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 Introduction


R.E.M. 
Madison Square Garden 
New York City 
November 4, 2004 
SEAN MANNING


 



 



ON SEPTEMBER 9, 1956, sixty million Americans—a then record-setting 82 percent of television viewers—tuned in to watch Elvis Presley’s first performance on The Ed Sullivan Show. Ask a hundred baby boomers what, exactly, they saw that Sunday night and you’ll understand by the identicalness of their answers why it’s impossible for a televised concert to approximate being in the crowd. Nevertheless, due in large part to the DVD boom, the proliferation of DIRECTV, and the advent of webcasting, North American live music attendance continues to decline—roughly 3 percent annually1 since 2004—without question, one of the most disastrous years in industry history.

That January, the Bottom Line, the Greenwich Village club famous for helping catapult the career of Bruce Springsteen, shut its doors after nearly thirty years. In June, the traditionally thirty–odd stop Lollapalooza festival was cancelled due to poor sales. While Prince bucked the trend with his top-grossing Musicology tour, in a sign of the times, opening night at Los Angeles’s Staples Center was simulcast in eighty-five Regal Theaters   nationwide to an audience of roughly twenty-five thousand—or five thousand more than the Staples Center ’s sell-out crowd.

Technology wasn’t entirely at fault—a complication, as it were, not the disease. After a three-year recession, in 2004 the economy was finally showing signs of life. But rather than restrain ticket prices to stimulate growth, promoters raced to recoup their losses by charging an average seven dollars more per head. And for what? Concerts felt so inordinately premeditated, even those moments that at first seemed otherwise, such as Janet Jackson’s well-orchestrated “costume malfunction” during Super Bowl XXXVIII’s halftime show. About the only thing that passed for improvisation was a lip-synching snafu. Take Ashlee Simpson’s October 2004 mishap on Saturday Night Live—a far cry from Elvis Costello’s unscheduled performance of “Radio, Radio” thirty years prior. And yet, these examples only further illustrate the degree to which visual media was altering even my once-stalwart notion of what expressly constituted the concertgoing experience.

All the same, unvarying set lists, obligatory encores, seats so remote you wound up watching the action on a big screen anyhow . . . Might as well stay at home, order it on Pay-Per-View, save the money, and spare the aggravation. Such was the apparent consensus among concertgoers, myself included. Until, that is, something happened to check my cynicism and restore my faith in the life-affirming, life-altering power of live music.

In early November of 2004, I took an unpaid fashion internship with a pop culture glossy. Two years out of a master’s program that had sunk me forty thousand dollars in debt, paying seven hundred dollars a month in rent, and working sans benefits as a waiter for a lower Manhattan catering company, I couldn’t afford to forfeit three shifts a week. But I’d come to New York to write, not pass hors d’oeuvres. I didn’t know Gucci from Pucci, yet figured if I could just get my foot in the door....

My third morning at the cramped Soho office and it was obvious that the sum of my duties would be alphabetizing lookbooks and walking my boss’s polyuric golden retriever. That afternoon, K—asked me to run over to a friend’s place and pick up her tickets for that night’s R.E.M. concert at Madison Square Garden. Sure, I’d pick up the tickets. No problem. Then I’d leave them on her desk with a note counseling in no uncertain terms the method and location most advantageous for their safekeeping.

Five o’clock and already the Empire State Building glowed red, white, and blue. I walked crosstown in the rain, dodging both the spray of passing cabs and obnoxiously oversized golf umbrellas. By the time I arrived at  the luxury high rise on West Street, I was soaked through. The scrap of paper I’d jotted the friend’s name and apartment number on had bled to illegibility, so that it took some explaining, as well as a thorough inspection of my driver’s license, to convince the doorman I wasn’t simply looking to wait out the storm.

I was so busy wishing the day would end and feeling sorry for myself that, as I entered the elevator, I hardly noticed the diminutive, bald man exiting. I would’ve neglected him altogether if not for the road bike he was pushing. I nodded gravely in acknowledgement of the unspoken bond uniting tens of thousands of cater waiters and couriers and freight elevator operators and bathroom attendants—the shared understanding, however scant the consolation, that it’s we who keep the city whirring along. He smiled, which confirmed he wasn’t a messenger. Still, there was something familiar about him. I’d seen him somewhere; I was positive. Before I could get a better look, the elevator doors closed.

It’s trite, but true: there’s no more reliable indication that one’s a naturalized New Yorker than when upon entering a strange apartment, he or she begins estimating square footage. Without surveying the bedrooms and baths, I guessed K—’s friend’s place for a thousand, easy. Big to be sure, with cathedral ceilings and an unobstructed view of the Hudson, presently obscured by darkness and rain. But nothing I wasn’t used to catering. Not so quotidian were the bundles of concert tickets strewn across the carpet and coffee table and couch. K—’s friend apologized for the mess, then offered me some tea. I declined.

“Well then, how about a ticket? You deserve something for walking all the way over here in that mess.”

I’d prefer a byline, I thought as she slipped an extra ticket into K—’s envelope. So that, while only passingly familiar with R.E.M.—of whose thirteen albums I owned none—for the opportunity to ingratiate myself with K—, I was nonetheless grateful.

Of course, in explaining to her what had happened, I acted nothing but apologetic.

“Are you kidding?” K—asked, sounding not at all put upon. “I’d only consider it an imposition if you didn’t go.”

 



Getting off the escalator after only one flight, I knew the seats were better than the upper-tier nosebleeds I’d suffered for Prince four months earlier. Just how much better I never imagined.

I turned out of the narrow concourse and walked onto what had, the night before, been varnished hardwood. I gazed up at the retired numbers of Monroe and Frazier, and marveled at the eight-sided, multiton scoreboard’s suspension. Near what would’ve been the jump ball circle, a gray-haired, tuxedoed usher examined my ticket. Then he examined me. My clothes were still sopping, my smile uncouthly wide, my eyes bulging in disbelief while darting feverishly between the surrounding glitterati, among them chef Mario Batali, tossing popcorn into the air and catching it in his mouth. With a look only slightly less dismissive than the doorman’s, impervious to my stare of solidarity, the usher led me down the center aisle, flanked by lettered rows of folding chairs dwindling toward the beginning of the alphabet.

K—arrived just as the guitar techs were finishing their tune-ups. She wore a spangled, backless, black halter and her tight, black curls relieved of the ponytail favored around the office. She’d brought along a girlfriend and her girlfriend’s boyfriend.

“And, of course, you know my fiancée, D—.”

I knew of him, primarily as the one person never to disturb with a phone call and whose way interns were collectively admonished to stay out of. But this was the first time I’d actually shaken hands with the founder and creative director of the magazine. In the narrow workplace, its walls lined with computers and fax machines and postage meters whose purchase he had if not outright authorized then at least petitioned for, D—cut an imposing figure, thanks furthermore to the dark-hued sportcoats ostensibly custom-tailored to his power-forward frame. Unaided by the home-court advantage of Prince Street, however, he seemed affable enough. He asked where I was from. I told him Ohio. He grinned and shook his head.

