one of those lads who didn’t give a fuck what people thought of him, he was having a great time. Kidd could have a tear-up and had a great sense of humour, so he would give as good as he got in any exchange, be it verbal or physical.

				When I got into it I thought that the Teddy boy world was a small one, but through places like Stanford House and The Edwardian Club I had started meeting up with Teds from all over London. I heard about other rock ‘n’ roll clubs like Bobbysox in Neasden and The Lyceum in The Strand, where the growing retro scene flourished and it seemed as though it was growing by the day. Every time I went over the fence at Stanford House, which was a lot during that summer, I brought news of what was going on in the world to our little enclave in south London: which gangs were forming and where, what records were popular in the clubs, and places where we could buy clothes. I discovered that there was a record shop in Camden Town that sold a lot of deleted rock ‘n’ roll albums and singles, and that there was a shop inside Victoria market that stocked everything that might be needed by the well- dressed Teddy boy, from bootlace ties to brocade waistcoats. It was all a learning process for me and being remanded in custody every now and again helped me to keep my finger on the pulse of the Teddy boy scene.

				Battersea was a big Teddy boy area and particularly the Patmore Estate just off Wandsworth Road. The Hogan family lived on Patmore and were a big influence on a lot of the kids on the estate as far as rock ‘n’ roll was concerned. The graffiti on Patmore seemed to consist of two words: ‘Teds Rule’. The Battersea Teds, as they were known, were a mixed bunch of originals and youngsters, with the Hogans basically setting the standard. Tommy Jnr led the youngsters when Bopper was in jail, as he invariably was, and they were all good fighters, good dancers and well-dressed coves. Just as Sinclair Estate had become the mecca for retro kids and Teddy boy wannabes in SW12, Patmore was the same in SW11.

				Down in Balham the retro movement was also starting to take off in a big way. My cousins on my father’s side, the Regans, lived in a house on Carmina Road in the heart of Balham, just a few streets away from Bedford Hill. There were 14 Regan kids in all, but it was only the older ones who got the rock ‘n’ roll virus in the summer of ‘76. Ronnie and Eddie had been up to Sinclair Estate to see us and I had stayed at their house during one of my short periods on the run from Stanford House at the start of the summer. Both Ronnie and Eddie, and their older sister Sylvia, took to the early Elvis look and sound and all became Teds. As the Regans were well known and well liked in Balham, other kids took the lead from them and soon there was a little gang of Teds down there who called themselves The Wanderers. They came by their gang name because Eddie was always playing Dion’s ‘The Wanderer’ on his tape deck, but, by coincidence, in 1979 a film was released that was to have a major influence on London gangs and this was also called The Wanderers. The Balham Wanderers were way ahead of their time.

				The good thing about the Balham Teds being my cousins was that we now had a good excuse to move in on Balham and claim it as a joint turf between the Sinclair Mob and The Wanderers as we were all Teds and retros. This opened up our turf and made us that bit more powerful to the other gangs. But the truth of it was that there was nothing of any interest in the quiet residential streets between Sinclair Estate and Balham market. It was a dead area and the only ones who had previously had any claim on it were a square mob led by one good fighter named Mick Garry. Mick could have a ruck and he and I had fought each other on a few occasions when we were growing up, but as he lived on one of the side streets and not on an estate he didn’t have much of a gang available to him. So he wouldn’t be able to stop us trampling over his turf on our way to and from Balham.

				One other little problem about Balham was the Balham Boot Boys, the skinhead gang who had given us a trouncing at Tooting Bec fair. They lived mainly on an estate at the top of Bedford Hill, just before the common starts, but some of them worked in the open-air market on Hildreth Street and as Balham was their home turf they could pop up anywhere. But as we were now affiliated with The Wanderers we had nearly equal numbers to the Boot Boys and we would just have to be prepared for trouble wherever we met it.

