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1
            The Day Before You Came

         

         Benny Andersson is lying on the floor at Polar Studios, listening to all that remains of Abba. His eyes are closed. Everyone else has left. The song that he has just finished recording and which he is now listening to on his headphones is the chilling and portentous ‘The Day Before You Came’, a synthesiser ballad that is almost six minutes long. For thirty-nine years everyone assumed that this would be Abba’s last recording.

         Pop singles are supposed to be short and distinct, three minutes or so. Few other pop groups with Abba’s track record would consider releasing a single almost twice that length, with no real chorus. The music in ‘The Day Before You Came’, recorded at the end of the summer of 1982, is from Benny’s Yamaha GX-1, a polyphonic synthesiser with three keyboards and a built-in drum machine.

         Benny’s very first instrument was the accordion, and melancholy melodies, typical of Swedish accordion music, can be found throughout his compositions. With its black and white keys, his synthesiser is also an accordion of sorts, albeit one that has been beamed in from the bridge in Star Trek.

         Outside observers may be tempted to speculate on the meaning of ‘The Day Before You Came’.

         For Benny, who wrote the music, the song might be about Frida. For Björn, who wrote the lyrics, it might be about Agnetha. For Agnetha, who is singing the song, it might be about Björn. The relationships and divorces of the four Abbas had been serialised in 2the tabloids. For much of that year Frida was recording her solo album, so she only contributed wordless backing vocals, but perhaps for her it was about her collaboration with Phil Collins, her new producer whose work epitomised ‘divorcecore’.

         
            *

         

         Abba never officially split. After their eighth studio album, The Visitors, released in 1981, and the two singles, ‘The Day Before You Came’ and ‘Under Attack’ of the following year, the group took an ever-extending break that would span almost four decades.

         ‘Honestly, I just wanted to take a two-year break,’ Benny says. ‘Try something new. Write a musical. I truly believed we would make a comeback after that. I didn’t feel done at all.’

         Frida maintains that it was ‘the boys’ desire to move on’ that led to the dissolution of Abba in the early 1980s (the Abbas have always called each other ‘the boys’ and ‘the girls’); that and the strain of working with someone who was once your lover and spouse. ‘Of course that affected the decision. One is only human after all. It was a difficult departure. I would hazard a guess that we might have kept going for another couple of years at least, if it weren’t for the divorces. As it was, we all felt an overwhelming sense of grief, more than anything.’

         If ‘The Winner Takes It All’ from Abba’s penultimate album Super Trouper offers some insight into the divorce between Agnetha and Björn, ‘When All Is Said and Done’ from the last album – The Visitors – is the corresponding song about the divorce between Frida and Benny, even though the lyrics, as always, are written by Björn.

         In a 1982 interview in Rolling Stone, Pete Townshend of the Who said that ‘Abba was one of the first … bands to deal with … 3middle-aged problems in their songwriting. And [their songs were] quite obviously [about] what was going on among them.’1

         When ‘The Day Before You Came’ was recorded it was as if the divorce of the entire band had been set to music. Their long-time sound engineer Michael B. Tretow says: ‘There was a sense of finality in the air when the song was recorded.’

         
            *

         

         Everything had changed among the Abbas. Björn had remarried. His wedding to Lena Källersjö took place in utmost secrecy at famous restaurateur Carl Jan Granqvist’s Grythyttan on 6 January 1981. Yet, the moment they left the manor house, journalists from all over the world began to call.

         Agnetha was busy with her acting debut. In the film Raskenstam she plays a fisherman’s daughter who is seduced by Gustaf Raskenstam, a notorious charlatan who romanced and swindled over 130 women during the Second World War.

         Her co-star, Gunnar Hellström, directed the movie. He was an experienced and handsome actor who had gone to Hollywood to direct TV shows such as Gunsmoke, Bonanza and Dallas.

         The Swedish press went to great lengths to generate headlines. The gossip magazine Hänt i Veckan wrote triumphantly: ‘Pregnant Agnetha from Abba alone again.’ The photo was taken on set. Of course, Agnetha wasn’t pregnant, she was just playing a character who was.

         ‘Svensk Damtidning decided to announce “the romance of the year” between me and Gunnar Hellström,’ writes Agnetha in her autobiography As I Am. ‘The first-page headline read “Abba Agnetha Swindled”. With a still from the set of me with a giant pregnant belly.’

         The gossip mill ran so hot that Agnetha wrote an op-ed in the respected Swedish daily, Dagens Nyheter, about how consequences 4were too lenient for those who published what they knew to be lies and profited from it. Legal consequences and fines were more or less unheard of, typically there was just a slap on the wrist from the Swedish Press Council. ‘Why would the tabloids care about a few lines in some daily paper about a certain publication being denounced by the Swedish Press Council?’ she wrote.

         Five weeks after Björn had remarried, the private lives of the Abbas made world news again. When Frida was on her way to buy milk at the supermarket on 12 February 1981, she encountered headlines loudly declaring that she and Benny had divorced. She recalls turning around on the spot and not feeling able to show herself outside for a week. Once their divorce was final, Benny moved out of their joint home, taking nothing with him but two ashtrays and all the paintings.

         
            *

         

         All of this was in the air when Benny was at Polar Studios writing and recording ‘The Day Before You Came’. The working title of the composition was ‘Den lidande fågeln’ (‘The suffering bird’). Bird references are a recurring theme in Benny Andersson’s work as a composer.

         In 1978, Abba’s manager Stikkan Anderson took over an old cinema where he commissioned the construction of the private recording studio that Benny had long dreamed of. The building that housed Polar Studios, the stately, fifty-eight-metre-tall Sportpalatset (‘Palace of Sports’), is characterised by birds and the study of birds. It stands on the island of Kungsholmen, at the foot of Sankt Eriksbron, a bridge that leads from there to the Stockholm borough of Vasastan.