“What were they thinking?”

Had the question not been rhetorical, I might’ve given D—an abridged history of the economic and cultural polarization that’s epitomized the state since the Civil War—or less pompously offered that although Canton’s Pro Football Hall of Fame wasn’t quite as propitious a terrorist target as, say, Grand Central Station, Ohioans’ lives were no less valuable than New Yorkers’; their fear, albeit unsubstantiated, no less real. They were responsible for the election’s ramifications, but no more than the rest of us, Democrats and Republicans alike, for allowing ourselves to be so brazenly and shamelessly pitted against one another. D—’s condescension was a prime example.

Suddenly the arena went dark. There followed a cadence-setting snare drum, then a burst of whirling primary colors from the spotlights above the stage. At its edge, dressed in a white suit with a purple blindfold painted around his glistening head, was the man I’d seen in the elevator—though, again, I didn’t recognize him at first. He radiated such assuredness, such awe-inducing authority, it was as if he’d grown three feet in as many hours.



That’s great, it starts with an earthquake, 
birds and snakes, an aeroplane and 
Lenny Bruce is not afraid.




The crowd’s roar was deafening, its excitement contagious. I jumped up from my seat, beer in hand. Earlier, at the concession stand, I’d remarked to the supremely disinterested cashier about the absurd cost of such a small cup—domestic at that. “Shit, it’s not even commemorative!” Now, with half the pricey suds careening up and out, its shallowness was all the more lamentable—especially for D—’s expensive shoes. Fortunately, he was too riveted by the opening number to notice.


It’s the end of the world as we know it . . .



It was the first time R.E.M. ever opened a concert with that song, I’d overhear more than once on my way out of the Garden. No doubt, the gesture was intended as momento mori. For me, though, the tune was more hopeful than defeatist. It was the end of a figurative world—a world in which pride too often overtook me; a world in which most of the time pride wasn’t pride but rather masquerading fear; a world I’d long thought owed me something.

Monday morning, I went into the office and took the golden retriever for its first walk of the day. A month or so later, I got to write a seventy-five-word album review.

 



Though generally synonymous—as in my case with R.E.M.—your most memorable concertgoing experience doesn’t have to be the best concert you ever saw. In fact, as the following stories contend, when determining the show you’ll never forget, what happened offstage is just as important as the performance itself. How old you were, where you were living, what  your job was, whom you’d just started dating, whom you’d just broken up with, and invariably what and how much you had to drink or smoke or alternately ingest before, during, and/or after—these are the prevailing criteria.

As for what standards led to the ensuing assemblage of writers, I had only one: I chose those whose work I admire.

Richard Burgin, in his essay, relates how, as a boy, he’d cold call jazz musicians he esteemed, just to tell them so. While I’ll be twenty-seven by the time you read this, my regard for the contributors is not so dissimilar—though, because of my age, I’m not nearly as bold and certainly not as guileless. This project gave me a reason other than mere adulation to keep Harvey Pekar on the phone for forty-five minutes and trade three-in-the-morning e-mails with David Gates. And it gave them and the rest a reason to divulge the biographical marginalia I’ve long sought to learn of my idols.

The ploy worked to equal effect on my biggest hero of all: my father. For years I’ve been after him to set down the story of his life (as opposed to “memoir” or “autobiography,” which connote an intent to sell and, now more than ever, self-aggrandize). The story isn’t wholly unfamiliar—particularly these days with regard to employment history—yet it’s this very universality that commends it to the telling: as a teenager, went to work in the rubber factory to pay his way through college and shortly thereafter support his recently widowed mother; wed his childhood friend’s sister; rose up from the company ranks to become an executive; tended to my mother after she was diagnosed with Hodgkin’s disease, and when she got better and decided she didn’t want to be a secretary for the rest of her life, encouraged her decision to cash in her retirement savings and put it towards a nursing diploma; equally in spite and because of a propensity for paralytic guilt courtesy of pre–Vatican II parochial school, dissolved their twenty-one-year marriage; in an egregious demonstration of dickless corporate cost-cutting, laid off at age fifty-four, after thirty-four years of loyal, meritorious service; following a series of middling, mid-level advertising jobs, found work as a part-time mailman for the county school system—a gig that pays half the little I earn as a waiter, yet one which, I remind him constantly, leaves plenty of time for writing.

Still, he’s reluctant. Odds are he’d just as soon spend the time in the garden or on the golf course. Or maybe it’s too painful for him to recall all those wonderful and horrible things that did or did not happen so long ago. In  other words, he’d rather not be reminded he’s getting older. Hell, I’d rather not be reminded he’s getting older. But that doesn’t change the fact that he is. Should I have kids, I want there to be something to help impress upon them—in the event they don’t get to discover it firsthand—what an incredible man their grandfather was, something that will leave an image more indelible than the died-too-young, fishing enthusiast his father is to me.

Figuring the daunting prospect of chronicling some threescore years had not a little to do with his reticence, I asked if he’d consider a more modest assignment. It took him four months, but he finally finished.

 



Elvis was the most memorable concert I ever saw. But why was it I couldn’t remember when I saw him, what he sang, or what he wore? Did I see him before my son was born or after? Was I still a copywriter or had I taken the marketing position? Were we still in the apartment or had we bought our first house? Why was I having so much trouble remembering? Was it because I’m sixty-one and showing signs of forgetfulness? Heck, I can remember events from fifty years ago like they were yesterday. How about Lynn Fisher, my first-grade crush? She taught me how to color. I played dumb, pretending crayons were candy, just to be with her. Or what about the three times I flunked my driver ’s test because I couldn’t park the’56 Chevy? No, I can remember back, way back.

At a loss, I thought I’d ask someone who might have went with me—my ex-wife. She assured me we did, in fact, go together. Feeling better, I asked her if we had fun.

“Yes,” she said. “Don’t you remember? We went with Ted and Karen.”

“Ted and Karen?”

“For God’s sake—Ted was your best man at our wedding!”

“Oh, that Ted and Karen,” I replied.

Before long, I started to remember details of the concert, including the fact I was not too keen on going.

Never a great fan of Elvis, I preferred Motown. Smokey and Marvin owned me with their soulful sound. I was thirty at the time, and Elvis was forty, almost over the hill in my mind. Ted, a good friend from Memphis who looked and sounded like the King, was the one who suggested we go. Reluctantly, I agreed. Our wives needed little convincing.

On a hot summer night, July 11, 1975, the four of us left Akron and drove to the Richfield Coliseum. About ten miles from the arena, traffic slowed to a dead stop. When we finally got to our seats, I looked around the sea of  faces, mostly women, with a few men sprinkled here and there. The smell of perfume, not pot, permeated the air.

At first, the event seemed more like a circus than a concert. Barkers were hawking the Elvis profile on every item known to man, from toothbrushes to leather jackets. Finally, the lights went down, the music came up, and the women went wild as Elvis walked slowly on stage. Peering through binoculars, I could see him in his famous white-sequined jumpsuit. He couldn’t disguise his weight gain or his blue-black hair, but no one seemed to care. Elvis began to speak and the crowd went silent, not to miss a word. His down-home voice welcomed us and promised us a good time. And then he let it rip.