				The Wanderers had started to frequent a pub on Garret Lane called The Fountain, which held a rock ‘n’ roll night every Friday. The Fountain had become a popular hangout for the Road Rats MC, a motorcycle gang who had a charter from the American Hell’s Angels and were well known for their outlaw violence. The Road Rats had always coexisted with the retro and Teddy boy scene without much trouble and you could see quite a few of them at The Edwardian Club and other rock ‘n’ roll venues. I think it may have been because the outlaw biker gangs had evolved from the mod-hating rockers, many of whom had evolved from the original Teddy boy movement of 1954. Anyway, they were fond of a bit of rock ‘n’ roll.

				The DJ at The Fountain was an original Ted who went by the name of ‘50s Flash and he played some great music. There was a beer garden at the back of the pub on Fountain Road where the Road Rats parked their bikes, and when the back doors of the pub were open, as they were during that long hot summer, you could hear the music as clearly as if you were in the pub. The Fountain was great. Although we were under age we had no trouble getting served with drinks and there was also a pool table in there. A lot of the Battersea Teds came down to The Fountain on a Friday night to bop and jive to the music and show off their latest bit of clobber or footwear. There was also a Ted/rocker gang from Tooting who called themselves The Pharoes after the gang of JDs in the film American Graffiti. The Pharoes were pretty tough and often fought with the Mitcham Skins and the black gang from Tooting Broadway arcade. All the Pharoes wore black leather biker jackets with ‘The Pharoes - London’ painted on the back panels. I was really impressed by this and started thinking that it was about time the Sinclair Mob had a real gang name.

				The rock ‘n’ roll bands I remember seeing around this time were CSA and The Rocking Devils. CSA were brilliant and could play Gene Vincent stuff just like the Black Leather Rebel himself, and I particularly remember that their version on the Santo and Johnny instrumental, ‘Sleepwalk’, would always bring the house down. The Rocking Devils, on the other hand, were a bit of a strange band. There were three of them but one was a midget and this earned them the nickname of ‘The Rocking 2½’. They did a lot of their own songs and I remember that my cousin Ronnie actually bought a couple of their LPs. I’d guess they were the only ones they ever sold, but they did do a very funny song called ‘The Middle-Aged Teddy Boy’s Lament’, which was much loved by the original Teds. But the real darling of the Ted bands was a bunch of mad Welshmen called Crazy Cavan and The Rhythm Rockers.

				Crazy Cavan had been plugging away since the mid-1960s, playing every backstreet pub and dingy club where the surviving Teddy boys gathered. In 1976 they had a recording contract with a west London label called Charley Records and had released a couple of singles and albums. One of their singles had been a minor hit, troubling the back end of the top 100, called ‘My Little Sister’s Got a Motorbike’. Crazy Cavan were definitely the best of the Teddy boy bands of that period. They laid down a tough and menacing sound that appealed to Teds, rockers and retros alike and you could also bop to their stuff. They were closely followed in the Ted popularity stakes by a band called The Sunsets. The Sunsets were also fronted by a mad Welshman, named Mike Barratt, who could move on stage just like a young Elvis. Mike had a lot of style and also chick appeal. I remember seeing him miming to a song called ‘I’m a Nut’ by Vern Pullens on my one trip to The Lyceum and he was about the only one who could have pulled it off and still look cool. Eventually Mike changed his name to Shakin’ Stevens and the band was known as ‘Shakin’ Stevens and The Sunsets until their lead singer auditioned for the Elvis stage show and became a star in his own right. Another good young Ted band were Whirlwind, a four-piece out of west London who favoured gold and silver lamé drape suits and hopped-up Billy Fury covers. There were also The Wild Angels, The Flying Saucers and Johnny and The Jailbreakers.