         The property was built between 1929 and 1930, in the midst of the financial crisis, to house various sporting activities. It went into foreclosure prior to completion. Inside there was a swimming 5pool, tennis courts, gyms and the Rivoli cinema. Sportpalatset (‘The Palace of Sports’) also contains more than fifty apartments. At the very top of the building there is a three-storey apartment with a magnificent view of Stockholm. In 1933 Bruno Liljefors moved into this apartment and lived there during his final years. Liljefors, born in 1860, is one of the most prominent Swedish painters of all time, known primarily for his renderings of Swedish nature and animals.

         He called the penthouse ‘my little eagle’s nest’. He left the windows open all year round, so that birds could fly in for him to paint. He fed the birds bucketfuls of meat and fish. Occasionally the birds would drop their food on to pedestrians below. Some birds built their nests inside the apartment. The entire apartment had to be decontaminated after Liljefors died in 1939. And the birds kept showing up, long after his death. If you looked out of the window of Polar Studios they were always there.

         Karlbergskanalen flows below the building and the studio; this canal is one of the places in Stockholm where the seasons are the most noticeable. Trees reach across the water. In the springtime, leaves green with chlorophyl are reflected on the surface; in the summer the canal fills up with kayaks and motorboats; in the autumn, thousands of tourists, as well as Stockholmers, flock to the Sankt Eriksbron bridge to take selfies, capturing the red and yellow falling leaves. In the wintertime the canal freezes over and footprints of brave flâneurs can be seen on the snow. On New Year’s Eve, the bridge is packed with people who know that this is the perfect spot to view the fireworks over Stockholm.

         
            *

         

         ‘The Day Before You Came’ was recorded during the last week of ‘sommarlov’, a school holiday that lasts ten weeks over summer, 6but the mood inside the studio, as well as of the music, is more akin to that of the frozen canal in winter. The fragile, frosty sound brings to mind Yoko Ono’s equally haunting ‘Walking On Thin Ice’, recorded by John Lennon in December 1980, the day before he was killed, and released in February the following year.

         Once Benny finished the music, the original plan was to replace the drum machine with a human drummer. Percussionist Åke Sundqvist happened to be in Studio A at Polar and was called up to Studio B where Benny, Björn and Michael B. Tretow were working.

         Åke Sundqvist did layering with a hi-hat, snares and bass drums, but in the end they decided to keep the sound from the drum-machine sketch, amplifying the icy feeling. ‘The only other instrumentation on the song is some beats from percussionist Åke Sundqvist’s snare drum,’ Benny recalls.

         Benny’s Yamaha GX-1 had been an investment for Polar Studios when they opened in 1978. At the time the studio boasted the most state-of-the-art recording equipment in the world. The ambition was to draw the greatest international artists to the foot of Sankt Eriksbron.

         Led Zeppelin heeded the call and recorded their eighth and last album, In Through the Out Door, at Polar Studios in 1979. On the tracks, bassist John Paul Jones can be heard playing the synthesiser that inspired Benny’s choice of instrument on ‘The Day Before You Came’.

         These days Polar Studios is sometimes mentioned as the studio where Abba recorded all their masterpieces, but that is not entirely true. The purpose of the studio was for Abba to finally have unlimited recording time to themselves; in reality the studio was usually rented out to others. When ‘The Day Before You Came’ was created, the larger Studio A was being used by the West German singer Peter Griffin. 7

         The majority of Abba’s most successful songs were actually recorded in simpler studios under time constraints. When Abba began recording at the Metronome Studio on Karlbergsvägen in Vasastan, later renamed Atlantis, they only had access to one recording day a week.

         The solution that enabled them to finish albums came from another Bruno, Bruno Glenmark, a musician married to the Swedish pop star Ann-Louise Hanson.

         
            *

         

         ‘Parallel to their other studio work, Abba recorded music in our house in Stocksund from 1973 and for a few years after,’ says Bruno Glenmark. ‘We got rid of our laundry room and the children’s playroom and built a studio there instead. When Björn arrived in the mornings, the first thing he would say was “Where are grandma’s buns?” Ann-Louise’s mother used to bake buns which he loved. When they were headed to the Eurovision Song Contest in Brighton to perform “Waterloo”, Agnetha asked if we could record it on video as she didn’t have a video recorder of her own. So, when they came back after their victory, we all watched the video at our house.’

         
            *

         

         The Glenmark children, whose room lay above the laundry-room studio, remember how Abba would play the same song over and over again, well past their bedtime.

         Abba would come to the studio with complete melodies. During the first years, Björn and Benny would sit together in a small boathouse in the Stockholm archipelago and write using a piano and a guitar. Over the years, their process became Benny writing the music on his own, after which he and Björn would go to a studio with 8musicians and produce the song together. The next step was that Björn brought a cassette tape home to write the lyrics. The entire music production would be done before lyrics were even considered.

         They rarely discussed the subject of the lyrics; Benny says that Björn would intuitively capture the mood of his melodies.

         Björn maintains that any autobiographical interpretations of his lyrics are misguided. He doesn’t write about himself; rather he writes about people and relationships, which is one reason Abba’s songs work so well in musicals. His lyrics, aside from the simplicity of the first years, are about everyday dramas with fully fleshed-out characters. When Björn went home to write the lyrics for Benny’s ‘The Day Before You Came’, he began to write about a woman who accounts for an ordinary day in her uneventful life. She recounts what happened the day before her life changed due to an emotionally tumultuous encounter.

         ‘I already knew that the melody was such – from a technical point of view – that the lyrics had to be constructed so that they would lead up to the “day before you came” place in the melody,’ says Björn in Bright Lights, Dark Shadows by Carl Magnus Palm. ‘Then, when I got the idea for a theme, I wrote down all the everyday incidents and things I could think of that would happen to someone leading a routine kind of life. It was very difficult from a grammatical point of view to get it all to fit together, because it would all have to be logical, there was no place for hitches.’

         ‘I really like this song,’ Benny tells me. ‘It feels extremely sad when you listen to it. The recording is also sad, but the lyrics aren’t really sad at all, which is an example of Björn’s genius. If you read them, it’s just someone recounting what she did on a certain day: she took the subway to work, ate lunch, came home, watched TV, read a book. It is only when the lyrics are combined with the music 9that you understand that something has happened to shake her up. The lyrics are very clever.’

