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            Prologue

         

         Martin Lancelot Barre was born and raised in Birmingham, the United Kingdom’s second largest city. While most music history from the 1960s tends to focus on Liverpool and London – highlighting groups like the Beatles, the Who and the Kinks – there were many other emerging and amateur bands active in local music scenes across the country. Notably, throughout much of that decade, Birmingham fostered a vibrant, innovative and expanding music community that would go on to produce remarkable, globally recognised bands and a wealth of talented musicians.

         In the 1950s and 1960s, Birmingham’s music scene became a melting pot of progressive creativity, characterised by a rich diversity of genres and styles. The arrival of rock ’n’ roll in Britain had strong roots in jazz, a genre that influenced a young Martin Barre through his father’s passion for the music.

         Primarily dominated by jazz, skiffle and the early rumblings of the new sounds of rock ’n’ roll, Birmingham’s music scene was home to several well-known jazz clubs like the Town Hall and the West End Ballroom. Hosting both local and visiting international artists, they were central to the cultural life of the city, providing a platform for both local and visiting musicians.

         Skiffle, a blend of folk, jazz and blues, was also significant in Birmingham during this time. Its do-it-yourself ethos inspired many young musicians in the city to pick up instruments and form bands, despite having little formal musical training. viii

         Early local bands like the Rockin’ Berries, exemplified this shift, evolving from skiffle into rock ’n’ roll. Their success was emblematic of the wider shift in British music as rock ’n’ roll began to take serious hold across the country.

         By the early 1960s, Birmingham had become a vibrant hub for rock, blues, and the Mod scene, all influenced by American R & B, ska and bluebeat. The cities music scene became increasingly dynamic, giving rise to nationally and internationally successful bands that would shape genres such as beat, prog and heavy metal.

         The mid to late 1960s marked the British Blues Boom with Birmingham at the heart. Bands like the Spencer Davis Group and the Moody Blues were at the forefront of this movement, drawing heavily from American blues traditions while infusing their music with a distinct British style. The former, featuring a young Steve Winwood, found success with hits like ‘Keep On Running’ and ‘Gimme Some Lovin’’, which became representative of the British R & B sound of the time, while the Moody Blues pioneered progressive rock with their orchestral 1967 album Days of Future Passed.

         Birmingham also played a crucial role in the Mod subculture of this period, characterized by sharp fashion, motor scooters, and a love for R & B, soul and beat music. Bands like the Applejacks – featuring a female bassist, Megan Davies, which was unique at the time – and the Move were central to this scene.

         Towards the end of the decade, Birmingham witnessed the genesis of a new genre that would come to dominate the global music landscape, heavy metal. This darker genre of music was forged in the city’s industrial heart, with its gritty urban environment and a working-class ethos which influenced the sound and many of the themes of early metal bands.

         Black Sabbath, formed in 1968, defined the genre with dark themes, Tony Iommi’s guitar riffs and Ozzy Osbourne’s raging vocals, which set them apart from their contemporaries. Songs like ‘Paranoid’ and ‘Iron Man’ became anthems of a new musical movement, and Black Sabbath’s success helped cement Birmingham’s reputation as the ixbirthplace of heavy metal. Judas Priest soon followed, cementing the city’s status as the birthplace of heavy metal.

         The Birmingham music scene of the 1950s and ’60s, marked by its diversity and innovation, provided fertile ground for Martin Barre’s development. From jazz and skiffle to blues, rock and the nascent stages of heavy metal, the city fostered a wide array of musical styles that reflected its vibrant, working-class culture and its openness to adapt to new influences.

         Inspired by local bands, Martin immersed himself in the scene, performing with various groups, touring Europe and honing his craft along the way, before finding international fame. From his early days to global success with Jethro Tull and later as a solo artist, Martin Barre has been on a journey that is deeply rooted in the vibrant musical legacy of Birmingham.

         I am lucky enough to have known Martin personally for several years. Apart from his exceptional guitar and musical prowess with Tull and as a solo artist, he is also a man of many talents and interests – cars, cameras, sailing, running and other sports. He is a good friend and a humble and grounded person. He and his wife Julie are very simply nice, genial people who enrich lives around them.

         This is the story of Martin Barre’s journey, in his own words.

         
             

         

         Pat Kent 2025x

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Part One

            The Early Years

         

         Family

         I was born in Kings Heath, Birmingham on 17 November 1946. I suppose I was a war baby, a baby boomer born out of married couples celebrating the end of the Second World War.

         My parents, Lancelot and Evelyn, were lucky to have survived the wartime bombing: a large incendiary bomb fell into the garden of the house where most of most of my family were living, but miraculously it didn’t explode. They shared a home in Birmingham with some of their family, my aunt and uncles. Like most people who survived wartime experiences they never spoke about it, so typically, I know little of that part of their history, but that fault in the bomb’s detonator saved my side of the family tree – that’s where this book would have ended.

         My sister, Jeanne, was three years older than me and we spent most of our early childhood bickering and fighting, typical of young siblings. Nowadays we are very close and live within five miles of each other in South Devon. The thread of common ground was our love of music, although she particularly loved folk and took me to various gigs, including the Earlswood Jazz Festival, where we sat cross-legged for hours listening to Acker Bilk, Chris Barber, the Temperance Seven and Kenny Ball. I didn’t like it at all, probably because there were no guitarists. Luckily, Jeanne lost interest in trad jazz and formed her own group. I recently found a ¼-inch tape recording and gave a CD copy to all the family for Christmas. I was very pleasantly surprised at my sister’s voice and quality of her band. 2
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         We were brought up in a comfortable, semi-detached house in Sarehole Road, Hall Green. My Dad, along with his brother Marius, originally shared ownership of Barre and Sons, an engineering manufacturing business producing, nuts, bolts and washers, which had been established by his father.

         My grandfather, also called Marius, was French and played lead violin in a Paris orchestra; he subsidised his musical life by also being a chef but later moved to London. He married twice and when I knew him, he lived with Aunty Violet, a severe-looking, matronly woman; he, on the other hand, was warm and gentle.4
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[image: ]Skiing with school in Italy 1960. My skis belong in a museum. I snowboard now being disrespectively called a ‘grey on a tray’!