				The Fountain became a regular haunt for us as it was only two steps away from Balham on the Northern Line of the tube. Sometimes we would drive down there on stolen motorbikes and pull off wheelies and wheelspins in the car park, much to the amusement of the Road Rats. We also started to use the tube network to get to pubs and clubs on the other side of London. We made trips to the Adam and Eve in Hackney, which had the best selection of rock ‘n’ roll records ever seen on a pub jukebox, and The George, a rock ‘n’ roll pub at Shepherds Bush Green that was frequented by the Bush Rebels and the White City Wild Cats. We went to Neasden to enjoy the delights of Bobbysox with ‘50s Flash spinning the wax, and The Lyceum in The Strand to see The Wild Wax Roadshow, which consisted of DJs named Jailhouse John, Runaround Stu and Rocking Roy. Our musical knowledge was growing and we started to notice that certain records were guaranteed to fill the dance floors. There was a lot of stuff I had never heard before. It was kind of rock ‘n’ roll but had a harder and more raw edge to it. I found out it was called rockabilly. I asked Tommy Hogan Snr to play a rockabilly record I had heard at Bobbysox called ‘Pegged Pants’ by someone named Bill Beech, and he got a sour look on his face. “That’s all that ‘billy shit, ain’t it?” he asked. From this I learned that the original Teds viewed rockabilly with disdain. The trouble was that most rockabilly recordings pre-dated rock ‘n’ roll by a couple of years and had never been widely available in the 1950s outside of small town America, so to the Teds this was a ‘new’ music and they weren’t happy about it encroaching on what they considered their own musical territory. Some Ted DJs would happily play rockabilly in their sets and others refused point blank. There was a Ted DJ from Tooting called Moses, who ran a disco that sometimes played The Fountain on Wednesday nights and was called Transistor Twister, and he refused to play rockabilly requests on his deck. It was a bit strange because the Ted DJs would gladly play the rhythm and blues records that also pre-dated rock ‘n’ roll in some cases, but I suppose it was because they were very close to rock ‘n’ roll in sound and they were great for couples to jive to. Records by the likes of Big Joe Turner, Wynonie Harris, Roy Brown and Louis Jordan were regulars at Ted discos and these men were all basically blues shouters. But the rockabilly sound was becoming very popular amongst the younger crowds of Teds and retros.

				Back in Balham I no longer wore my drape suit every day, saving it just for nights out. It was awkward for me as I couldn’t live at my parents’ flat because most of the time the police were looking for me due to my going over the fence from Stanford House and committing various other crimes. Instead, I kept my clothes at Peter Mayne’s ground-floor flat, 1 Ingle House, and I slept most nights in an old Triumph Herald car that Peter’s dad owned. The car was parked right next to the porch where we all hung out, so I was never short of company in the evenings. We would hang around listening to music from portable tape decks, bopping and jiving with the girls and drinking cider mixed with gin or vodka straight from the bottle. Most of the teenagers on the estate had to be in by 10 o’clock in the summer, except at weekends, but the wilder cats like me and Peter could do what we liked. Peter’s younger brother, Harry, was a soul boy through and through but he had still hung out with us until he got nicked for chinning a copper and got sent to borstal. I was bang in love with his sister, Marina, and sometimes she would sneak out of her flat and come and sit in the car with me and we would have a bit of a kiss and a fumble. I loved the freedom of being on the run and not having to report to anyone, but I had to steal every day in order to keep going. I would have a bath at Peter’s flat when his dad was out or I would take a walk up to Streatham and have a wash in the public toilets, and there was also the public bathhouse in Tooting Broadway. I did okay; I was young and fit and doing what I liked. And the weather was fucking great!

				Our next meeting with the Balham Boot Boys came about three weeks after the beating at the fair and this time we were more than ready for them. We had been hanging out on a piece of open ground near the health centre on Bedford Hill, just shooting the shit and drinking from the bottle, when we spotted three skinheads on the other side of the hill. Peter said, “Here, that’s one of the mugs from the fair. I recognise him by the tattoo on his neck.” We were across the hill before they spotted us and we surrounded them and brought them to a halt. It was gratifying to see that the skins looked worried now that they were outnumbered. Peter poked the tattooed one in the chest. “Remember me, you baldy cunt?” The skin tried to make out he didn’t remember anything and that he had never seen us before, and his two pals swore the same. Peter smacked him in the face and he hit the pavement as though he’d been poleaxed. That was the signal for us to steam in and we started punching and kicking the skins. I caught one of them on the jaw with a lovely right-hander and then kicked him as hard as I could in the back when he went down. We made short work of the three skinheads and, getting carried away with the excitement and bloodlust, we decided to march onto the Bedford Hill Estate and get the rest of them.