         
            *

         

         When the woman in the lyrics comes home from work she watches TV. ‘There’s not, I think, a single episode of Dallas that I didn’t see.’

         The fact that Björn opts to use Dallas in particular – a series worked on by Gunnar Hellström, who at the time was working with Björn’s ex-wife Agnetha – in lyrics that are to be sung by her, is a detail that the tabloids missed entirely.

         Dallas, a series about a family that had made a fortune in oil, was by far the most popular TV show in Sweden in the 1980s. In the United States, Dallas had begun its run in April 1978. Swedish authorities restricted commercial television at the time, so until the late 1980s the only broadcasts available were from two public service channels, the contents of which were selected for their educational and edifying qualities. Celebrations of American capitalism were not in line with the unwritten rules of Swedish public broadcasting. Swedish viewers would have to wait nearly three years before Dallas was finally bought and broadcast in January 1981. The series quickly became deeply beloved and had nearly 4 million viewers in a country that at that time had 8.2 million inhabitants.

         After the lonely woman in ‘The Day Before You Came’ has eaten her Chinese takeaway in front of the TV, she reads a book in bed before falling asleep. The author, who is named, is the American feminist Marilyn French. Her books The Women’s Room and The Bleeding Heart had recently been published in Swedish.

         The British synth-pop duo Blancmange released a popular cover of ‘The Day Before You Came’ in 1984, but thought the spectacle of a ‘lanky’ Northern man singing these lyrics would be 10even funnier if they swapped out Marilyn French for the romantic novelist Barbara Cartland.2

         When ‘The Day Before You Came’ appeared on the soundtrack of Here We Go Again, the 2018 follow-up to the Abba movie Mamma Mia, the references were updated and re-established: the song is now sung by Meryl Streep; Dallas is the Netflix remake of House of Cards; the book she reads is by Margaret Atwood, author of The Handmaid’s Tale, which had gained renewed relevance as a dystopian future vision when it became a TV series.

         
            *

         

         Agnetha’s confounding restraint in singing ‘The Day Before You Came’ makes the listener stop and notice each turn of phrase. What is going on there? Agnetha has a voice that could cut through glass and concrete, but here she is holding back. Thus she is transformed from ‘Agnetha from Abba’ to the woman in the lyrics.

         Benny and Björn wrote Abba’s songs, but when asked about the hallmark of Abba’s sound they both agree: it is ‘the girls’’ voices. Agnetha and Frida were part of shaping musical arrangements so complex that you will continue to find new details even after having heard a song hundreds of times.

         One explanation for Agnetha’s ability to vary her voice is that she often sat down when she recorded her lyrics.

         ‘Initially the explanation was simple; we spent such an enormous amount of time in the studio,’ she says. ‘So I sat down because I was too tired to stand. Then I discovered that sitting affects how I sing. I sit close to the mic so as not to hunch over. That way I can hold back when the lyrics require it. That amplifies the sense that I’m not just singing, I’m narrating the lyrics.’

         A couple of years earlier when Agnetha recorded the lyrics for 11‘Thank You for the Music’, she went so far as to lie down in the studio.

         ‘We tried different versions but couldn’t get it quite right. There is a recording where I sing it like Doris Day. When we recorded again I was expecting Christian [Agnetha’s and Björn’s second child] and was at risk of premature labour. I was under doctor’s orders to be on bed rest and to take it easy. But this was Abba, the world was waiting for a new album. We solved it by bringing a sort of lounge chair into the studio. So I sang lying down in that chair and that is the take that ended up on the album.’

         Benny has likened Agnetha’s singing style on ‘The Day Before You Came’ to a dimmer light switch, dialled down to the lowest setting. The song is structured as a solo performance by Agnetha, but Frida’s discreet backing vocals are crucial to the mood of the song. While Benny is building a cathedral of synthesiser loops, Frida steps into the instrumental portion and harmonises in a high note reminiscent of a classical choral work. Frida is standing in the middle of the cathedral, singing, projecting up towards the ceiling.

         
            *

         

         Abba’s sound was constantly changing and evolving. After a disco phase, the group was hugely influenced by the new synth pop that emerged in the UK and spread across Europe in the early 1980s; it was a genre created largely by visionary non-musicians who used sequencers to create noises and sounds that repeated automatically, doing away with the need to play every last note. Benny did not use a sequencer, but sound engineer Michael B. Tretow thought it would be cool if this synth ballad were to sound like sequencerproduced music, so he hand-cut the synth sounds played by Benny to achieve the desired, programmed, mechanical sound. 12

         This way of gazing into the computerised and digital future – in an era that was still analogue – also characterises other recordings from the era. At the same time as Benny and Michael B. Tretow were working in Polar Studios, the finishing touches were being put to Michael Jackson’s album Thriller on the other side of the Atlantic. Producer Quincy Jones, whose wife was Swedish, and sound engineer Bruce Swedien who was of Swedish descent and called ‘Swede’ by Quincy, created the music of the future on that record, working with old-fashioned studio musicians.

         In 1981, when pioneering synth group Kraftwerk made their album Computer World, with a vision of a future in which personal computers defined daily life, they had no computers of their own. Instead, they borrowed an early personal computer, the Hazeltine 1500, for their cover image.

         
            *

         

         ‘The Day Before You Came’ was released as a single in October 1982. It was the last song that Abba recorded, but it was their penultimate single. ‘Under Attack’ was released in December. Then it was over.

         ‘The Day Before You Came’ was not very successful. The single reached number 1 in the Finnish charts and number 3 in Sweden – two nations accustomed to darkness – but in the UK the single ground to a halt at number 32 and in Australia it only made it to number 48 – and these were the two countries in which Abba had seen their biggest popularity. For Abba, this strengthened the impression that their glory days were over.

         But the song’s popularity grew in the years that followed. In 2010, when the British TV channel ITV held a poll on Abba’s best song, ‘The Day Before You Came’ came in third. 13

         Many musicians have testified to the influence the song has had on them. When the single was released, the Pet Shop Boys had just formed. On their 1986 debut album Please, the duo’s way of combining melancholy synthesiser melodies with detailed observations on daily life and subdued singing can be traced to ‘The Day Before You Came’.