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Sports day at Yarwood Primary School – I’m second from the left 5
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[image: ]Our shop 6

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Marius, my French grandfather with his violin

            

         

         My daughter’s research into our family tree found another Barre family living in London, complete with house, children, cats and dogs, just a mile from the house that I had known. I stopped the research, not wanting to know which of his two family units were the bastards!

         My aunts and uncles all lived close by in Walmsley, outside Birmingham. These were all just the most adorable family you could wish for. Three sets of uncles and aunts who had never had children, so my sister and me were spoilt to the limit.

         They were all incredibly kind and constantly cheerful, what would now be described as old-fashioned, though there were a few skeletons in the closet. 7

         
            
[image: ]My grandmother with my dad, c. 1914

 

            

         

         My Uncle Jack, married to my dad’s sister Phyllis, was a prison warden, and he took me on the Tube into London whenever we visited; I was always thrilled to be in London and the journey on the Tube was a childhood highlight. London made Birmingham seem very dull in comparison. He was full of fun, despite his job which must have been pretty stressful. We later found out that he had an affair during the war resulting in a pregnancy.

         My uncle Norman and aunt Stella were wonderful. He had fought at Monte Cassino in the war and was so disgusted by the carnage he witnessed that he and others threw their weapons in a river and walked north out of Italy. 8

         He told me this just the once and then returned to his role of looking after Stella, an amazing aunt with great intelligence.

         Two doors down in Wrens Park Avenue found my Aunt Gladys sharing a house with Uncle Jack (not related). Gladys’ husband, who had died years before, must have been a very successful businessman; we were allowed to look at but not sit inside a glorious Armstrong Siddeley Sapphire, sitting immaculately in the garage.

         Uncle Jim and Aunt Florrie, my mother’s elder sister, lived in Erdington, an area renowned for fights and general trouble from teenagers. Jim had been in Egypt during the war and had been a company bookkeeper all his career.

         Uncle Cyril lived up north and was reputed to be the black sheep of the family and was not spoken about. I have no idea what gave him his title; I met him once and he seemed charming.

         My dad’s brother Marius was divorced by his wife Betty, another family mystery. How frustrating that the family history was so much not talked about.

         
            
[image: ]My dad’s siblings, left to right, Cyril, Gladys, lancelot, Phillys, Stella and Marius

            

         

         9My mother’s parents were from the Black Country, part of the Midlands in the UK. She was very close to her mother, who had died young of tuberculosis, a disease that infected many during those times. My grandfather was not nice to my mum. He had served in the trenches during the First World War and by all accounts was never the same afterwards. My mum said he refused to stand for the National Anthem when it was played at the cinema; I think his trauma went much deeper than many realised. I only met him once or twice, and he gave the impression that he really didn’t want to know. He worked as a smelter, a tough, dirty job; he was the product of a hard life. My Mum had a tough time, he wouldn’t allow her to go dancing with her elder sister, my Aunt Florrie, but she normally managed to sneak out the house anyway.

         First Guitar

         Birmingham in the 1950s was a city of smoke and steel, a place where factory whistles marked out the rhythm of daily life. The war had left its scars, which showed in the bombed-out buildings that stood like broken teeth among rows of red-brick houses, but there was a restless energy in the air. Kids made do and played on bomb sites and in the shells of the houses. Heavy industry ruled the city, but for many kids, like me, the real future wasn’t in a life to be spent in the factories; we wanted the escape offered by a growing music scene.

         My father’s love of jazz meant our house was filled with the sound of his favourite records. The crackle of vinyl, the smooth lines of a saxophone solo, the intricate rhythms of the guitar which made me listen just a little closer – that was my first taste of music’s magic. But it wasn’t until my sister took me to my first live gig that I really experienced the power and excitement of live music.

         She had told me about her local youth club, Shirley Annexe Youth Club, the week before: “It’s amazing, they have groups playing, I think you would like it, you ought to go next time.”

         I finally agreed to go along with her; I couldn’t believe the sight, the sound of all that music. 10

         The hum of anticipation in the room from the audience, the lights dimming, then the first chords ringing out loud, raw, alive. It was like someone had flipped a switch inside me. I loved bands from that point on.

         My sister Jeanne jabbed me hard in the ribs. “You’re dribbling! You look stupid!”

         I stared at her, still transfixed by the music.

         The band was a Birmingham group, Mike Sheridan and the Nightriders.

         For me the guitarist stood out more than anybody else; he played a blood-red Gibson 335 stereo, his forehead resplendently draped by a Teddy Boy rockabilly “bunch of grapes” haircut, and he smoked cigarettes while playing – and had girls surrounding him in front of the stage. He was absolutely the coolest person I had ever seen!

         I was a shy kid, and now suddenly, I had found a way out. My mouth was agape in amazement and yes, I definitely dribbled!

         This was my destiny, my eureka moment. I had found an escape from shitty Latin and Chemistry lessons and the mindless discipline of grammar school. I won’t say that I saw a clear path to a musical future, but more a hobby to drag me out of my wretched schoolboy skin. Running in conjunction with a string of terrible school reports and lacklustre exam results, I grew an appetite for listening to bands. The Shadows (I learnt every instrumental that came out); the Ventures; Johnny Kidd & the Pirates; Gene Vincent; and Buddy Holly. I was always hungry for the latest American vinyl release in the local record shop.

         I would spend hours trying to figure out the guitar parts. There was nobody to teach or explain, but I was hooked – line and sinker.

         God bless my Mum and Dad. They financed my first guitar, a Dallas Tuxedo, and my first amp, a Watkins Dominator, and gave me the freedom to let me indulge myself.

         My older sister Jeanne had a head start on me, in the days between the late ’50s and early ’60s, when music and teenager’s interests were changing faster than most parents could cope. 11

         
            
[image: ]My first guitar with strap, and my first records and sheet music

            

         

         Jeanne had boyfriends, she danced to rock music, bought LPs (vinyl of course!), went to clubs and held my youthful nerdiness in total disdain. Three years age difference could be a lifetime, socially speaking.