Rock, blues, ballads, gospel—he nailed them all while wiping sweat from his brow with scarves and tossing them to a pool of frenzied females in the front rows. The place was going crazy. During one pause, Elvis asked for the houselights to go up so he could see his fans. He read aloud one sign held by a very attractive admirer: ONE KISS OR I’LL DIE. Elvis snarled as only he could and said, “I can’t let you die. Come on down and get your kiss.” She raced down the aisle, jumped on stage, and they kissed.

But what I remember most about that evening was the way it ended.

“Ladies and gentlemen, Elvis has left the building.”

The words vibrated in my ears as twenty-two thousand adoring fans screamed, “Elvis, Elvis, Elvis.” With each “Elvis” the decibel count jumped until again interrupted by the announcer ’s booming voice: “Elvis’s bus has just left the parking lot. Have a good evening, and drive safely.”

More than thirty years have passed since then. There have been many changes in my life and in the world. Somehow, I grew older, but Elvis stayed the same.

 



And now, thanks to your story, so will you, Dad.
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Miles Davis

The Casablanca 
Buffalo, New York 
September 21, 1955 
ISHMAEL REED


 



 



A TRIP TO PARIS and a Miles Davis concert were events that would determine the course of my life. It all started innocently enough. In 1954, I was chosen by the African American Michigan Avenue YMCA to be part of a delegation that would attend a Bible study convention. The money had been raised by the older members of the Y, merchants, professionals, and clergymen who were the informal government of black Buffalo, and who negotiated with the white government that wielded power in the community. I was very active in high school clubs and had used the Y as a second home where I would go and swim and try to set down some chord changes on the piano. There were many eccentric characters who would come to the Y. One was a guy who called himself Lord Johnny. He taught me some blues chord changes that I later learned were the ones that Charlie Parker used. Parker changes.

I hadn’t traveled to many places before that. Maybe to Chattanooga, where my mother and stepfather were born. Sometimes to Cleveland, where my stepfather’s mother lived. Once to New York, where the highlight of the trip was a glimpse of the boxer Sugar Ray Robinson standing in front of his bar. I was a shy person and was embarrassed by all of the attention paid to those of us who were going on the trip. We lived in the lower-middle-class neighborhood on Riley Street, having moved from East Utica where my parents had rented. We lived in the projects before that.

There was a woman who lived across the street. She looked like a young Etta James. It was difficult to avoid looking into her bedroom from where I slept on the sun porch. She wasn’t modest. I had some serious fantasies about her. My interest in women was beginning, but the ones to whom I was attracted were older than me. In Paris, I attended parties attended by the students who lived at the Cité Universitaire. I would be the youngest  person there and would survey the French co-eds as they danced with their partners. Walter Dukes, the basketball star at Seton Hall, was studying international law at the time. Just as I was about to hit on one of these French girls, he’d send me to my room. For some reason, he had appointed himself my chaperone.

But he couldn’t always be on my case. I’d go to the jazz clubs, sometimes alone, sometimes with some white kids from Long Island with whom I’d begun hanging out. You’d be walking down a narrow street and you’d hear maybe Clifford Brown’s “Parisian Thoroughfare” coming from one of the clubs. We once went to a club in Pigalle, and watched nude dancers until we fell asleep over champagne. When we awoke, the club had emptied out and it was dawn. I remember our riding on the Metro and seeing one of the chorus girls who’d performed the night before. She pointed at us. When I got back to my room, my roommate, an older white man from Texas, said, “Some people are out all night.” It was my first time of staying out all night.

I have a memory from the proceedings that shows how things were before the drive for civil rights. Kids from all over the world elected me the head of one of the conference’s committees. Some of the white kids who were members of the Southern delegation got angry.

When I returned to Buffalo, I was a different person. High school bored me, and so, out of the blue, I told a teacher, who wanted me to be part of a delegation to go to Hyde Park to meet Eleanor Roosevelt, “I won’t be here.” I dropped out of high school and went to work at a library.

I bought a trombone and began to play with a group of young musicians. I had studied the trombone in high school and had played the violin in elementary school. I took up the violin, again, in high school and formed a string quartet there. We had a band that would play Stan Kenton arrangements. One of those on saxophone was Don Menza, who went on to play with Maynard Ferguson.

The star among the young black musicians was an alto player named Claude Walker. He was a prodigy. Sometimes, he would disappear and we’d discover that he’d been in Rochester performing with the Eastman Symphony. But he liked jazz and was playing hard bop before there was a name for it. Claude later died in a fire. Before that he had a shoot-out with the police. His was a talent snuffed out as a result of being unable to graduate to a larger stage.

One of his friends was jazz pianist Wade Legge, who used to fascinate us with his stories about jazz musicians in New York. He was discovered by  Milt Jackson while playing in a jam session at the musicians’ local. Wade died in his twenties. He said that he got fired from the Mingus band because he’d show up late for rehearsals. I still listen to Wade on the only solo album he made from Blue Note. He deserves more recognition.

If our group had a god, it was Miles Davis. People tell you what they were doing when Kennedy was shot or when the Twin Towers fell. I remember being in the house alone listening to a Buffalo jazz show, which was moderated by Joe Rico, for whom Illinois Jacquet wrote “Port of Rico.” He played a Miles Davis tune. I’d never heard a sound like that. The sound epitomized where I was and what I wanted to be. I played Birth of the Cool until it was all worn out. And so when we heard that Miles was going to perform in Buffalo, we were excited. The night came. September 21, 1955.

We were all standing on the corner when this cab drove up and Miles got out. The black men we were used to were really square. They were working-class types and professionals who were a part of an emerging middle class. Buffalo was, at that time, a backward, dull town where there was little to do. When Jazz at the Philharmonic came to town, there was a scandal at Kleinhans Music Hall because the boppers began to dance in the aisles. Ben Webster was busted for possession of a few joints. It was a conservative town, where people went around assassinating abortion doctors, the Catholic Church being very powerful there. This was before Leslie Fiedler, John Barth, and others came to town. Fiedler also got busted for pot.

Miles was performing with Sonny Lockjaw Davis. Miles played these up-tempo numbers, and Lockjaw seemed to fumble around his keys in an attempt to keep up with him. I don’t think he did it out of any kind of malice toward Lockjaw. He wasn’t mean like Diz when he did a duet with Satch and tried to show the old man up. I think that he did “Blue and Boogie.” He also did some ballads like “Yesterday.” We’d heard that Miles was mean and would KO people with whom he had disputes. My friends were scared to approach him. But I had been to Paris. I was fearless and worldly. And so I asked Miles for his autograph as my friends looked on in terror. He obliged. I told him that he was well known in Paris. I wanted him to know that I had been to Paris.