         When Benny Andersson played ‘The Day Before You Came’ alone at a grand piano on his 2017 album of instrumental solo keyboard recordings, Piano, he reclaims the mood of the original title, ‘The Suffering Bird’.

         The piece that was regarded as Abba’s swan song for almost four decades epitomises what the group did throughout their career.

         ‘Even the happier songs are melancholic at their core,’ Benny says. ‘What we did was melancholy, undercover.’ 14
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            A+B, B+A

         

         Agnetha and Björn first met at a concert in a park in Ingared in the province of Västergötland in May 1968. She was eighteen, he was twenty-three. Both were already pop stars.

         Three charts reflected the most popular music in Sweden in the 1960s and 1970s: Tio i topp, Svensktoppen and Kvällstoppen. Tio i topp was Sveriges Radio’s first music chart. A jury would select new candidates every Saturday. Then young people would vote during a live show using so-called mentometer buttons. The two bands with the highest number of top hits on Tio i topp during the 1960s were the Beatles – and Benny’s band, the Hep Stars.

         Svensktoppen, which still exists, had a more middle-aged audience and was also determined by listener votes. For four decades, the rule was that songs on this chart had to be in Swedish. During the 1960s, Svensktoppen was dominated by Björn’s band the Hootenanny Singers, as well as by artists who sang songs translated into Swedish by Stikkan Anderson, who would go on to become Abba’s manager.

         The rankings on Kvällstoppen on the other hand were based solely on sales. Confusingly, singles and full-length albums all shared the same list. Ninety-five per cent of the chart-toppers were singles. In 1969, the Beatles’ Abbey Road became the first full-length album to make it to the top. On 27 February 1968 the number 1 song on Kvällstoppen was ‘Jag var så kär’ (‘I was so in love’), written by 16eighteen-year-old debut artist Agnetha Fältskog – it sold an astonishing 80,000 copies. The song also stayed on Svensktoppen for twelve weeks, where it peaked at number 3, in competition with the Hootenanny Singers, who had three songs on Svensktoppen: ‘Mårten Gås’ (‘St Martin’s Day’, three weeks), ‘Så länge du älskar är du ung’ (‘As long as you love you are young’, eleven weeks) and ‘Så lunka vi såsmåningom’ (‘Eventually we wandered’, four weeks).

         
            *

         

         That first meeting between Björn Ulvaeus from Västervik and Agnetha Fältskog from Jönköping got off to a poor start. Agnetha had had big success as a solo artist but still sang with a dansband.* Her band was late to that evening’s gig at the outdoor performance venue Ingareds Folkpark, so the main act, the Hootenanny Singers, had to cover for them by coming on earlier. When Agnetha arrived in their shared dressing room, they shouted ‘Get out of here, dansband singer!’

         Björn was nicer than his bandmates. He had long admired Agnetha from afar.

         ‘It’s fascinating, I actually fell in love when I heard her song “Jag var så kär” on the radio,’ he says. ‘There was a powerful attraction in that voice. Now there I was in the park listening to her, standing a bit to the side. I don’t think she even saw me. Then we met and she asked about my latest record. But I didn’t have one on me.’

         In the past year Björn had released a few singles under his own name. The following day, he bought his own debut single, ‘Raring’, or ‘Sweetie’, in a record store and mailed it to Agnetha. What he 17did not know was that Agnetha was about to get engaged to Dieter Zimmerman, who had produced her German record. 

         That relationship imploded a year later and Björn and Agnetha’s paths crossed again, this time because of a TV show with the name Räkna de lyckliga stunderna blott (‘Only count the happy moments’). In one scene, Björn was supposed to stand on a fishing boat, lifting girls aboard. There’s no mistaking the joy in Björn’s eyes when it’s Agnetha’s turn.

         At the end of the show, everyone was supposed to hold hands and Björn made sure to end up next to Agnetha. She was dressed in a thin summer dress and afterwards he offered to keep her warm. Agnetha: ‘Next day it was still cold on the dock and Björn continued to keep me warm.’

         
            *

         

         Benny and Frida’s first encounter passed without event for either of them. It happened during the Swedish Eurovision heats in March 1969.

         Their careers at that time were heading in completely different directions. Frida had won a talent show in 1967 in which the first prize was recording a single to be released by EMI. That became her debut single ‘En ledig dag’ (‘A day off’). She got the chance to perform the song on Hylands hörna, Sweden’s most popular TV show by far. That particular night happened to be a TV event of truly epic proportions, designed to entice Swedes to stay at home during the big shift to driving on the right – the authorities did not want any cars on the road during the shift. Anyone with a TV watched the broadcast.

         The Hep Stars were the biggest band in Sweden during the 1960s, but subsequently ran afoul of the tax authorities: nobody in charge 18of the group’s finances had thought to pay any taxes whatsoever during their successful years. The band’s finances fell completely into disarray in 1967 when they shot a disastrous feature film in Kenya, Habari safari. In a documentary about the band, the singer Svenne Hedlund and drummer Chrille Pettersson call their trip to Africa ‘the world’s most expensive holiday’.3

         In 1969, Benny opted to leave the Hep Stars to work on his collaboration with Björn, whom he had got to know when their respective bands were touring.

         He also wrote songs with other people. He co-wrote ‘Hej clown’ (‘Hey clown’) with singer-songwriter Lasse Berghagen, for actor Jan Malmsjö, complete with a children’s chorus; it is reminiscent of Scott Walker’s recordings from the same time.

         The 1969 Eurovision heats ended with Anni-Frid Lyngstad taking fourth place with ‘Härlig är vår jord’ (‘Our earth is wonderful’) and Benny Andersson in second place as the composer of ‘Hej clown’. Both would later recall exchanging a quick hello backstage afterwards, nothing more.