				I wasn’t carrying my razor but Ronnie had a bicycle chain and a few of the boys had bits of sand-filled lead pipes that they carried as coshes. As we marched up the hill those of us who didn’t have weapons ran in and out of the gardens of the houses looking for things to use to bash our enemies. We were like wild men, buoyed up by the beating we had given the first three and hungry for revenge against the firm who had humiliated us at the fair. No one had to say much, it was as though the beating had rankled and festered in our collective minds and now we saw the chance to avenge it and we didn’t need to discuss it. It was funny; one minute we had just been wasting away a summer’s afternoon, and the next we were like a howling mob marching on Dr Frankenstein’s castle with murder in our hearts. They say the young can be impetuous and impulsive but that’s an understatement.

				I had found an old starting-handle in one of the gardens, Peter had a shovel handle with the blade snapped off, and a few of the lads had milk bottles, the old standby in a street fight. One of The Wanderers, a mad-looking Ted called Blue, had what looked like a machete. Blue, so called because he wore a sky blue drape suit, had a reputation as a bit of a loose cannon even among the slackest of big guns. Some of us had been at junior school with Blue, though he had been plain Micky in those days, and knew how off-key he could become around a bit of violence. His mum was Irish and his dad was Maltese and he had slightly protruding eyeballs, which led to his being teased from a young age. At school he was called ‘Marble Eyes’, but not for long as he would steam into anyone who even looked at him sideways and we soon learned that you didn’t take the piss out of Micky if you wanted to keep all your teeth in your mouth. When I heard that he had become a Ted I was delighted. As the old saying goes, it was better to have him inside your tent pissing out than outside pissing in.

				When we reached the top of Bedford hill we spotted five skinheads sitting on the wall outside their estate smoking. When they caught sight of us coming up the hill they legged it pretty smartish into the estate. We chased them but they soon lost us over ground that was familiar to them. We raged through the estate for about ten minutes, looking for anyone over the age of 14 and with a shaven head that we could take our violence out on, but they had deserted the gaff. We had run the Balham Boot Boys on their own turf and now we would be even more of a force to be reckoned with. Eddie used a thick marker pen to write ‘The Wanderers and Sinclair ran the Boot Boys!’ on one of the chute doors, which was already marked with the names of various members of the Boot Boys, and then we marched back down the hill feeling triumphant.

				Over the rest of that summer and throughout the next four years we would fight a guerrilla war with the Balham Boot Boys. They would catch a couple of ours and give us a hiding and then we would catch a couple of theirs and do the same. We would fight our last and decisive battle in the spring of 1980, but we would always be natural enemies. In the meantime I decided that the Sinclair Mob needed a proper gang name. After all, we were no longer the Sinclair Mob as the original mob was split into two factions. We sat down and thought about it one evening and, after rejecting the more outrageously silly names, we settled on the Balham Wild Cats. The members of the original Wanderers voted to keep their own name, even though we all hung out together now, but gradually we all became known as the Balham Wild Cats.

				Now we were a real gang.

				

				Summer Comes to an End

				 

				I had noticed that a lot of the original Teddy boys had their left ear pierced with usually a gold sleeper earring, so I decided that I would have the same. I was talking about it one night on the porch when Marina’s younger sister, Jenny, said she would pierce my ear for me. Not wanting to appear cowardly at the thought of having a sewing needle being pushed through the flesh of my ear lobe, though I did not fancy it in the slightest, I suggested that I should wait until I had an earring to put in the hole. The sweet and ever-helpful Jenny was quick to offer me one of her own gold sleepers and so it was settled. Whilst Jenny nipped into her flat to get the needle I managed to neck half a small bottle of vodka that was being passed around, in the hope that it might dull any pain. I was nervous as I watched Jenny hold a lighted match to the end of the needle in order to sterilise it and I was close to fainting as she gripped the bottom of my ear lobe and pulled the skin tight. There was a slight sharp pain as she pushed the needle through, but nothing near as bad as I had been expecting. Within minutes Jenny was wiping my blood from her hands and I was proudly sporting a small gold sleeper in my ear. Once again the gang were slightly in awe of me as I had been the first with an earring. Others would soon follow.