Another incident tested Miles’s degree of affability. A man knocked over his trumpet that was perched atop a piano. This guy is going to get it, we thought. But Miles was cool. He inspected the trumpet for damage, and seeing none he continued the break. Rocky Marciano and Archie Moore— who made his reputation fighting old black men who were in their forties, yet gave Marciano all that he could handle—were fighting that night. Miles paused during his concert to listen to the fight.

When I ordered a drink, à la grenadine, which I had begun drinking in Paris, the waitress who served me was the woman from across the street for whom I had eyes. I was flabbergasted. It was like when I was dining at the Hayes Street Bar in San Francisco, and an associate of the San Francisco Opera told me she wanted to introduce me to Kathy. I didn’t know whom she was talking about. Suddenly, standing before me was Kathleen Battle, the Diva.

Miles at this club on William Street in Buffalo. I think the name was the Casablanca. (About a mile away was the Zanzibar, where, as a teenager, I caught Kai Winding and Della Reese.) This was the most memorable concert for me, even though I don’t remember all of the numbers played. But Miles, in his sharp suit and dark glasses and cool sounds, convinced me that I wanted to be where all of that was taking place. That my hometown could not hold me. That I wanted the world.
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Jimmy Reed

LuAnn’s 
Dallas, Texas 
April 1958 
DAVID RITZ


 



 



IT STARTED WITH JAZZ.

For the most part, my early years were spent in metropolitan New York where, under my father’s influence, I became a fanatic. I sat in the peanut gallery at Birdland, cover charge a dollar and Cokes a dime. My gods were Monk, Miles, and Mingus. My disdain was directed at anything popular. Bop was high art; pop was slop. I was a pre-teen elitist who could recite the members of all five herds shepherded by Woody Herman. Then, when I was twelve, my dad was transferred. He was a traveling salesman whose product, men’s fine felt hats, was a remnant from another era.

Texas was from another era. When we moved there in the mid-fifties, I saw it as no man’s land. I was depressed in Dallas, a suburban city with no street life and strict segregation. The teen culture was fixated on football and cars. Country music dominated radio, and jazz clubs didn’t exist. Only in the far reaches of black South Dallas, some twenty miles from my home, could you catch an after-hours jam session. The only new music—new for me—that caught my ear was rhythm and blues and gospel. Even though R&B was popular, I couldn’t resist its pulsating heart. I liked it in spite of myself. Little Richard and Chuck Berry assumed the stature of Charlie Parker and John Coltrane. My cathedral of high art came crashing down. At the Sportatorium, a cavernous venue used for wrestling matches, I saw Sam Cooke and the Soul Stirrers, the Dixie Hummingbirds, and the Mighty Clouds of Joy. The fervor of gospel, along with the fervor of R&B, got all over me.

In my second year of high school, at age fifteen, I started writing for the Thomas Jefferson Reveille, the student newspaper. The faculty advisor saw that I was drawn to non-conventional stories. Soon, she let me pick my own topics. I immediately chose music. I started writing record reviews, nearly  all of them positive. Early on, I realized that my natural bent was for celebration. I liked to praise. When I didn’t like something, I didn’t write particularly well. When I loved something, my prose improved. She suggested that instead of writing record reviews, I review a live performance. “Better yet,” she said, “you might even interview the performer.”

I jumped at the idea. I had long imagined what it might be like to engage Ray Charles or Bo Diddley in conversation—or at least sit in the same room with them. They would be open and friendly, appreciative of my interest in them, impressed with my knowledge of their music. We would become instant friends, and they’d invite me on their tours as a special guest. The problem, though, was that this spring neither Ray nor Bo were due in Dallas. But Jimmy Reed was.

Back in the fifties, Jimmy Reed ruled the Texas airwaves. In my mind, Reed bridged the gap between backcountry and big city blues. I had begun listening to Delta masters like Robert Johnson and Charley Patton at the same time I was discovering urbanites like T-Bone Walker and B.B. King. Reed seemed to have one foot in each camp. He sounded primitive as all hell, but the bad boys in my high school with their blue suede shoes had him blasting from their customized Chevys. They weren’t blasting Muddy Waters or Sonny Boy Williamson or Howlin’ Wolf. But they listened to Jimmy Reed the way they listened to Elvis or Gene Vincent or Jerry Lee Lewis. In suburban Dallas, Jimmy Reed was part of the canon of white teenage rebellion. I was amazed.

Amazement took on new meaning when I walked into LuAnn’s on Greenville Avenue to hear Jimmy Reed live. To my teenage eyes, LuAnn’s looked like an oversized barn, a cold and characterless dance hall that smelled of Lone Star beer, Fritos, and refried beans. Even on a cool April night, the place was sweltering hot. Hotter still was Jimmy Reed’s sound. His sound took off the top of my head—his hypnotic mantra-like groove, his slurry sassy nasty nasal voice, his crying harmonica, his pleading, his hurting, his hallelujah tonight’s-the-night jubilation. And then the way he looked: a leopard-skinned guitar at his chest, a gleaming gold harp at his mouth, his slicked-back hair, his razor-sharp moustache, his lime green silk suit, his banana yellow tie, his white buck shoes. He was bathed in sweat, and so was his song—“Got me running, got me hiding . . . Got me up down, down up . . . Baby, what you want me to do?” His song smacked me in the face with a sting I had never felt before. I was awake to something I had never known before. Maybe it was sex; maybe it was the Holy  Ghost; probably it was both. Reed’s music was exploding with such force, I found myself dancing without a partner, dancing along with the other hundreds of white kids moving under the spell of the witch doctor, the pied piper of non-stop boogie, the undisputed oracle of an underground under-the-skin sanctified rhythm that was rocking this nation of horny high school kids. “Honest I do,” he sang. “Gonna get my baby,” he sang. “You don’t gotta go,” he sang. “Ain’t that loving you, baby,” he sang. “You got me dizzy,” he sang. Song after song he sang, every song sounding the same, but better, tougher, louder, lewder, cruder. I was crazy with his spirit.

When the show was over, I gathered up my courage and made my way to the bandstand. Reed’s roadie was packing up while the star was on his way out the door. I had to act fast.

“Excuse me, Mr. Reed,” I said, feeling like Jimmy Olsen, the mild-mannered reporter too naïve to figure out Clark Kent’s true identity, “but could I interview you for my school paper?”

“Come on,” he said, waving for me to follow him.

His attitude was friendly and carefree as he and a voluptuous lady in a blue velvet, skin-tight gown headed towards a long limo. I had arrived at LuAnn’s with a group of friends and wanted to tell them that I was leaving, but there wasn’t time. The limo was pulling out with Jimmy Reed, his woman and, much to my astonishment, myself, all in the backseat.

I had my list of questions prepared. I wanted to ask him about growing up in rural Mississippi with his friend and guitarist Eddie Taylor, about his relationship with Elmore James, about his moves to Indiana and Illinois, the development of his singular sound, the methodology of his songwriting, the phenomenon of his crossover success. Pen in hand, notepad on lap, I was ready. Meanwhile, Reed fished a flask of whisky out of his suit pocket and brought it to his lips. He drained the flask in a flash, then asked the driver for a beer.