         The Shirley Annexe Youth Club was in Solihull, a town in the larger conurbation that is Birmingham. It was more important than it sounds; part of the Birmingham gig circuit and a venue for a lot of the early Birmingham Beat bands. A regular haunt for bands like the Sundowners, it also attracted a lot of other known local groups including the aforementioned Mike Sheridan and the Nightriders and Denny Laine and the Diplomats. Denny went on to join the Moody Blues and, later, Paul McCartney’s Wings.

         Mike Sheridan and the Nightriders soon established a reputation around Birmingham as one of the most accomplished bands on the scene and went on to record at Abbey Road Studios. When Alan Johnson, the bequiffed guitarist, left the band they attracted two guitarists who 12would later achieve huge commercial success riding on a wave of interest in Birmingham-based bands: Roy Wood and Jeff Lynne.

         The music that my sister introduced to me that night at the youth club gave me hope that my teenage misery could be over. I was agonisingly shy and naïve. My idea of an exciting day out was trainspotting – a pastime, like stamp collecting, that seemed to have been part of every young boys ritual of growing up in the 1950s. I used to travel to our local station by bicycle with my friend Dave Adams and, daringly, put pennies on the track to see them flattened by the glorious steam engines of the Great Western Railway – the Castle, Hall, King and Grange class of locomotives. Most of these locomotives were of the type that had operated before the Second World War and continued to thunder through my area where I lived, belching clouds of grey-black smoke as they passed.

         Being around those trains summoned up romantic images even though it was essentially an excuse to get out of the house. With hindsight I could now look back at those days and be fairly pretentious and say they might have represented a desire to travel and have adventures, to get out of Birmingham! – but I won’t.

         Seeing Mike Sheridan and the Nightriders that night, in particular watching lead guitarist Alan “Big Al” Johnson, who by all accounts had a less glamourous day job as a manager at Burton’s the tailors on Birmingham’s Corporation Street, set me on a path that saw my trainspotting excursions replaced with a love of music, the guitar and playing live.

         Dreaming of the Stage

         Birmingham was changing. The interest in rock ’n’ roll was gaining ground; it was carried on the late-night airwaves from Radio Luxembourg and the growing number of pirate radio stations around the UK coast. The local pubs and clubs were filling with kids like me, hungry for something different, something electric. I’d pass by the Whiskey a Go-Go or peek into a pub and hear the wail of a blues guitar, 13the stomp of a backbeat, the increasing presence of bands playing pop chart covers – and I knew that I craved to be up there, not just listening, but playing.

         It was the early post-war years, and I think we were all beginning to set our sights beyond the bombed-out clutter of our lives. It led many of us to chase something different in those days, something more exotic, for want of a better term. The mods had their scooters, the rockers their motorcycles, and the cities around the country began to pulse with a new kind of rebellion from us teenagers. For me, I pinned my hopes on the guitar, joining a band and playing music.

         I would spend hours practising (and I still do!), trying to pull sounds from my head into my hands, dreaming of the day when I’d step onto a stage of my own playing my music.

         The Shop in Shirley

         My sister and I went to Yarwood Primary School in Hall Green, a very strict and old-fashioned establishment. There was a huge, glowing coal stove in the middle of the building for the winter months. Mrs Sutton, the headmistress, was a larger-than-life character and we all used to be terrified. We hated all subjects other than French, mainly because of the beautiful, smiling Parisian lady who taught us. Nothing much else happened at primary school except I recall standing up to the school bully and punching him in the nose, thereby demoting him in the playground hierarchy.

         It was a very middle-class school for the time, private but not very posh, and my parents did everything to keep us there.

         Unbeknown to me, my dad’s factory was struggling to stay afloat. We would occasionally go and visit, staring in awe and being deafened by the maze of belts criss-crossing the building that were driving the machinery.

         Dad (like me) loved his cars, and we regularly found a new one on the drive, from a Morris Minor to a Jowett Javelin to a Triumph Mayflower and eventually, because he ran out of money, a windowless 14van that we hated. The cars allowed us our annual summer holidays, usually down to Cornwall or across to Tenby in Wales.

         
            
[image: ]At Hall Green Church. I was lead chorister and sang solo ‘Oh, for the wings of a dove’

            

         

         He seemed to have a new car every other year, and I guess he passed that passion onto me. I started having a string of lovely cars from the early Tull years onwards, whatever I could afford – an MGB, Mercedes, Porsche, and even a Bentley. I loved the art of car design, and I’ve been lucky enough to have driven many enjoyable and joyous miles in them over the years. To me they weren’t status symbols, just fabulous objects to be used as much as possible. 15
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[image: ]At Lake Trnwy in Powys where the Dam Busters practised in their Lancaster Bombers

            

         

         16My parents were always busy, and I didn’t see much of my dad because he was working so many hours. So, on many weekends my Uncle Jim and my Aunt Florrie took over looking after me; they never had children, having married later in life, and they would take me out on their BSA motorbike, Aunt Florrie on the pillion and me in the sidecar. We had some grand days out and they enjoyed taking me to picnics at Dudley Zoo and places like Lickey Hills Country Park and The Malverns. I looked forward to those trips and remember my time with Jim and Florrie with fondness. They were fabulous people, really old-fashioned folk leading a simple day-to-day life, living in a small flat in a particularly bad part of Birmingham. They were generous and loving people who dedicated most of their spare time to entertaining me.

         Having worked exhaustively through the war producing vital machinery parts, my dad had to sell the factory; he carried on working there, now employed by the new owners as a foreman. My dad’s brother, Uncle Marius, who had been in partnership with him, went on to buy a vast ironmongery business which sadly also went bust.

         At the time I was at King’s Norton Grammar School and it wasn’t the best academically; in fact, it was a bit rough. I travelled by bus, the No 11, on Birmingham’s outer circle route. (Many years later I would be photographed on it for a magazine article.) The school was so bad I ended up doing well by default and found myself at the top of my class. This would come in useful!