				Now that I had the earring my next move was to get a tattoo, preferably in a place where it could be seen. Peter, who had been in borstal and knew about these things, brought out another needle and a bottle of Indian ink. He went through the same routine as Jenny had for my ear piercing, burning the end of the needle with a lighted match, and then he wrapped a lot of thread around the shaft of the needle near the point. Rather like the way we taped our razors, the thread was to stop the needle going too deep into the flesh. Peter dipped the thread end of the needle into the small bottle of ink and, holding my hand firmly on the bonnet of his dad’s Triumph Herald and watched by a crowd of open-mouthed Teddy boys and girls, he proceeded to jab the needle into my left wrist. At first it hurt like fuck and I had to use all of my self-control to stop myself pulling my hand away. It felt exactly like what it was - a sharp, pointed piece of steel being plunged in and out of my wrist until it drew blood. The ink from the thread on the needle was black and stained my wrist so that the blood was barely visible, but as soon as Peter wiped the wrist with a paper hankie to see what he was doing you could clearly see the blood bubbling up out of the holes in my wrist. There were oohs and aahs from the onlookers but I forced a smile and winked at Marina.

				My first tattoo was a bit wonky but I wore it with pride, as it showed my absolute commitment to my lifestyle. It was the letters ‘S.T.U.D.’, which was our motto and stood for Stay Ted Until Dead. I would have many more tattoos over the years but none was as excruciatingly painful as that first one. Now that I myself had been pierced by cold steel, I was to find it easier to pierce others.

				One Saturday night we were at The Edwardian Club, where I was now a regular, when the word went round that a load of soul boys were coming down from a pub near Brixton market for a ruck. The rumour about the impending rumble was persistent and by 11.30 a lot of the lads in the club, including me, were getting wired and ready. But by closing time the soul boy gang had still not materialised and people started to relax. A lot of the crowd had left and I was outside the club talking to Bopper and a Ted called Shades when I heard a shout and looked up to see a crowd of about 15 soul boys, both black and white, running up the street towards us. They were on us before we had a chance to move and I found myself dodging a cosh that was swung by someone at the front of the group. The first few runners passed me and then I was faced with being stuck in the middle of the crowd and I began to be hit. In a situation like this you rarely feel the pain of the blows but the shock of each one tends to register. Someone punched me in the nose and my head seemed to explode. I fell forward with both hands on the pavement, but I quickly managed to get back upright and took another punch to the side of my face. It was all very confusing for a minute, as I was being hit by people who were running past me. Then I was faced with a kid about my own age and he threw two punches at my face in quick succession. I was starting to regain my senses and managed to dodge the first punch and twist so that the second hit me in the shoulder. I threw a punch of my own and missed completely. I was off balance and backed up against a window of The Loughborough pub and this kid really started unloading punches on me. I was taking a beating and then, somehow, I had my cut-throat razor in my hand. I struck out with the blade and felt it hit something, so I jerked my wrist down and back just as I had practised so many times in front of the mirror. For a moment nothing happened and then the kid stopped throwing punches and stepped back. I could clearly see by the light coming from the pub window that I had left a mark down his face all the way from forehead to chin. Then, as if in slow motion, his face seemed to fall apart and the blood gushed down his chest. The soul boy screamed and staggered away, holding his face together.

				To be quite honest I was shocked and sickened by what I had done. I wanted to take it back, run after the kid and say I was sorry. I looked down at the razor in my hand and there didn’t even seem to be any blood on the blade. My heart was racing and I felt like crying. Then I felt a clump on the back of my head and turned and saw I had been hit with half a pool cue. Without thinking I struck out again with the razor and missed the kid who had hit me by about an inch. There was still fighting going on and I saw that two soul boys had Shades on the ground out in the road and were kicking lumps out of him. I slipped the razor into my pocket and drop-kicked one of the lads who was doing Shades. Then, as quickly as it had started, the fight was over and the soul boys were legging it back up to Brixton Road.