“What about me?” asked his woman. She was young, no more than three or four years older than me, but stunningly self-assured. As she crossed her long legs and locked eyes with him, I felt the heat of her personality.

“Nothing for you,” said Jimmy.

“Why?”

“I saw you busy dancing out there,” he explained.

“Dancing with the promoter,” she said. “Gotta be nice to the promoter.”

“Don’t gotta be nice to no one but me,” he replied before turning his attention to me. “Now what is it that you need to know, young brother?”

“Well, sir—” I started to say.

“That’s a bunch of bullshit, Jimmy,” said the woman, continuing her line of thought. “I’ll be nice to whoever I wanna be nice to.”

“Like hell you will,” Reed shot back.

“Like hell I won’t,” she replied.

Before I knew it, Reed whipped out a razor blade from inside his jacket and, in one ferocious motion, cut the woman on her upper arm. Pandemonium ensued. “You motherfucker!” she screamed. She went after him with her fire engine red fingernails, long as short knives, and caught his chin. He smacked her back. She landed on the floor. I scooted over toward the door, determined to avoid injury. Blood was gushing out of her arm. Blood was dripping from Reed’s chin. Next thing I knew, the driver, a soft-spoken man who seemed to have it all under control, was calmly pulling up to the emergency room at Baylor Hospital as if this high drama were an everyday occurrence.

While Reed and his lady went in for treatment, the driver and I sat in the waiting room, a dingy area with decrepit furniture and yellowing white walls. We waited. Other patients passed through—a large Latino man who suffered a heart attack, a child who swallowed a bottle of pills, an elderly woman who fell down a flight of stairs and broke her back. There was moaning and crying. Families were praying. Some were screaming in pain. Anxiety was everywhere. Time passed slowly. Finally, at three in the morning, Reed and his lady friend emerged. They were both bandaged and, much to my surprise, they were holding hands.

“Let’s have breakfast,” said Jimmy.

At an all-night Toddle House, Jimmy, his woman, and I sat in a booth facing a mountain of bacon and biscuits. They doted affection on each other like newlyweds. I was famished. Food had never tasted this good.

“Now, what was it that you wanted to ask me?” he said.

I looked at my list of questions and knew they were no good. I knew not to ask them.

“I guess I just want to know about the blues,” I finally said.

Jimmy Reed took a big bite of pancake soaked in egg yolk, swallowed, paused, and then looked me in the eye.

“You don’t know about the blues,” he said. “You live them.”
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Steve Abbot Benefit Concert

Jordan Junior High School 
Salt Lake City, Utah 
Winter 1961 
RON CARLSON


 



 



THE WINTER OF 1961 was strange in Salt Lake City. Look it up and you will find that all of the days of January and February were frigid, and the city was lost in fog. This fog was worst in the cold dawn; it was an airborne, icy mist through which we couldn’t see forty feet. It was the first time I saw yellow driving lights on cars, supposed to help penetrate the fog, but they didn’t help. There were stories in the paper about cars following the taillights of other cars and finding themselves stopped and honking in someone’s driveway. The ice and the pervasive darkness affected everything. I walked alone along the Jordan River in the predawn dark to the mysterious edifice of Jordan Junior High School, and the fog was thickest there at the very bottom line in that western city. It’s tough to start a story with the weather, but this was real weather, and I’m not sorry. It was the world of my fourteenth year in and out: dark fog, ice, mystery.

The song that year was “The Lion Sleeps Tonight,” which I could not understand anymore than the pull it had upon me. Music had only that season risen in my consciousness, along with feelings unbidden and unnamed, things which most people look back on and smile condescendingly at, but which I do not. These were the first real feelings that had claimed me, and they rang beyond the generic call of adolescence. There was a jungle beyond the village, dense as fog, and there was something in it. I had crawled out of my boyhood into junior high school, and even as I walked in the ice-fog humming that song, which was way beyond my range, I felt there were messages everywhere. For instance, I knew damned well that the lion wasn’t really asleep. Hush, hush, the lion’s asleep, it says. Oh, he’s sleeping. No he wasn’t. Not for me that year. The lion had just woken up.

The beautiful Georgian buildings of Jordan Junior High were demolished for homes many years ago, but they stood then elegant and ageless on Sixth  South in a large oxbow of the old river loop, which has also been bladed straight. It had been a confusing place for me, every day of my career there, woodshop and history and chemistry and whatever the hell they served for cheeseburgers in the cafeteria.

My best friends were Terry Hamblin and Marvin Wharton. Terry was a serious guy. He had a job delivering papers and he also worked early mornings at the school on the janitorial crew. Marvin was out of the mainstream, like me, but he didn’t mind it as much as I did. The mainstream had been developing for a year or two, and by now it was clear we were not in it. That isn’t a bad deal or any deal, and it is a realization I’ve had over and over in my life, but this was the first time. I thought we were just a bunch of kids in junior high, and then suddenly we were not cool, and that, seriously, was the word that year. It was the same thing with girls. Before, they had been friends and study mates and now they were girls. They had breasts. This was groundbreaking.

Terry had a girlfriend. And there was something else: he could play the five-string banjo. Marvin had a six-string Martin guitar, and he played it skillfully, as well. From time to time over the school years, these guys had brought in their instruments and shown them and played them a little, usually as part of music class with Miss Littlefield, but now with the frosty mist on the city like the end of the world, they were going to be part of the talent assembly fund-raiser for Steve Abbot in the gymnasium of Jordan Junior High School.

The winter of the fog and A-wimba-whey was also the winter that Steve Abbot got shot. Steve was a year ahead of us in school. I had played Little League with him. He was a natural left-hander, and he could hit like a machine. I saw him hit one onto Emery Street once, which is literally out of the park, and I’ve been waiting to write about that for fifty years. One weekend that fall, he’d been out with some buddies and some .22’s and he got shot—in a weird accident—in the skull, right above the eye. He was in the hospital, and every day there was a little announcement on the school PA system about Steve’s condition. There was also a recovery fund. I had homeroom woodshop, which was all boys, and we were determined to raise the most money. I’d walk to school in the dark, every streetlamp a circle of icy sparks, the lion somewhere there, too, and fish my lunch money for the Steve fund. He woke up, they said. We waited for him to talk.

One afternoon, Terry Hamblin and Marvin Wharton and I met in Marvin’s basement. He lived over by Sherwood Park where the backstop  was lined with frost in the gray afternoon. It was all like Planet Frostgloom, and it made crossing the street a surprise every time. Terry’s banjo was remarkably heavy, so clearly not a toy. It was an instrument and looked with all that shiny steel like an instrument. Marvin’s guitar was impossible to fathom, the way the brass frets were imbedded in the beautiful wood. They played along with the songs we knew, the Kingston Trio and Peter, Paul and Mary. They sang “Tom Dooley,” and I sang along, too, as I studied the young Kingston Trio in their striped shirts on the album cover. “Tom Dooley” was a crushing tale of crime and justice and reckoning. Tom Dooley says that this time tomorrow he reckons he’ll be hanging from a big oak tree.