         My dad still worked crazy hours, so my mum ran the house. My sister Jeanne and I were unaware of family finances, until one day my parents announced that they were selling our home and buying a womenswear shop in Shirley, another Birmingham suburb, for my mum to run.

         We had loved Sarehole Road, it felt quite rural there: it had fields at the back with the River Cole running through them, ponds in our garden that we would regularly fall into among the frogspawn, tadpoles and newts. We must have been fascinated by all that pond life as I can remember them clearly. I even had a pet slow-worm in a jar with grass and lettuce; when I thought it needed company, I introduced a 17snail into the jar. A few days later the slow-worm ate the snail. I was devastated.

         This had been our family home, where we had experienced our early years, along with measles, impetigo, chickenpox, chimney fires and Christmases. On Wednesdays, my parents used to cook tripe and onions – you could smell it all the way down the street. I disowned it, of course, along with the boiled mutton, rabbit stew and gristle. Dubious delights, but it was still home.

         The shop changed our lives. We lived in the flat above. My parents slept behind a curtain in the living room, so that and my sister and I could have our own rooms.

         We moved schools and because of my success at King’s Norton Grammar, I got into Tudor Grange in Solihull, a much posher and very strict school. I was repeatedly the recipient of corporal punishment from a dubiously aggressive deputy headmaster, or from Mr Mundy, the headmaster, for more serious crimes, like forgetting my tie or not doing my homework!! The penalty run was a weekly punishment for the less serious of misdemeanours. I seemed to be on it every week!

         This was a school system where, if you weren’t in the cricket or rugby team, you were deemed worthless; sports lessons were focused on the elite, and we were left to run round the pitch and perform other menial chores. My mates and I eventually found a space under the school stage to crawl into and smoke cigarettes during sports periods – no one missed us!!

         The pointless discipline and tedious teaching methods took me away from academia and into my own shell.

         As a 14-year-old I was afflicted by acute shyness. It was horrific: I would freeze at the sight or nearness of girls, reduced to a quivering mass of jelly if I had to speak to one.

         I believed I had no chance of having a girlfriend and even resorted to a mail order course “How to Stop Blushing” advertised in the newspaper, which arrived at my home in a plain brown paper envelope. It involved lines to be recited at bedtime and in the morning. I would recite in bed, after lights out, the mantra from the pamphlet; I do not 18blush, 20 times; I am not nervous, 20 times; I can talk to anybody, 20 times.

         It didn’t work.

         First Band

         My times down at the youth club were a dream for me, an escape. I could hide in a corner and fantasise that I was a guitarist and didn’t need to go through the agony of asking for a dance because I was on stage.

         Yes! This is what I needed to do!

         I guess that at 14, like most kids, I was unaware of my family’s financial situation. I had pretty much all I needed: a bicycle, clothes and occasional comics. The first time I became aware of our status was when I needed cricket flannels (trousers) for school. All the other kids in my year at school had cool, tight-fitting, pristine white, new flannels. I had to make do and wear my dad’s old ones. They were very baggy, very loose around the waist and too long.

         I was constantly teased, and still couldn’t understand the significance of why I was not equipped with brand-new gear like all the other kids.

         The shop in Solihull eventually went bust and my dad’s friend, an accountant, advised him not to declare bankruptcy, so he now acquired the stigma of debt. It was a bad decision because he was unable to finance anything for years.

         Oblivious to all this, I just felt a desperate need to buy a guitar; in order to try and raise the funds myself I worked at a disgusting fish and chip shop and delivered newspapers to save up what was a pittance, nowhere near enough to buy a guitar. Eventually my dad saw my determination and signed a hire purchase agreement to enable me to buy my first electric guitar. I was ecstatic; it meant more to me than anything!

         I took lessons from a local guitar teacher who knew nothing of rock music, but it was the best I could manage. I learnt horrible music like ‘She’ll Be Coming Round the Mountain When she Comes’. I would buy records by Jerry Lee Lewis, Little Richard, Elvis Presley whenever those rare gems came to the local record shop; they were tiny droplets of joy, and I would pounce on them like gold dust.19
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         Life at my secondary school had for me been a matter of staying anonymous, in the background. The bullies made the less strong kids do their homework, serve school meals, clean up, and were, of course, beaten up for any menial excuse.

         I had managed to keep a low profile.

         As soon as I owned a guitar, though, my status was elevated, as everyone wanted to be able to play. I was different and untouchable, and that suited me down to the ground. I worked less and played guitar more, formed a school band and life was suddenly on the up.

         Owning a guitar was definitely cool; being able to play it was secondary in importance. At the time most pop music was instrumental – the Shadows, the Ventures. Most American music was inaccessible, and their records rare, but the British versions – Cliff Richards, Billy Fury, Marty Wilde, etc. – were looked upon as lesser versions of the real thing and therefore nowhere near as cool.

         Once we started a school band and played these songs, we were elevated in status, up there alongside the captain of the rugby team, the fastest cricket bowler in the school and Bip Pratt (honestly, that was his name) who could run 100 yards in around 10 seconds!

         My dad, again, signed a hire purchase agreement, this time for an amplifier, a ’50s monstrosity called a Watkins/WEM Dominator. We put the whole band through it, and it groaned in protest, distorting horribly!

         Eventually I met some friends who also played rock music, and we formed a band. We called ourselves the Dwellers – a name in keeping with the 1960s trend of toe-curlingly bad names. The Beatles and the many other Liverpool bands made songs cool again and our vocalist, John Carter, delivered a mixture of Top 20 hits with a few left-of-centre American songs. We started playing gigs around Birmingham. John as the centre of attention suited me well, as I was still stupidly shy, spending most of the gigs with my back to the audience, red-faced and terrified. I still can’t think why I endured this mighty battle with my 21nerves. I guess I just loved playing the guitar.

         I think my sheer determination drowned my shyness, thank goodness, and maybe that insecurity later stopped me becoming the ego monster that a lot of musicians become.