         A few days later, they ran into each other again at Kockska Krogen, a restaurant in Malmö. At this point Frida was touring with boogie-woogie pianist Charlie Norman. Benny was offered a seat at their table. Afterwards, Frida followed Benny to his hotel. According to reliable sources, they just talked and drank coffee with aquavit until seven in the morning.

         They met again at the end of that month, this time on the jury for the radio show Midnight hour. Frida says, ‘I thought Benny was super sexy. He had a big personality and was a very exciting man. But the love took a pretty long time to grow.’

         Benny was twenty-two, Frida was twenty-three, but they both 19had an uncommon amount of life experience for their age. Both became parents in their teens, and by the time they met had two children each from their previous relationships. Benny felt bad for Frida, since she lived so far outside of Stockholm, so he let her borrow his apartment.

         ‘One day I cautiously asked him if it wasn’t time for me to pack my bags and move back to Bro,’ Frida says. ‘He didn’t think so.’ 20

         
            * See the chapter on dansband for a fuller explanation of this uniquely Nordic phenomenon.

         

      

   


   
      
         
21
            Frida

         

         When Frida was going through pictures for Abba: The Official Photo Book, in 2014, she found an image of herself sitting in front of a mirror. ‘Agnetha and I did most of our make-up ourselves. It became a sort of meditation, a way of preparing to meet the audience. Each stroke of the make-up brush transformed me from private Frida to stage Frida. I was ready to step into the limelight and give it my all.’

         Abba’s unique sound hinges in large part on Frida often being at the very limit of what her voice can handle and having to adopt a style of singing outside her natural range. But then, her entire life has been characterised by metamorphoses.

         The Abba sound arises when Agnetha and Frida sing together, in the meeting of a soprano and a mezzo-soprano, a light voice and a somewhat darker one. Björn and Benny discovered that the unison singing was at its most powerful when the key was just a bit too high for Frida, so that she has to audibly fight to raise herself to Agnetha’s level. The fusion between Agnetha’s effortless and crystal-clear voice and Frida’s sweat, muscle and soul creates an indestructible alloy.

         
            *

         

         Anni-Frid Synni Lyngstad was born on 15 November 1945 in Ballangen, Norway, close to Narvik, above the Arctic Circle. An initial metamorphosis was necessary immediately after her birth. Anni-Frid was conceived towards the end of the Second World War, when Norway was occupied by Hitler and Narvik was one of the 22most important ports in Europe. Her mother was Synni Lyngstad, a nineteen-year-old Norwegian girl. Her father was the seven years older Alfred Haase, a sergeant in the German Nazi army.

         Frida was a lovechild, but there is also a political dimension: during the war, German soldiers were encouraged to have children with Norwegian women. But by the time Frida was born, the war was over and so-called ‘German babies’ were targets for acts of retribution.

         In 1935 the SS chief Heinrich Himmler had created the breeding programme Lebensborn, as a way of securing German world domination in the long term. In France, the number of children born as the result of relationships between French women and German soldiers is estimated to be 200,000.4 The French–Japanese cinematic masterpiece Hiroshima mon amour, written by author Marguerite Duras, tells one such story. However, Adolf Hitler disapproved of soldiers having relations with ‘women of a different race’ and thus discouraged this development in Latin countries like France.

         Not so in the occupied Nordic nations, the population of which was considered perfect for ‘breeding’. In terms of administration, Norway was tied more closely to the Third Reich than Denmark, which was at the time still formally under self-rule.

         Historian Folke Schimanski has written about Lebensborn in Norway. The idea that the programme would have consisted of actual stud farms is a myth disseminated by pulp novels with pornographic elements. Schimanski rejects this idea, saying that women were not actively recruited to be impregnated; the children were the result of romantic relationships.

         The first Lebensborn home outside of Germany opened in Norway in August 1941. In total, nine such homes were established in Norway, four of which had maternity wards. The homes were not 23intended to bring soldiers and Norwegian women together, rather they existed to care for mothers who had become pregnant through romantic relations with Germans.

         During the occupation of Norway, several hundred thousand German soldiers were stationed in the country – one German soldier for every eight Norwegian citizens. Most Norwegians despised the Germans and wanted nothing to do with them. Frida’s maternal grandparents, Simon and Anni, were active in local politics and leaned left politically; they were strong opponents of the Nazis, even though they had to keep their views secret. Simon passed away from cancer in February 1941 and Anni was left to support her children alone, among them her youngest daughter Synni, who would become Frida’s mother.

         In Frida beyond Abba by Remko van Drongelen, the book that most elaborately describes Frida’s childhood and family history, Synni is described by her sister as calm, quiet, beautiful and known for her singing voice.

         
            *

         

         In the autumn of 1943, twenty-four-year-old Wehrmacht sergeant Alfred Haase arrived from Karlsruhe. He was tasked with organising the construction of defensive fortifications around the fjord and taking care of the German recruits arriving by train through Sweden. The way the war was going, a German victory no longer looked like a given. The German army suffered enormous losses in the Soviet Union, which shared a northern border with Norway.

         After his first, long, Arctic winter, Alfred Haase spotted the teenage Synni Lyngstad in 1944. The German, who in photos has a moustache and wears his hair styled like Clark Gable, made sure to pass the Lyngstad house every morning. Synni could often be seen 24in the garden, where she sang as she tended to the fruit trees and flowers. Frida’s biographer Remko van Drongelen draws no parallels to The Sound of Music, but it is hard not to think of the scenes with the young man in uniform who falls in love with Liesl Von Trapp and then betrays her and her family to the Nazis.

         Alfred began to court Synni. He neglected to mention that he already had a wife back home in Germany, Anna, and a newborn daughter, Karin. Synni spoke pretty good German. At the time, schoolchildren in the Nordic countries studied German as their second language, rather than English. When Synni told her sister that she was seeing a nice German man who played the accordion, she was immediately counselled to end the relationship. The rest of her family also tried to change her mind. But Synni was in love.

         She and Alfred took long walks in the countryside and made plans for where they would go after the war, when they could travel again. Their flirtation grew into a full-fledged love affair. They stopped sneaking around and began to appear in public as a couple. People started to talk behind their backs.

