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Wilko Johnson (Dr Feelgood) interview 

with John Wilson – ‘Front Row’, Radio 4, 25 January 2013. 
 
 
 
“Wilko, you were diagnosed with cancer at the end of last year.   You had to 
cancel some gigs.   That must have been a big shock, wasn’t it ?” 
 
“Well, I’ve got pancreatic cancer.   I noticed symptoms earlier in the year – a 
few months ago – which took the form of …   there’s this lump in my stomach.   
I treated it by ignoring it, and hoping it would go away.   Anyway, when I went 
in for the diagnosis, and the doctor told me, ‘You’ve got cancer’, and it was 
quite plain it was an inoperable thing:  there was nothing they could do – I 
walked out of there and felt an elation of spirit.   You’re walking along and 
suddenly, you’re vividly alive.   Walking along and, you know, looking at the 
trees, sky and everything, and just – wow !   Y’know, I am actually a miserable 
person.   I’ve spent most of my life moping in depressions and things.   But this 
has all lifted.   And when we went a few days later to see the specialist, who 
told me that I’ve got nine or ten months to live, and if they gave me 
chemotherapy they might stretch it out to a year … (laugh)   So I said, ‘No …  
(laugh)   No, I’m not doing that !   I just want to know how long am I gonna 
feel like this – which is absolutely fine.’   
 
“And I’m certainly not going on stage if I’m sick.   If the cancer kicks in before 
that, then I can’t go on stage, I’m not gonna go on stage looking ill.   I don’t 
wanna – I don’t wanna present a sorry spectacle (laugh)   But, erm …”  
 
“But you’re going out with defiance.   I mean, you’re billing this as a farewell 
tour.   So many bands, so many musicians talk about a ‘farewell tour’, then 
you’re back again a few years later.  But you’ve got no choice.”   
 
“I’ve got no choice about that ! (laugh)    I’ve got no choice about that at all !   
(laugh)    I can’t go on singing ‘I did it my way !’ for another five years or 
something (laugh)    But then again, I never did ‘do it my way’ !   I’ve always 
just drifted.   I am a feather for each wind that blows, y’know – and the wind’s 
blown me this way now, y’know.   And naturally, you’re just sitting there 
thinking, ‘Well, why didn’t I work this out before – y’know.   Like, why didn’t 
I work it out before that, man, it’s just the moment you’re in that matters.   
Y’know – that worrying about the future or regretting the past is just …   it’s 
just such a foolish waste of time.   Of course, we can’t always be threatened 
with imminent death, y’know, but it probably takes that to knock a bit of sense 
into our heads.   But, right now, it’s just fantastic.    
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“I mean …   It makes …   God, it makes you feel alive …   You’re just walking 
down the street, you feel …   you really feel alive !   Every little thing you see !   
Every sort of cold breeze against your face, every … every brick in the road, 
y’know …   It’s just …   there it is !   You think, ‘I’m alive !   I’m alive !’   And 
– err …   and I hope I can hang on to that … (laugh)” 
 
“You don’t strike me as a maudlin or a sentimental person.   You’re practical, 
pragmatic, phlegmatic, in a way …   But, when you take to the road to do these 
gigs, it’s going to be very poignant, isn’t it ?” 
 
“In some ways.   But, then again, I am a complete show-off, I suppose.   I can 
remember the last of the gigs we did last week in Japan was in Kyoto.   And 
there’s this fantastic club in Kyoto where we’ve played many times.   It was 
packed to the gills.   And in this club – it’s in an old wood …   it’s in an old 
sake factory, actually.   An old wooden building.    Oh, man !   All the people 
that’ve played there !   Anyway, there’s a kind of exposed staircase that runs up 
from the floor to the upstairs where the dressing room is, and the last number 
we did was Chuck Berry’s ‘Bye, bye, Johnny’.   And we’re going, ‘We’ll take it 
down really quiet,’ and I’m waving, going ‘Bye …   bye … bye …’   And all 
the crowd are going ‘Bye …   bye … bye …’   And we’re all waving to each 
other, going ‘Bye …   bye … bye …’   And I’m walking up these stairs, 
waving, going …   And you can see people, tears in their eyes ’n’ everything …   
Me, I didn’t have a lump in my throat or anything.   I just thought, ‘This is show 
business !   You know, doing this ‘Bye …   bye …’   You know, really rubbing 
it in …’   I didn’t feel at all upset.    
 
Then, naturally, in the next couple of days, I had a few very poignant farewell 
with p…people I love there – you know, like …   You’re standing in the street 
in Tokyo and they’re getting into a taxi, and you’re sort of going well …   
‘Goodbye – I’m never going to see you again !’   And that’s, y’know, in some 
cases, quite hard to do.” 
 
“You seem remarkably accepting of your fate.” 
 
“I can honestly say that this feeling I’ve got is one of elation.   And it’s going on 
and on.   I don’t plunge into despair when I g to bed at night.  I never would 
have guessed that it would feel like this.   I mean, my wife died eight years ago 
– from cancer.   We’d been together for forty years.   And I love her – I still 
love her – erm …   and still miss her tremendously.   (pause)   I’ve had to accept 
that.   And that’s probably the hardest thing I’ve had to accept in my whole life, 
was that she’s gone, y’know …   Erm …   I still …   I’m still prone to bursting 
into tears, thinking about her.   But I’ve never come anywhere near that, 
thinking about myself.    (laugh)” 



 3 

 
“You’re going out with a bang, really, aren’t you, with these gigs?”    
 
“Mmm.   Really.   I just hope  …   This position I’m in, it’s so strange.   And I 
…   I do feel fit.   And yet I know that death is upon me.   I’m not hoping for a 
miracle cure or anything.   I’m just hoping it spares me long enough to do these 
gigs.   Then I’ll be a happy man.   And I’ve had a …   I’ve had a fantastic life.   
When I think …   when I think about the things that’ve happened to me, and the 
things I’ve done and …   and … everything …   I think that anybody that asks 
for more would just be being greedy !   So …   I don’t want to be greedy … 
(laugh).”    