         I had and still retain a humble respect for the privilege of performing to an audience.

         Above everything, though, I loved playing the guitar in the all-embracing naivety of those early years, when we all thought we were so lucky and special to be in a band.

         In the UK, the Beatles showed everyone else how to do it and we religiously learnt every song they wrote. To imagine meeting them and even working with one of them seemed an impossibility and risible – and yet …!!

         So, the Dwellers – John Carter, Al Vaughan on bass, Tony Painter our rhythm guitarist, myself and various drummers (a recurring theme even then!!) – played youth clubs, weddings, birthday parties and the odd club for a while.

         
            
[image: ]The Penny Peeps in Livorno, 1968

            

         

         22Back then, a band making a record was virtually unheard of; that usually came after a band was successfully doing gigs – the opposite of today where a group records their music and then sells the idea of touring it.

         So having a record was a far-off dream, but in 1962 there was a competition in Birmingham and the prize was a record contract for the winner. Nearly every band in Birmingham entered; but to qualify we had to make a demo of an original song.

         
            
[image: ]Playing with the Dwellers, my Gibson ES330, Laney Amp, and Vox Cabinets

            

         

         Well, I had a chord progression and some curiously awful lyrics which became our first recording at a studio, Hollick and Taylor (now Grosvenor Road Studios) in Birmingham. The song was called ‘Can’t Get You Out of My Mind’ and was manufactured into just six acetates. 23I still have mine as a souvenir of not winning the competition, after performing the song in front of four judges. My second song would be written about 40 years later!

         Shortly afterwards we met Ray Willets and his son, who played drums. Ray became our manager; every up-and-coming band had to have a manager. We expanded our line-up to include Chris Rodger on sax and Bram Beere on keyboards, and we entered a circle of Birmingham bands gaining mentions in magazines (Brum Beat), getting involved in a monthly Ten-Pin Bowling competition and, thankfully, more and more work.

         We planned a lot of gigs even though we were still attending school full-time, sometimes playing every weekend and a couple of weekday nights as well. There were masses of groups springing up in Birmingham and a seemingly unlimited supply of venues. We’d get £ 10–15 a night between us, but we didn’t care; there was little competition for live music from television and radio. This was the start of its heyday – very little quality but definitely an abundance of quantity.
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         Some of the gigs we did were social and youth clubs, but the bread-and-butter gigs were weddings. Some of the receptions were held in dingy upstairs rooms of pubs, all the men with flat hats and pints of beer, the girls in the corner chatting and giggling, and inevitably, the father of the bride, drunk, asking, “Can you turn it down a bit, lads?” No one danced or were particularly interested in us, but it was a gig and we got paid.

         I remember our drummer got a girl pregnant; no one knew how because sex was fairly unheard of among our social circles. He left very quietly from school and the band, maybe whisked away to be married behind closed doors to avoid a family scandal.

         His replacement was Paul Willets, our manager’s son. We elevated our status through a name change – the Moonrakers. Ah, was it much better, though?

         
            
[image: ]Al Vaughan, John Carter, Chris Rodger, Bran Beere, Tony Painter (couldn’t play but owned the van) and Paul Willets

            

         

         25We had added a keyboard and a saxophone player (he couldn’t play, but he owned a sax) and we now became a “big” band.

         Our manager had no scruples and got us publicity by any means possible. We won best band in the local music paper when he bought several hundred copies with the entry form the week before.

         Anyhow, it worked, and we got to play bigger venues: civic halls, town halls and cinemas, so our name appeared in the local newspapers’ entertainment section on a weekly basis. We played with the Mojos (from Liverpool); Pinkerton’s Assorted Colours (they had a hit record!); and another local band the Applejacks, who after a minor record success turned professional. The most obvious signs of this were matching suits, new Gibson guitars and an inflated self-opinion. Whenever we met, the guitarist Martin Baggott would stare at me with a witheringly superior look; he was the first of a line of arseholes who played music and thought too much of themselves. I was determined never to be like them. Twenty years later when we met in the street and I had sold around 5 million albums, he was doing cruise ships – and was exactly the same!

         As we played more, we learnt more and I discovered many lessons in the life of the musician – two from a band big in Birmingham called the Diplomats, revered by all. They were rehearsing at the local club watched by my bandmates and me. The guitarist couldn’t figure out the chords to the end of ‘Please Please Me’ by The Beatles. I couldn’t believe my ears and, as I knew them, I desperately wanted to tell him. Little did I know he probably would have shoved his guitar in my rear end had I deigned to correct him. Later when they played, they announced they wouldn’t play their best until they had more people arriving in the audience. I was angry – lesson two, you give it your all, no matter where you are or when, or how many are listening. What a nerve!

         The music scene in Birmingham couldn’t have been healthier. There were more than enough venues to feed the masses of mainly semi-pro bands around at the time, and there were always the shows that were touring the UK, and we would see them at the Town Hall or the Birmingham Odeon. We discovered Jerry Lee Lewis, Gene Vincent, 26Roy Orbison and Little Richard, and the fact they came from America made it even more special – the USA was like another planet for us Brummies.
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         No one we knew had ever been there, but we dreamed about it – and the image of Route 66, diners, big cars with copious amounts of chrome, and, of course, American music, managed to keep our fantasies galloping. We couldn’t get enough of transatlantic music; everybody listened to it, copied it and was inspired by it. There was a tiny but constant flow of albums savoured by us all – the clothes, the guitars were what everyone wanted.

         Back in Birmingham our special treat was a visit to the Blues Cavern at Digbeth when the band playing was the “Spencer Davis Group featuring Stevie Winwood” who, even back in the mid-60s, had a talent way beyond anyone else. He sang ‘Georgia on My Mind’, ‘Every Little Bit Hurts’, ‘Gimme Some Lovin’’ and ‘I’m a Man’ with a voice that’s still unbeatable over 50 years on. They were an inspiration mainly because they were always regarded as being left of centre musically. 27
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         I hated playing the cheesy English Top 20 hits of the time; what was cool about the ‘Hippy Hippy Shake’ and ‘Too Much Monkey Business’? We just wanted to get our kicks on Route 66!