         In 1944 it finally happened: the Soviet army managed to cross the Norwegian border; the fortunes of war had changed. Alfred was immediately transferred to the naval base in Bogenviken, west of Narvik.

         In January, Norwegian troops, flown in from Great Britain and Sweden, started to fight back against the Germans, who were now being attacked from two sides in the north. Alfred’s platoon was ordered to prepare for evacuation. On his last evening in Norway, he managed to bike all the way to the Lyngstad house and spent the night there for the first and last time. They got to say goodbye. At this point, Alfred had told Synni about his wife and child at home, 25but it had not stopped them from continuing their relationship.

         At four in the morning, Alfred biked back to his platoon to be evacuated.

         
            *

         

         When Germany capitulated on 8 May 1945, Synni could no longer conceal her growing belly. Everyone in the area knew what had happened and who the father was. When Synni showed herself in town people hurled epithets and spat at her.

         All around Norway, as in the rest of Europe, the celebration of peace soon turned into anger at what had taken place during the occupation. Women who had been in romantic relationships with German soldiers were labelled ‘horizontal collaborators’. Many were harassed, had their hair forcibly shaved and some had swastikas painted on to their faces. In Norway they were called tyskertøser. Pregnant Synni and her mother, Anni, were accused of being collaborators and forced to clean buildings in which the Germans had lived.

         After Frida was born, Synni thought everything would work out. She waited hopefully for Alfred to return. But as she walked around with her stroller and experienced harassment directed at her child, who was called ‘German baby’ and ‘Nazi spawn’, grandma Anni realised that the situation was untenable.

         They decided that Anni and Frida would go to neighbouring Sweden. Synni had found work at a hotel in southern Norway where nobody knew about her past. The plan was for Synni to make money and then join them in Sweden. By travelling alone, she managed to avoid having a ‘T’ for tyskertøs stamped in her identity papers. Many women in her situation were stripped of their citizenship and forced to move to Germany.

         Getting to Sweden was complicated for Anni and Frida. The 26port in Narvik was blocked by capsized and destroyed vessels. After more than a week of travel by train and bus, grandma Anni and nine-month-old Frida arrived at a farm in the province of Jämtland in northern Sweden, where Anni was hired as a housekeeper for a widower.

         Synni also managed to get to Sweden in the end and found work on a farm in neighbouring Härjedalen. Now both Frida’s grandmother and mother had an income and the three generations of Lyngstad women were close to being reunited. But it was not to be. Working alone as immigrant women in the homes of older men cannot have been easy. Both Anni and Synni changed jobs often, constantly moving around, and were never to meet again.

         
            *

         

         In the summer of 1947, Synni began to develop kidney problems. She checked into a hospital. When her condition worsened, she asked her mother to take care of Frida if she didn’t make it. On 28 September 1947, Synni died from kidney failure – before Frida had even turned two.

         Frida’s grandmother shouldered a heavy double responsibility: caring for a young child while making sure she maintained an income. After moving between various addresses in different towns, Anni and Frida put down roots in Torshälla outside Eskilstuna in January 1949, where the steel industry needed workers. Anni got an apartment, a small one-bedroom with no bathroom. She worked non-stop, took on extra work as a housekeeper and dishwasher at the restaurant Stadshuskällaren and worked as a seamstress at night. Frida started daycare on the other side of town. At first, her grandmother would take her, but soon she learned to walk there on her own. 27

         ‘During long winter evenings my grandmother would sing Norwegian and Swedish folk songs in front of the fireplace,’ Frida recalls. ‘She encouraged me to sing as well. I discovered that I could and that I liked it.’

         Displays of physical affection for her grandchild did not come easily to Anni; there were no hugs or kisses. When Frida saw her classmates get picked up by their parents, she realised for the first time how different her own situation was. ‘We were two lonely people together,’ she says. When Frida asked about her father, she was told that he was probably dead.

         In the summers, they would go back to Ballangen in Norway, where Frida could spend time with Synni’s sisters. Frida’s aunt, Olive, has said that Frida was always singing, and never off key. Her favourite singer was Alf Prøysen, a Norwegian poet and writer of schlager lyrics, whose books about Mrs Pepperpot were popular in Sweden.

         Every Saturday, Norwegian radio broadcast a show that played children’s songs. Frida told me: ‘When I think back on role models and what has inspired me, I realise that programme played an important part in my becoming a singer.’

         
            *

         

         Classmates describe Frida as introverted, and she agrees. ‘I recall being a very shy and well-behaved little girl, with poor self-esteem,’ she says. She withdrew, dreamed big dreams and went to the library to borrow as many as fifteen books at a time, which she would then read voraciously all weekend. She read, drew, sang and enjoyed gymnastics and sports. At nine she became a member of her school choir.

         When she was around ten years old, Frida gained access to a piano and began to write her own songs. Her idol was Alice Babs, 28a virtuoso Swedish jazz singer with a wide vocal range of over three octaves; she recorded children’s songs as well as collaborations with Duke Ellington.

         In May of 1956, the annual Children’s Day festival was arranged in Frida’s home town of Torshälla. Stars such as Charlie Norman and rock ’n’ roll pioneer Owe Thörnqvist were invited to perform. Frida was asked to sing in the parade that filed through town in front of tens of thousands of spectators. At the end of the parade, she was crowned princess of Children’s Day. There are photos of her in a white dress, holding a bouquet of flowers. She has a crown on her head and her smile reveals how nervous she is.

         
            *

         

         The uniquely Swedish phenomenon of dansband, literally ‘dance band’, had begun to establish itself in the 1950s. Travelling bands, often with hyphenated names based on the founder’s first name, traversed the country in minibuses and played any kind of popular music that couples could dance to – rock ’n’ roll, schlager and swing. American soldiers lingering in Europe after the end of the war had introduced new styles of music and dancing.

         Frida had started going out with friends on the weekends, but was not primarily interested in dancing. She gathered her courage and went up to the bands to ask them if she could sing a song or two with them. ‘I’d take the chance any time I saw the opportunity.’ Among those who remember the young girl with the powerful voice was Rock-Nisse, the town of Eskilstuna’s own rock ’n’ roll big shot: ‘She showed so much promise that she was even allowed on stage.’