And then Terry said to me, “You should play with us.” I had already held Marvin’s guitar carefully in my lap and it too was alien, so large, and my fingers were idiotic about it. Marvin taught me D7 and C and G, and I made the chords as if I had mittens on. “It doesn’t need to be like this,” Marvin said. “You could get a four string. For the talent concert.”

We talked about Steve Abbot. There was a wicked rumor that he was coming to the concert, that he would be in a wheelchair in the back of the gymnasium, watching. Marvin took the album cover from my hands. “We could get shirts,” he said.

They already had matching shirts, short sleeve, button down, madras ones. These were the opposite of what people should wear on Planet Gloomfrost. They were summer shirts. Walking home in the permanent dusk of winter that year in Salt Lake, I hummed “The Lion Sleeps Tonight,” and my heart was beating as I considered getting the third shirt.

My father played the accordion. He’d get it out at holidays and play polkas and the like, but it was only once or twice a year. He was a welding engineer and a serious man, but he took me to Sugarhouse shopping district the day I asked, and he bought me a tenor guitar at Beesley Music. The guitar cost twenty-eight dollars. It was a Stella. I told him that Marvin was going to help me learn to play. I did not tell him about the upcoming concert or my hopes for it. I didn’t tell him about the Steve Abbot fund. He knew Steve from Little League, and after the shooting accident, my father, a seasoned hunter, made some remarks about guns and carelessness that were meant for my edification. My father didn’t know that Steve Abbot had become the theme night and day of Jordan Junior High School.

We practiced in Marvin’s basement and in Terry’s basement, and I carried my guitar through the thick frost. I worked in the evenings trying to  wear calluses in my fingertips. We played along with records and I moved through the basic chord changes. I could strum in time, but the rest didn’t come to me or I to it. I loved that music and I admired my friends so much. I saw in those basements that these guys had something that I did not have. I had become a fair athlete, but I could not catch up with music.

The deal breaker was not that I could not play the tenor guitar, which I could not. It was that I could not sing. When Terry, Marvin, and I sang alone, without the record playing, I switched octaves wildly like a child playing in the street. I had always thought I could sing. I sat in front of Jennifer Miles in fourth grade and we sang Stephen Foster for Miss Littlefield, and because I could only hear Jennifer, I thought I was a remarkable singer. Now, when we sang “Tom Dooley,” I sounded like Tom Dooley’s younger brother wailing from the gallery. My voice was wrong, nutty, and indecisive, and even though Marvin and Terry did not object, two weeks before the concert, I went over to Terry’s basement without my guitar and told my friends I was not going to join them. (My brother Bobby, who already played the clarinet, came into my room a day later and asked to borrow the guitar, and though it stood in the corner like my claim on being a teenager, I let him take it. He was in many bands after that and wrote music, and he still does.)

The gymnasium was tiny. There was a small, full court for basketball and on each side the out-of-bounds was exactly the length of my shoe: already size twelve that year. At one end was a little wooden stage and at the other end there was an actual horizontal ladder, wooden, for exercise. You barely see them anymore. The gym smelled of the ages, and it is not a bad smell: layers of varnish and soap and some sweat and the smell of kids in a tight room. And Noxema. There was a lot of Noxema.

Rows of wooden folding chairs were set up on the old wood floor under the wooden horizontal ladder, and all three grades filed in at three o’clock, three hundred kids. They had printed tickets, and a member of the fund-raising committee took mine. The talent show was skits and some pantomimes and too many soloists on their violins and flutes. My classmates and I kept turning around to see if Steve Abbot had been wheeled in, but he had not.

When Terry and Marvin were announced they walked seriously out to the microphone in their shirts. Terry picked for a while, and then they sang “Tom Dooley,” and Tom Dooley was doomed. Every time I heard it, I  thought he might say something like I didn’t do it or It was an accident. I have been waiting my whole life for Tom Dooley to find a way.

I watched them, knowing my own fate: I would never be in a band. I would never understand music, but I would be subject to its mystery and power. I would always prefer ballads over other songs. A little story, so many times sad. I would later develop my own public persona, and I would stand and use words sometimes, but that isn’t the same as song, as you know. As I listened to Terry and Marvin sing, I had a feeling in me that I had never had before. I saw that there was another world where I was being asked to go, and it was beyond acing spelling tests and having perfect attendance and getting my history reports in on time. There was something beyond these rooms; I felt it. I felt the limits lift. We would be people next, and very soon, and I was scared in that way which is thrilling. I hung down my head and breathed in the smell of the old gymnasium. We clapped as they retreated and somebody came on to juggle or play the old gym piano.

Steve Abbot never fully recovered. We didn’t see him again until the next summer when his folks brought him one night to a Little League game. He was in a wheelchair and his head was distended and his smile was that half smile. After his benefit concert, I left the lighted gym and plunged into the icy dark again. The rules had changed. My heart churned every step home beside the old river through the lonely and persistent mist, and my lion followed somewhere behind. He was with me now for good.
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The Academy of Music 
New York City 
May 1, 1965 
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DURING COLLEGE, I had to invent or reinvent myself every day, create a person who awoke, dragged herself out of bed, and went to class. I was morbidly depressed; life was futile. I had to move from despair and apathy to the shower, then find clothes to put on my naked body, even though for three years I wore a self-fashioned school uniform: baggy chinos and a long-sleeved, all-cotton, black T-shirt. A friend living near me on West 96th Street drove a Bucati, and when I could catch a ride on the back, getting to class was easier. She was depressed, too, but more manic, and sometimes she shouted above the engine and wind, “I want to kill myself.” I hugged her waist tighter then and felt my own desire to die tested.

I met my other best college friend in a required Introduction to Sociology class. She had a bad attitude like me, she was two years older, not a freshman, very cool, but then she disappeared for a while. “I dropped out,” she told me when she returned. She also told me to take studio art classes, and I did. I listened closely to everything she said, because she knew what was really happening; for instance, she knew the night Linda Eastman and Paul McCartney slept together for the first time.

The Beatles were cute, but they were too fresh and sunny for my dark, youthfully jaded, sort of hip character. The Rolling Stones existed for me and my friend, bad boys for bad girls. The Stones were anti-everything and suited my sensibility. My psychotherapist had asked me, “What do you want to do?” I said, “I want to rebel.” “Then,” she said, “my job is to make you effective.”

The Stones were rebels—at least their songs sounded rebellious—and they appeared effective. They could have whatever they wanted: sex, drugs, cars, houses, more sex, drugs. I didn’t question the implications of their being middle-class boys, the Beatles working-class boys, or what  rebellion worked in them. I lived inside my troubled mind and each day had to awaken in the same bleak and unchanging world and do what I’d done yesterday or something a little different.