         The gigs increased and my schoolwork decreased proportionately. I hated the system, the geeky kids (although I had been an avid trainspotter) and the mindless discipline.

         Although I spent so little efforts on schoolwork, I fared well in the final exams. Against all the odds, I passed six O levels and, hating the thought of more Tudor Grange, I stupidly quit school, mainly because we could wear a suit to the local college rather than the stigma of a school uniform.

         I was given a “fantastic” choice of entering a profession, to undertake the required education for a solicitor, accountant or an architect. The latter seemed the least boring and so within a week, I was leaving school to become one.

         I enrolled in Hall Green Technical College for an Ordinary National Diploma (OND) in Building Construction, an entry course for a career in Surveying and Architecture. The regime suited me; there were pretty girls to look at, and even though I was still agonisingly shy, we were proper students and mixed with the far cooler people studying arts.

         My attendance seemed to mainly involve drinking as many pints as possible of M & B mild in the lunch break and playing pontoon for 29money for the rest of the day in the college canteen; no one seemed to notice our absence.

         We did study a bit! But not much.

         One of our classmates never went to a single lecture but spent his whole day in the canteen, holding a card school… I think his parents were rich, plus he made a lot of money off the students over the two years he was at college. I can’t imagine what happened to him, but he wore an air of success easily attained.

         We had to move from Solihull, so we rented a house in Cambrai Drive in Hall Green, next to the college, and were studiously ignored by the rest of the street. We were the only residents who were tenants (not owners), and were therefore not worthy of their attention!

         I did finally get noticed when, being on my own and being hungry, I put a saucepan of oil on the cooker to make some chips. Waiting for the oil to heat up, I went into the back room to watch Top of the Pops and was glued to the bands performing until black smoke started drifting under the door!

         I ran to the kitchen to be met by an inferno; I grabbed the burning oil pan to throw outside and burnt my arm and face in the process.

         The next-door neighbour, who had never spoken to us up until then, called the Fire Brigade and an ambulance. This was fabulous entertainment for the whole street, all of whom were lined up, watching me being led into the ambulance, which took me to the hospital. I returned later to my very understanding parents – and back to being ignored by everyone else!

         The number of gigs we were doing increased; sometimes we played seven nights a week. It was 1960 and I bought a flute after hearing Frank Wess on one of my dad’s jazz records. I really fell in love with the sounds and found a great teacher, who played with the Birmingham Symphony Orchestra.

         Around that time, I recall going on holiday with a mate, Clive Alcock, and his family to Anglesey to stay with their friends, including a motoring engineer who had designed and built the jet-engined Rover – very cool. 30

         Being very bored, we mostly drank beer and stared at the local girls, had a rare snog. My mate and I had our guitars with us and generally dedicated ourselves to being obnoxious teenagers.

         The holiday ended abruptly when, a little drunk, we fled from a policeman, all of us on bikes, and got arrested for “dangerously cycling without lights” on an island with a population of 23. We were grounded and made to work the rest of the holiday on a local farm, where the owner took a morbid interest in making life for the two of us as miserable as possible.

         This came to an end when we were herding a flock of sheep and a ram jumped over the rest of the flock and landed on my head. We were deemed to have learnt our lesson and went home.

         During the holidays I worked hard enough to save for the deposit on a Gibson ES-330 Sunburst that had sat in the window of Kay Westworth’s shop in Birmingham, which I had been lusting over for several months. Again, my wonderful dad signed the payment agreement, and I was now a proper guitarist: everyone had either a Gibson or Fender, nothing else was cool enough.

         I eventually dated my first girlfriend, Hazel, a friend of John Carter’s girlfriend, Ruth. Our bass player, Al Vaughn, also gave me driving lessons in his Mini. I was desperate to have the freedom my own car would bring.

         Despite my lax approach to study, I passed my OND and went on to Lanchester Polytech in Coventry. We drove there in my mate’s ancient car, and I was assigned the dickey seat in the back meant to accommodate small children. The car was open-top all year round, and due to the early departure from home I would have to eat my cereal in the back from a bowl, spilling most of it in his rickety old car.

         The first lecture every day involved the four of us falling asleep for the whole lesson – usually Religious Studies, Spanish, Nuclear Science or some similarly sleep-inducing subject.

         I was assigned work experience at the office of West Bromwich Council’s building department during the college holidays. They were a lovely team of people. Most days they would let me drive a council 31Austin A30 van and let me spend my time visiting local architectural delights.

         The journey across Birmingham to get to the Council’s works department took an hour each way via three different buses, so it was a long day. This routine led to me doing virtually no work for my £7 a week wage!

         The Council staff were the only nice people I met in the building industry. They showed great kindness and support, unlike the first firm of builders I worked with while I was at university, who were just plain nasty and aggressive people. By default, they did more to persuade me to move deeper into music than anyone else. They took delight in sending me to fix sewer problems. This was supposed to be work experience, but it was during a freezing winter, always outdoors.

         I had loved my time at Hall Green Tech. I made good friends; we gambled for money playing brag every lunchtime (illegal at the time!) and drinking Black Velvets – stout and cider being the student version of the proper version, Champagne and Guinness. I worked part-time at the factory where my dad was foreman cleaning the filthy machines that made nuts and bolts. I also wore three pairs of gloves, being neurotic that any injury would take away the joy of my life – playing guitar.

         Tenor Sax

         Predictably, the next year, I failed my college exams. Given the choice of repeating the year with another group of vacant-minded students, I opted to go to London, turn professional musician and make a fortune – but, of course, none of this worked out!

         The band at the time included Chris Rodger, who played saxophone and trumpet, and he won’t mind me saying that he played them quite badly. His background, in contrast to mine, was one of comfort and stability: his dad owned a furniture store in an upmarket part of Solihull and, I guess, was able to let his son have freedom of choice until the time that he inherited the business. Chris was the only other member of the Moonrakers who fancied taking a shot at turning professional. 32

         We decided to try our luck in London, the place where you went in order to turn professional and play music.