         The cinema Saga on Storgatan in Torshälla became the big dream factory in Frida’s life. Matinees on Sundays cost pennies. ‘Movies defined my youth,’ Frida says. Jailhouse Rock starring Elvis 29Presley opened in Sweden in March 1958. Since the film contained four-letter words and a love scene, Swedish authorities rated it not suitable for young audiences, which meant people under fifteen could not see it, but Frida, barely thirteen at the time, still managed to sneak in. ‘It had everything I could dream of: music, dancing, love, joy, people. I probably got my love of deep soulful voices from Elvis in that movie.’

         It was also at this age that Frida became Frida. Her friends came up with the name, which sounded a bit cooler than her birth name Anni-Frid.

         At thirteen Frida began to sing in a dansband. In Remko van Drongelen’s biography, the band leader Evald Ek is quoted as saying, ‘She was incredibly easy to rehearse with. She would hear a song once, cram the lyrics and then she’d know it. She sang songs that a thirteen-year-old should not be able to sing.’

         Frida participated in local singing contests and often won them. Her grandmother did not mind her interest in singing as long as she got good grades in school, but things turned sour when Frida started to pay more attention to her career as an artist than to her studies. Late nights singing in a band got in the way of doing homework and she was rarely on time for school.

         When Frida turned fourteen, she became the permanent vocalist for Bengt Sandlund’s big band. She fell in love with the band’s eighteen-year-old trombone player, Ragnar Fredriksson, who worked as a carpet salesman for a day job.

         Frida: ‘A four-year age difference is a lot in your teens. But we fell in love and I got pregnant at seventeen.’ This was almost the same age her mother had been when she got pregnant. ‘It wasn’t a problem for me, but it was for a lot of other people.’ 30

         Even in her teens Frida had acquired a level of experience as a performing artist that it might take others half a career to achieve. By the early 1960s she was a professional singer and knew what she wanted to do with her life. At twenty-one she had her second child, but kept touring.

         
            *

         

         Much later, in early 1977, when Frida was more than thirty years old and Abba was one of the biggest bands in the world, her father suddenly got in touch.

         Her family had always assumed that Alfred Haase, who had never contacted Synni during or after her pregnancy, had died at the end of the war. But a German girl, the daughter of Frida’s half-brother, happened to read an interview with Frida and suspected that the unknown German father might be her grandfather, a hunch that turned out to be correct.

         A meeting was arranged in West Germany. The German magazine Pop Foto was there. A joke Frida made, that her dad, who turned up in a suit, was not a particularly hip dresser, was turned into a headline: ‘My father ought to dress a bit more trendy.’

         In Abba: The Official Photo Book there is a picture of Frida walking under an umbrella with her father, Alfred.

         Frida: ‘I thought he was a nice man, but it still mostly felt strange to me. I was thirty-two years old and had a family and children of my own. Besides, I spoke no German at the time, though I got help from my aunt who had met Alfred during the occupation. Obviously we didn’t develop the kind of connection we might have if we had known each other my entire life.’  

      

   


   
      
         
31
            Raggare

         

         Watching raggare cruise around small Swedish towns in their American cars, dressed in clothes inspired by 1950s Americana, waving American flags, you’d be forgiven for assuming the subculture has a real counterpart in the United States. You’d be wrong. Raggare are unique to the Nordic countries.

         The emergence of the Swedish culture of raggare might be likened to how pizza was imported and appropriated into Swedish culture. If a small town in Sweden only has one restaurant, that restaurant is surely a pizzeria.

         Pizza arrived in Sweden at the end of the 1940s, with the wave of Italian guest workers who had come to Sweden for factory work and missed the food of their homeland. The fact that native Swedes also fell in love with pizza was not part of the plan, nor was it uncontroversial. The national organisation of farmers warned that ‘palt [Swedish dumplings] will soon be forgotten’ and Svenska Dagbladet wrote of ‘the foreign pancake that presents as pizza’.

         In the decades since, any Italian influence on Swedish pizza has waned steadily. Pizzeria owners in Sweden today come from Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Iran, Turkey, Palestine, Kosovo and Croatia. Making pizza is an entry point into the job market for new immigrants.

         Common toppings on a Swedish pizza – now a concept in its own right – include everything from pork chop, banana, curry, beef tenderloin, chicken, goat’s cheese and Béarnaise sauce, to kebab and 32kebab sauce. When the football player Tomas Brolin was fresh off the plane as a new recruit of Italian Parma in the 1990s he asked for pineapple on his pizza which led to impassioned debates in the Italian press about lack of respect for the local culture.

         The way in which the American influences that seeded raggare culture were similarly Swedified owes a lot to the most popular band among raggare in the 1960s – none other than the Hep Stars.

         Raggare are sometimes said to be a sort of Swedish take on Teddy boys or rockers, but they have very little in common with these groups, other than their taste in music and wearing their hair slicked back with plenty of grease. The Teddy boy, and Teddy girl, subculture emerged in Britain in the 1950s; they would dance to American rhythm and blues and rock ’n’ roll, but they dressed like Edwardian dandies in long coats and brothel creepers with very high rubber soles.

         By contrast there is nothing glamorous about Swedish, or Finnish, raggare. Swedish raggare dress in jeans, which they rarely wash, denim jackets with cut-off sleeves and T-shirts. Their trousers often hang so low that the cleft between the buttocks is visible.

         Rockers, members of another British subculture that emerged in the 1950s, have grime in common with their Swedish counterparts. Grease-stained clothes are a plus. The term greaser, which was used for rockers, would work for raggare too. Rockers and raggare are united by their love of leather jackets and American boots. But one crucial difference is that where rockers rode motorbikes, raggare drive cars.

         Young Swedes knew nothing of the battles between rockers and mods in England in the early 1960s. Swedish daily papers did not cover youth culture in those days; the phrase wasn’t even in use. Swedish 33youth did not get to see rockers and mods duke it out on the beach in Brighton and determine who had the better outfits, until the film version of the Who’s rock opera Quadrophenia ran in cinemas in 1979.