Every night for dinner, I broiled chicken wings and heated up canned, sliced beets. Like wearing the same shirt and pants to school, I ate the same dinner for three years, unless my knowing friend said, Come on, let’s eat out, or hear a band, or see a movie. Later, we shared a railroad apartment in the East Village. She fixed up her rooms reasonably, while I ripped plaster from a wall in one of mine, to uncover the brick, but it turned out to be the outside brick, so I stopped. The plaster lay on the floor of the room. I never cleaned it up; I couldn’t use the room anyway, because cold air blew in through the cracks.

My friend found out when the Rolling Stones were doing their first concert in New York: May 1, 1965, at the Academy of Music. “Satisfaction” wouldn’t come out in the States until June 1965, but we were already hardcore fans. We had to be at the Stones’ triumphal entrance into our city.

The Academy of Music was on 14th Street between Third Avenue and Irving Place, where the Palladium would be in the eighties. The first Academy of Music was a grand opera house, built in 1854 on the northwest corner of Irving Place and demolished in 1926. The Stones played the second Academy, erected in the twenties across the street from the original. This one showed movies from the twenties on, but by the sixties, it was mostly a concert hall. Its marquee letters broken, its seats uncomfortable and seedy, its brilliance and glory faded, the Academy of Music was the right theater for the Stones, who were uncomfortable to parents, and seedy and glorious in their own way.

We sat in the balcony, or we sat downstairs; wherever we sat, my sight lines weren’t impeded. I’m short and saw everything that happened, and a lot did and didn’t. Opening for the Stones, Patti LaBelle and the Bluebelles, which was how she was billed, as a girl band. In their ice blue, space-age costumes and feather headdresses, with Patti’s big voice and their choreographed moves, they rocked. But the audience was indifferent. Stones’ fans were sullen like the band, and also we were there only for them. Patti must have been onstage an hour, and the audience grew restive. When the set ended, the group received some applause, but they didn’t get an encore. They were really fine; we were just lousy for the Stones.

Then nothing, and nothing, and time went by, and no one came on stage, and nothing, and we were waiting and waiting. After a while, someone in  the audience roared something, or there was an outbreak of off-the-beat white people’s clapping, and a few dispirited, feeble calls for the Stones. Waiting, we turned more sullen.

Where were the fucking Stones.

Forty-five, maybe fifty minutes passed. I don’t know how long it was, but still nothing. We were angry already; it didn’t take much to make us angrier. Where were the Stones. Where were the Stones. The question was our breath.

People had slumped and settled into their lumpy seats, passive and aggressive both because there was nothing to do but wait or leave, so we were trapped because we wanted the Stones. Wanting was hell, and while existentially waiting was all there was to do, we didn’t like it. There was no clapping now, no sudden shouts for the Stones, just enraged sedentary bodies.

Then they walked out. They just walked onto the stage, as if they were going to the men’s room. They had no affect. There was no jumping or dancing or mugging. They walked onto the stage and plugged in their instruments and took their positions. They didn’t look at us, not once, except for Mick. Mick came to the front of the stage and sort of said, “Hello, New York.” He tried a little, but the rest of the band didn’t care. They didn’t want to be there, and they ignored us. Mick made another pathetic effort, that’s all it could be: “Hello, New York.”

Brian Jones sat down on the floor. He was stage right, his head down, blond hair splayed over his face obscuring him further, his instrument lying in his lap. Maybe it was his Vox teardrop guitar or a Vox Phantom. He never looked up, the group didn’t look at us, they looked bored, and only Mick exerted himself a little, threw off some energy, but he didn’t try long. We were angry, deadened, too, and Mick quickly accepted defeat. Listlessly, the Stones started their first number. Probably they were very stoned.

A matron stood at the edge of the stage, on the same side as Brian, but at the top of the stairs, which was the only way up there, except for leaping. She was a heavyset black woman, about thirty—I don’t remember any black people in the audience—and she wore some kind of theater or usher uniform. She faced the audience, grim and solemn, with her arms crossed over her chest. The Stones were playing, and Mick was singing, Brian was sitting on the floor, head down, and I don’t remember what Keith was doing, but he wasn’t crouching the way he does now and uncoiling like a rattlesnake to strike. Charlie Watts was Charlie Watts, steady, imperturbable, playing the drums the way he’s always played the drums, and Bill Wyman was himself, unmoving and dour.

There was a kind of stasis on stage and in the audience. Into the third song, a hefty, dark-haired girl made a run for the stage and up the stairs. But when she reached the top of the stairs, the matron blocked her. She gave her the hip. The girl flew down the stairs. One move, down she tumbled. The girl landed on the floor, stood up, and walked back to her seat. That was it, that was our resistance. The matron crossed her arms over her chest again and glared at us. The audience became more frustrated. The Stones hadn’t even noticed, and nothing happened again, and not one of us yelled or stood up, either, and soon the atmosphere turned solidly against the band.

The Stones played eight songs, the songs were three or four minutes each. They were onstage less than half an hour. They finished their set and walked off the way they’d walked on. They just walked off. No one clapped or shouted, everyone was fed up, pissed off, let down. We’d become the anti-audience, and rose, grabbed our jackets, left our seats, and filed out. There was no fighting, no talking. We’d all been rebuffed, like the hefty, dark-haired girl. The audience spilled onto 14th Street, a morose confederacy of rebels. It was early evening.

I suppose my friend and I went out for something to eat. Or maybe I went home and ate sliced beets and broiled chicken wings. Life continued, but something had changed: the Rolling Stones had played New York.

By now, the Stones have changed a lot. Brian drowned, murdered, it’s alleged, by his assistant; Mick Taylor quit, so Ron Wood plays lead guitar; Darryl Jones plays bass, since Bill Wyman retired; and Mick’s, Keith’s, and Charlie’s faces are cross-hatched and filigreed with event and experience. I’ve changed, too. For one thing, I have stopped eating wings exclusively, though I eat chicken. I still love beets, but now fresh and roasted, and order them whenever they’re on a menu. I still like to wear a uniform of sorts, but now I buy six or seven pairs of the same usually black pants, about that number of the same all-cotton, long-sleeved T-shirts, and many of the same linen, rayon, or silk blouses. I buy everything in different colors. Life isn’t as bleak with some variety.






 6

The Beatles

Plaza de Toros 
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ON JULY 2, 1965, in the Plaza de Toros bullfight stadium in Madrid, Spain, when I was nine years old, I saw the Beatles.

My brother and sister were six and seven years older than me and they had bought the Spanish edition Beatles EPs and brought them home and played them. They played them on their little 45 player with the lid that came down and closed like a box and had that kind of stacker that you could stack a bunch of singles on and they would fall down, one after another, and play. They played their Beatles records over and over. They played them all the time. They played them and played them and everything started to change.

My brother had had a flat top and worn loafers and white socks and short-sleeved shirts, but then he started to comb his hair differently then grow it out longer. Then he wanted to get rid of the accordion he had played for years and get a guitar. My sister had worn A-line skirts and nice, round-collared blouses and flat shoes and bobby sox, but then she started to wear blue eye shadow and put stuff on her eyelashes that made them look fuzzy and do her hair like Dusty Springfield. Her skirts got tighter and she started getting this look on her face when my parents said things. I was still in grade school so I didn’t have much to change from, but something happened to me, too. Something happened to everyone. Everybody changed.