         Our decision was influenced, to a large extent, by our meeting two idiots who played with a London band called Screaming Lord Sutch & the Savages. It had a reputation for being a weird gothic / rock / horror show band, low on talent but high on image, though in their time they did have a few notable musicians passing through. Ritchie Blackmore was one, who had been playing with Marty Wilde at the Odeon, Birmingham a year or so before – and who would later move onto stardom playing with Deep Purple.

         These two idiots held us novices in their spell with stories of life on the road for “quite good money” and everything else that went with a regime of rock ’n’ roll. They led us on, saying we could “probably” go to London, and get a gig with Screaming Lord Sutch. [Sutch would later be known for standing at local government elections (for a small fee – non-refundable if he got less than 500 votes at that time, as he always did) as a representative of the Monster Raving Looney Party. I would get to meet him in the Devon constituency much later! Standing for Parliament at every opportunity he would be regularly photographed on the same stage as the leading politicians of the day.] This all seemed pretty exciting to Chris Rodger and me, since we were wet behind the ears and also idiots.

         I packed a suitcase of tinned food, and we set off to London, arrived at the band’s flat, and were told abruptly to piss off!

         That welcome was not what we expected, and to get rid of us they advised to go down to Dean Street or Denmark Street in Soho, where all the musicians gathered to find and offer jobs.

         We did this, stared at an empty street for hours, seeing no one offering work and drove back to Birmingham, tail between legs but only a tiny bit disillusioned.

         Not to be defeated by the two morons in a nice flat, we planned another visit to London, this time with serious commitment. We rented a flat in Hammersmith – which turned out to be a shithole in a basement with a dozen builders above us, who put their work boots on at 6 a.m. 33every morning and stomped around their flat. To add to the misery, the sewers were broken!

         We looked for “musicians wanted” ads in the back of the music papers and hoped to grab one if any appeared. There wasn’t much action in this department unfortunately.

         After a week or two of nothing happening, we eventually got an audition for a girl singer’s backing band. I knew it would all go wrong when the manager asked me to play the guitar “pizzicato”! I also told him his girl’s first single had already been released by another artist; he didn’t like that.

         However, we drove round London in Chris’s MG Midget and felt particularly cool. I was still short on money and Chris had subsidised me by buying tea, bread and jam, etc. He noted it all down in a little book – for tax purposes, I thought! But no, it was so I could repay him! The gulf between my status and his parents’ money, having his own car and top-of-the-range musical instruments, would drive a stake into our relationship, not completely – and not quite yet!

         Inevitably we eventually gave up trying; a couple of other auditions went wrong for us both. Two weeks later we were on the opposite side of the motorway, going back home.

         The plan was to return to Birmingham, take stock and keep our eyes glued to the wanted ads in the pages of the music press.

         A big problem for me was that soul music had become the latest trend in England. Bands like Geno Washington & the Ram Jam Band were the dish of the day and they all featured as big a brass section as possible; the guitar was hidden away in the background (if it was there at all).

         As I previously said, my dad, who had once aspired to be a clarinet player, had introduced me to his collection of jazz records as soon as he knew I wanted to play guitar for a living. He played Barney Kessel, Kenny Burrell, Jim Smith, Wes Montgomery to me but also flute players like Frank Wess and Harold McNair. I loved them all and always practised my flute playing. This would be useful when Chris answered an advert for a band based in the south coast town of Bognor Regis. 34They needed two brass players to double up on trumpet, saxophone and/or guitar. Perfect! – except I couldn’t play saxophone and Chris had already told them that I did, and we were now scheduled for an audition in just four days’ time in Bognor Regis!

         Despite never having played the saxophone and the long journey down to Bognor, this was far too good an opportunity to miss – these guys had sounded really nice and normal. It wasn’t London, but hey, it was a professional band.

         There was only one solution: I hit on my dad again for a deposit and went out to the local music shop and bought the cheapest tenor sax they had. I had the weekend to learn to play it – or at least learn enough to blag through the audition! I spent a frantic weekend squeaking and farting through the tenor and learning a few standards: ‘Knock on Wood’ (I still hate it!), ‘In the Midnight Hour’, ‘Mr. Pitiful’.

         I worked out the harmonies for Chris and me, and Monday saw us in Chris’ car on the road to Bognor Regis, on the south-east coast of England. It was heaving with people in the summer, in those days before package holidays to Spain, and seemed not quite London but more like Cannes (though empty, wet and depressingly cold in the winter).

         Let me be clear: without Chris I wouldn’t have seen the ad, been able to get to Bognor or have had the nerve to apply for the job!

         Thank you, Chris – wherever you are!

         (He still had his little book!)

         The audition was at the Shore Line Club on the seafront, and the band was Beau Brummel and the Noblemen. Beau had quit the band – apparently, he was a charismatic figure with long luscious locks and great woman appeal, but had decided that his career as a P. J. Proby clone was over. The Noblemen were also missing half the band, who had left, fed up and disillusioned – and there we were as possible replacements.

         I can’t remember much about the audition that day other than that the band were actually very, very good, but they weren’t particularly interested in the guitar side of things. Chris and I had learnt enough riffs and parts, Chris played a few solos – and against the laws of reason we actually got the job. I’ll never know how. 35

         This was an era of soul music, so if you wanted to work, that’s what you played; guitarists were low in priority, below bass players, singers, keyboards (usually a Hammond) and drums. Essentially, I hardly got to play any guitar, I got to play a little flute, but mainly I was honking on a tenor sax. The only aspect I enjoyed was writing the brass parts – I loved harmony and still do. It became apparent, even with my very basic skills, that Chris was not a good player; he also started to become obnoxious, and I would play out of tune on purpose to annoy him and sometimes inserted a sharp or flat into his sax part.