         It was also at this point that Swedish youth realised that we had completely misunderstood the concept of ‘mods’ for over a decade. In Sweden during the 1960s the word was not used to describe minimalist modernists who listened to jazz and soul, rather it was a general term for youth who had given up on Brylcreem and taken on the trend of long messy hair for boys and girls. The people called mods in Sweden wore Afghan coats, knit sweaters, jeans and sneakers or sandals and listened to hippie music with long guitar solos. Stefan Jarl’s 1968 documentary film, De kallar oss mods (‘They call us mods’), is about young, sartorially hopeless drug addicts floating around the centre of Stockholm.

         Through the record covers of late 1970s bands like the Jam and the wave of neo-mod groups, mods became associated with skinny suits, Vespas and target symbols in Sweden too. But confusion still arises any time Kenta and Stoffe, the iconic main characters in De kallar oss mods enter the conversation.

         The members of the Hep Stars were not raggare. They dressed in a pop style, had long fringes, and aimed to look like Brian Jones of the Rolling Stones. But musically speaking they had their roots in American rock ’n’ roll. Due to early gigs at cafés popular with raggare the Hep Stars built a loyal fanbase within the subculture. Crucially to raggare, it became clear that some of the members of the Hep Stars were as obsessed with cars as they were.

         Music and clothes were and still are important to raggare, but most of the culture revolves around vintage American cars. Cruising around with your arm hanging out of the car window has become 34as Swedish as keyed fiddles and birdwatching. Raggare follow the seasons. Cars are garaged in October when snow, sand and salt could ruin the paint, and raggare go into hibernation. A sure sign of spring in Swedish towns is when the asphalt has been cleaned up after the winter and raggare begin to cruise again.

         ‘I have always liked cars,’ Benny says. ‘During my time in the Hep Stars I had three different cars before I even got my licence. A black Mustang 65, a white Thunderbird 66 and a Buick Riviera 66.’ Note: this was before Benny got his licence. ‘But I swear, I was lawabiding! However I did often practise driving with friends.’

         You knew when the Hep Stars were arriving in your town. The band’s entrance was like a petrol-fuelled version of cowboys riding in. At the front, the band themselves and their entourage were driving three Mustangs, later updated to three Thunderbirds. Behind them a van followed, carrying equipment and instruments.

         When the band came to the Jönköping and Huskvarna area, Agnetha Fältskog was one of the young fans greeting them. ‘I was such a big fan of Hep Stars that I even went to their hotel once when they played in Huskvarna,’ she says. ‘I stood there in my green parka and asked for autographs. They wrote straight on my jacket. But not Benny. I didn’t see him at all.’

         
            *

         

         Benny was seventeen years old when he became a member of the Hep Stars in the autumn of 1964. He’d had to grow up fast: he became a father at sixteen. By the time he was eighteen he had two children.

         Benny was not one of the group’s original members. He was recruited to replace the original keyboardist, Hans ‘Hazze’ Östlund, who would go on to become a sound engineer in Solna. Hazze’s son, whose name is also Hans Östlund, later started the Nomads, 35who became a name worldwide on the reawakened underground garage rock scene.

         The Hep Stars’ tour director Lennart ‘Felle’ Fernholm would introduce the show by calling out the names of the band members as if they were at a circus, ‘Chrille! Janne! Lelle! Benny! Svenne!’ Then it would all break loose with a force that raggare loved.

         The Hep Stars singer, Svenne Hedlund, writes in his autobiography that their new keyboardist immediately adapted to the stage energy of the rest of the band. After a few songs Benny took off his tie and used it to adjust the volume on his electric organ. Further into the concert he tipped the organ over and played it as if it were an accordion.

         The band’s greatest moment was the 1965 live album Hep Stars on Stage, which captured the feel of their live shows. Per Gessle of Roxette has named it the best Swedish album ever.

         
            *

         

         The song that elevated the Hep Stars from a band beloved by raggare and young girls to Sweden’s biggest band in every category was ‘Cadillac’.

         The first person to growl, ‘My baby drove off in a brand new Cadillac,’ was Vince Taylor in 1959. Taylor was a charismatic English rock ’n’ roll legend who turned bitter when he never achieved the success he desired. The final straw came at a concert in France in 1964 when he stepped on stage dressed in a white frock, under the influence of chemical substances, and declared: ‘I am the resurrection! I am Jesus Christ!’ Vince Taylor became part of David Bowie’s inspiration for the self-destructive rock star character Ziggy Stardust in the 1970s.

         But the Hep Stars had never heard of Vince Taylor. Svenne Hedlund heard the song on a radio show that played music from the 36countries neighbouring Sweden. The English band the Renegades never broke through in their home country, but they found their audience in Finland, the other big Nordic raggare nation, where they were regarded as being nearly Finnish. The Renegades took ‘Brand New Cadillac’ and trimmed it down, thus increasing its brutal efficiency. All that remained of the original lyrics was two verses, repeated over and over again. The title was short and sweet: ‘Cadillac’. The song topped the charts in Finland.

         Hep Stars stole the entire arrangement from the Renegades, but increased the tempo even further. ‘You might have nodded off to the Renegades’ version,’ says Hep Stars member Lelle Hegland in the book Benny’s Road to Abba by Carl Magnus Palm.

         Finnish influences showed up in a number of places in the Hep Stars repertoire. One of the band’s most popular and high-powered songs, also on their live album, was ‘Farmer John’. The original is a 1959 rhythm and blues number by the duo Don and Dewey, which was picked up in 1964 by the Mexican-American garage rock band the Premiers. But the Hep Stars heard it through the Finnish group Andy and the Islanders; Antti Einiö sang it with a pronunciation that is very obviously that of someone who has never set foot in either the United States or the UK. In the 1970s, another Finnish band, a trio in denim vests, were inspired by the Hep Stars’ early years: the band intentionally misspelled Hurricanes and called themselves the Hurriganes, and became as beloved in Sweden as they were in Finland.
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