Earlier in the school year, before the Beatles came to Spain, my third grade teacher, whose name I do not remember because she was an idiot, called my mother in for a conference because she, the teacher, was “concerned” about me. She thought there was something wrong with me because I was—her word—“obsessed” with the Beatles. She told my mother that every time I had to write in spelling or vocabulary class, I wrote about  the Beatles. When we had art, I drew their guitars and drums and haircuts and Beatle boots. When we had show-and-tell or current events, I talked about the Beatles.

When we did “Let’s Make a Story Together,” the names I suggested for characters were John or Paul or George or Ringo. In my “feelings journal,” I wrote the lyrics to their songs. Even in math I managed to talk about them—the number of songs on their EPs and albums, their ages and heights or dates of birth.

My “concerned” teacher asked my mother if there was “something wrong at home.” I can imagine this idiot woman both pitying my mother as in, “Oh, you poor thing,” but also blaming my mother, looking down her snotty teacher nose at her as in, “What’s wrong with you and your family?” My mother also realized that this “concerned” busybody teacher was an idiot, but my mother was smart enough not to tell her so. My mother took her leave politely, then came home and told my brother and sister and me all about what she’d said, and all of us laughed at the teacher who just didn’t get it about the Beatles. Then, a few months later, our mother got us tickets and sent us all to see the Beatles live.

Our mother had numerous parts of her that were cool. Not trying to be cool, like dressing young or trying to flirt with my brother’s friends or compete with my teenage sister, but cool in other ways. One time, before the Beatles came to Spain, my mother, in her capacity as a big Girl Scout troop leader or region representative or whatever she was, went to a big Girl Scout leader meeting in Germany and brought us back the German 45 of “Komm Gib Mir Deine Hand” backed with “Sie Liebt Dich.” We were the first people we knew who had it and it made all of us very cool. (I still have this 45 today. It’s got a purple paper sleeve on it with all four of them in their collarless gray suits and black ties and the words in German and Paul with a cigarette and my sister’s high school handwriting—“BROWN”—because she wanted it to be only hers.) Our mother knew that seeing the Beatles would be a major event in all of her kids’ lives.

I remember us taking the trolley downtown to downtown Madrid and then to the Plaza de Toros that night. It was dark when we set out, and I had never been downtown at night before. I had also never been downtown without my parents. My father, though he was not a fan of the Beatles (“Turn that goddamned racket down!” he’d yell when we were listening to them in my brother’s or my sister ’s and my room), had been putting up with our whining and moaning and begging to go to see the  Beatles so long that he finally gave in and let our mother get us tickets. I think he also hoped to shut us up for a while, at least get us out of the house for a night. Plus, our father knew he didn’t have to worry about our safety because with the Guardia Civil, as he often said, “the streets in Spain are goddamned safer than the godforsaken streets in the US of A, which is rapidly going to hell in a goddamned handcart.”

My father was a navy man and was genuinely fond of the ever-present military police that were so much a part of Spain in the sixties. In fact, my father loved everything about the military—its discipline and uniforms, its shiny shoes and tidy haircuts, its patriotism and orderliness—so it made sense he did not like the Beatles and that he did like living in Spain under the military rule of the man he affectionately called “Generalissimo” Franco. I didn’t see why he shouldn’t like Franco. To me, a grade-school kid, dictator was sort of like just the Spanish word for president. In any event, it was partly because of Franco’s safe streets that both of my parents allowed my teenage siblings and me to travel to downtown Madrid all by ourselves late at night to see the Beatles.

They had tried to convert the Plaza de Toros into a giant arena. They had covered the ground, which I knew, having come to a bullfight there when we first arrived in Spain because it seemed like a nice thing to do, to take advantage of this exotic cultural thing, was dusty and blood-and-gut-stained. I had seen bulls get slaughtered there by picadors and matadors and the clown guys who cleaned up afterwards. (This was years before my mother and sister and brother and I all became vegetarians.)

My sister and brother and I were on the eighth row, close enough to where you could almost see. There were hundreds of rows behind us and also all the normal, regular bullfight seats way up in the stands. It was the biggest place I had ever been in my life. It felt even bigger than when it was just with the bulls.

There were a million opening acts: a steel drum band that nobody white had ever seen anything like before; a bunch of singers—romantic, croony, Spanish versions of Dean Martin and Frank Sinatra; women in shiny dresses that sang to music piped in from somewhere we couldn’t see. There were also a few of the Spanish-language Beatles knockoffs that were sprouting up everywhere, bands like Los Bravos and Los Brincos, quartets made up of cute guys with mop-top hair, three guitars and a drum. (The Brincos’ big hit was “Mejor,” which came out around the same time as the Help! movie and its 45 sleeve has a shot of the band standing on a beach,  just like the sleeve of the U.S. 45 of “Help/I’m Down,” and one of the Brincos is playing, just like John Lennon in the movie, a hollow body acoustic guitar.) A lot of this was actually good—melodic, danceable, three-minute songs with verse, chorus, and bridge sung in Spanish or English or both.

I sat on the eighth row on the ground between my sister and brother and relatively close as we were, we still had to use binoculars. At first, with the Frank Sinatras, etc., we didn’t bother. But when the Beatles came on we did. My brother and I got to use them the most because my sister was screaming and crying so hard, she didn’t spend much time actually looking at them. Unfortunately, therefore, as little as we could see them, we could hear them even less. All the girls were screaming, but my sister the most. She screamed so much that next day both the Spanish- and English-language newspapers (The Stars and Stripes was the paper for the American military) had pictures of my sister on the front page screaming. All over Europe, in fact, as we learned by friends who sent us newspapers from elsewhere, were pictures of my crying, screaming sister.

I was a girl, too, but I didn’t scream. It may partly have been because I was not a teenager, but I would not have screamed anyway. I didn’t have the same relationship with the Beatles my sister and most girls did. I didn’t participate in the “Who is the Cutest Beatle?” conversations in which my sister and other girls took part. Tomboys like me didn’t. Though I hadn’t figured out yet exactly why that was, it meant something that I was responding more like my brother than my sister to this whole thing. Of course, I had, like everyone, boys and girls and tomboys, a favorite Beatle—George, the quiet one, who I felt I could have good conversations with—but mostly I shared with my brother the sense that the Beatles were more than just a new kind of music. They were also a calling, a stance, a reason and a way to try to live.

My brother, because he was a guy, got to grow his hair, get a guitar, and start a band. Though I dinked around with—when they were away—my father’s ukulele and my brother’s guitar, it wasn’t like I, a girl in the mid-sixties, was going to get to play guitar in a band. But I did the next best thing. I learned all the lyrics and then bought all the books John Lennon wrote as soon as they were published and then began to imitate, in the private notebooks of my own that replaced my “feelings journal,” his writings and drawings, then the writings and drawings of other singers and writers I began to hunt out, learn about, and love.
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