         We moved down to Bognor the next week; I was billeted in a bungalow of the bass player’s parents, Bryan Stevens, and Chris was in the house of the keyboardist Mick Ketley. The Steven’s household was immaculate, and the parents were wonderful but incredibly frail; the father had been incarcerated by the Japanese during the war and had only just survived, but nothing of those harrowing events was ever recounted to me. They were so nice to me during my stay. They took me in as if I was family, but despite their kindness I was ridiculously homesick and nervous.

         We did a couple of gigs with the old line-up of the Noblemen, then found a replacement drummer from London, Malcolm Tomlinson, who would prove to be an important part of the band later on.

         With the Noblemen we rehearsed a set of mainly soul and R & B songs, and soon we tried to relaunch the band, mainly thanks to the efforts of our bassist Bryan. He was maybe not the best musician but he stepped in to manage, organise and, of course, drive the van! The latter job excused him from “humping” the gear, including a massive Hammond organ, usually up a few flights of stairs, and he ran the group with tireless devotion.

         We rehearsed in the Shoreline Club and played a weekly gig there in return. It was a great venue overlooking the beach and a magnet for French students on exchange visits during the Summer. One such student I remember was a girl called Françoise, very elegant with huge round eyes and a firm commitment in keeping my advances virginal and proper. She gave me a solid gold Dupont lighter, a very expensive 36gift. When she returned home, I got a terse letter from her parents asking for it back, as if I had stolen it. The letterhead indicated her parents were of the Dupont family, a hugely rich chemicals manufacturer, explaining that they didn’t want their only daughter marrying a lowly musician. C’est la vie!

         As much of a happening place Bognor was in the summer, it was a dreary, boring, grey place in the winter. Bryan’s parents got fed up with me lodging with them and we ended up in the spare room of a local drummer’s parents. The dad made Victor Meldrew seem like a Butlin’s Redcoat; if you don’t get these British references, think Grumpy Old Man seem like Bozo the Clown. He was like old man Steptoe – as tight as a gnat’s bottom – and we would sit in his horrible sitting room and watch him drink tea and munch on biscuits without asking us to join him though we were virtually penniless; even his son hated him!
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CITY OF BIRMINGHAM

TULIP FESTIVAL

CANNON HILL PARK
30th APRIL — 14th MAY, 1966
]

OFFICIAL TICKET

ADMIT ONF PERSON
[}

Entradces:

EDGBASTON ROAD, MAIN GATE, QUEEN’'S RIDE, PERSHORE
ROAD—opposite Pebble Mill Road! and RUSSELL ROAD.

CAR PARKS: A and B Entrance Queed's Ride, Edgbaston Road; C Entrance
Pershore Road (New Road adjoining Zo#); D, E and F Entrance Russell Road.
(Only vehicles with wi reen labels admitted.)

PUBLIC CAR PARKS—QUEEN'S |RIDE from EDGBASTON ROAD
and PERSHORE ROAD.

vy






OEBPS/images/a022_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a002_02_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a026_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a002_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a024_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/title_image_online.jpg
A TRICK OF MEMORY

The Autobiography of
Jethro Tull's Guitarist

MENIDDER
GRACE I {99





OEBPS/images/a004_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a028_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a003_01_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/a027_01_online.jpg
¢

Moonrakers say ‘We’re Brummies’

IF you. want to up:
Moonrakers, winners
latest "Midland Beat” popu-
 larity poll, refer'to them as a
Solihull group. They go to
great lengths to emphasise
that they regard Birmingham
as their base.
Say s thelr go-aliead mana-
ger, Ray Willetts: “We
b 500 yards of the
‘boundary and
our phone is on a Birming-
ham exchange. The secretary
of our fan club lives in Bir-

v *Midland Beat” Ten Pin Bow-
i Tt Lgue—dephstieiact
~proud”of the fact that their ¢ o1t ® ®*FPently botiom
reputation has sp read farout . LS S
side  Birmingham. They
always draw capacity crowds
at Boumemouth and keep
carming return bookings atthe .

H-mnlhlrépon, S
SuvéAnda'glarce through their
diary also reveals engage
ments at such places as
Ludlow, Kid inster,
Tamworth, Tenbury, Droit
‘wich, Stratford-on-Avon, Eve
sham, Chipping Camden,
Harvington and Brecon.

Another feather in the
Moonrakers' cap was being
chosen as the first Midland
group to perform at Solihull’s
r lce rink on Monday even-

gs.

Now the boys are looking
forward to giving their ser-
vices at a Carnival Christmas
Party in aid-of the N.S.R-€.C. -| -
at the ABC Bowl, Stirchley,
on Friday, December 17.

The Moonrakers are no
strangers to the Bowl as they

are keen participants in the

CONGRATULATIONS-#0

Big Band Sound

inacts. of be. Midiand B
Mioine e popotn Bane
From " their - Worcestershire
Representatives.

M.E.P.O. VARIETY

AGENCY

[CHADDESLEY CORBETT 219|
{ST.D) OKM 283 219

For All
YOUR ENTERTAINMENT
REQUIREMENTS.

Inguires invited for Bands,
Film Shows, Cabaret Artistes.

A Personal Message from Brum's Talk o The Town
v N P .
MOONRAKERS
We wish to express sincere thanks to ali FANS, FRIENDS,
ROMANS und FELLOW COUNTRYMEN and many others
who voted us into The Too of the “M.B." Autumn
Popularity Poll.
Also Many Thanks to all Booking Agents Promoters,
Managers and Agencies throughout the Midlands and
South Coast, etc.

A MERRY CHRISTMAS AND A PROSPEROUS
NEW YEAR TO YOU ALL

Signed:i— Paul (drums); Chris (Sax.): John (Vocals); Tony
(Rhythm): Bram (Organ). Alan (Bass); Martin (Lead).
Under the Management of:—

RAY WILLETTS 2
126 Kineton Green Rqad Olton, Nr. Birmingham
(021.). ACO 3191

OONRAKERS

urrently bottom of
. he ““Midland Beat”
Yo e oo . en Pin Bowling

Price of Games:
630 p.m. to 1130 p.m. League.

and all day Sunday 3/6d
: But top of the
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