				There were a couple of Teds lying in the gutter and moaning in pain and someone had put the windscreen through on one of the classic cars. The soul boys had retreated when a handful of bikers, who had still been inside the club finishing their drinks, had clattered down the stairs sounding like an army of elephants. I found out later that nearly all of the soul boys had been armed. Though no one on our side had been stabbed, a couple of Teds had head wounds from being coshed and Shades had a bad limp from being kicked in the legs when he was on the ground. I looked over at the pavement where I had used my razor and saw a dark spatter of blood on the dusty concrete. I swallowed some bile that had quickly worked its way up my throat and turned away. I was grabbed around the shoulders by a Ted called Johnny Virgo who was very excited. “Fuck! You cut the fucking face off that geezer! Nice one Cyril!” Everyone was looking at me and I shrugged. One of the older originals gave me a little pat on the cheek. “Well done, young ‘un,” he said. “You stood your ground.” I shrugged again. “He didn’t even have a tool,” I muttered, still feeling sick at what I had done. I could clearly picture the moment when his face seemed to fall apart. The older Ted lifted his shirt and displayed a terrible-looking scar that dissected his stomach. “That’s what those fucking soul boys did to me last time,” he said, vehemently. “Stuck a fucking bayonet in my guts and left me for dead. I was with my bird at the time and they were mob-handed. I’d be happy if you slashed every one of the cunts!” I seized on this justification and it helped to salve my conscience. He was right, it could just as easily have been me who was cut in the heat of battle. The soul boys hadn’t rushed us for any reason other than to do us violence. I rationalised it for a while and soon it seemed more of an achievement than a badge of shame. In a short while I was lapping up the praise and the pats on the back.

				The next week I turned up at The Fountain and a few of the lads who had been at The Edwardian Club were there. “Want a pint, Razor?” I was asked. And from then on everyone called me Razor Smith. I had earned my nickname. The first cutting had been the hardest and most traumatic for me but after that it came easy. I began to carry my razor everywhere and would flick it out at the slightest sign of trouble. I became almost manic in my quickness to lay the blade across someone’s face and I thought very little about the damage I was doing. All I knew was that my reputation on the Teddy boy scene was growing and I was happy with that.

				The summer became a blur of travelling to Teddy boy pubs and clubs, getting steaming drunk, pulling birds and fighting anyone who didn’t have a quiff. The heatwave held out until the middle of September and then, one afternoon as Peter, Big Nose Eamon and me were hot-wiring a stolen Honda 250 motorbike on the Sinclair Estate, the rain came. It seemed to come out of nowhere, big fat raindrops that burst on the parched dry earth and the dusty concrete and stained them dark once again. I remember we were all wearing cap-sleeved T-shirts and jeans and we stood there with our arms and faces raised to the sky whooping like a trio of lunatics as our clothes became soaked through and the rain bounced off our faces and filled our mouths. The Long Hot One was finally over.

				For me that summer of 1976 marked the end of something as well as the beginning of something else. At the start of the summer I had been a long- haired trendy virtually unknown outside my own estate and with the idea that I might like to be a Teddy boy, and by the time the rains came I was a slick, strutting demon with a reputation as a blade merchant and with a gang of like- minded kids behind me. Not only that, I had upped my criminal activity and had started committing armed robberies along with Peter. There was no way that I wasn’t heading for trouble and plenty of it.

				I was going to be leaving the scene for a while, but the movement that I had played a part in reviving would carry on without me and grow. In February 1977 Peter and I were arrested for armed robbery, possession of firearms and grievous bodily harm. We attended the Old Bailey in May of that year, dressed in our drape suits, and we were each sentenced to three years’ imprisonment. In June the newspapers were full of the fighting between Teddy boys and punk rockers on the King’s Road in West London. Many of the Balham Wild Cats were involved. I was only sick that I had missed it. I was sure that by the time I came back the scene would be dead and gone. I had no idea that it was to grow and grow, but also that I would play a major part in the violence that would eventually kill it off.
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