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Advance praise for FROM CBGB TO THE ROUNDHOUSE: MUSIC VENUES THROUGH THE YEARS


 


Mick Brown, Daily Telegraph


‘Much more than simply a history of live venues, From CBGB to the Roundhouse offers a vivid, informed and highly engrossing alternative history of rock ’n’ roll, as live as it should be in all its raucous, joyful and exhilarating splendour.’


 


Stephen Poole, The Guardian


‘One of your correspondent’s most formative experiences was seeing Gaye Bykers on Acid perform at the old Marquee on Charing Cross Road. The club itself, now much missed, was at least as exciting as the band, so Burrows’s idea of writing a history of music venues – from the Grande Ballroom Detroit to the London Astoria – is a promising one. The author is also apparently in a band called Private Trousers, of which one cannot help but approve.’


 


Sarah Fakray, Dazed and Confused


‘Tim Burrows feels the noise in an intimate exploration of music venues… From the first rumblings of the skiffle boom in Soho coffee bars, through the 70s when the rock dream turned sour, to 80s club culture and the present day closures of venues like the Astoria and CBGB, twenty-five-year-old Tim Burrows’s debut examines the rise and fall of an astonishing number of music venues, comments on the effects of their gentrification and corporatisation; and describes the proliferation of interesting small and semi-legal venues in the UK and America…’


 


Guy Raphael, Borders, The Bookseller


‘From the pokiest clubs to the mega-festivals, this interesting sideways glance at pop music history looks at the role of the venues in shaping the events. Well worth checking out.’
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INTRODUCTION





Growing up, I had a strange relationship with music venues. I probably didn’t even know what they were in fact, but I seemed to spend many a Saturday in one or another, while my dad would set-up and soundcheck with his soul band, South Side – an after-work outfit he formed with other teachers from the school in Basildon where he taught art. My sister and I would entertain each other in places like Club Riga, a venue attached to a pub called The Cricketer’s Inn in Southend, while the band ran through their set ahead of the night’s performance. Club Riga was a small venue, and would not win any prizes for imaginative booking, opting for cover bands and smaller acts, with the odd young indie group mid-week. A few years later at thirteen years old I was on the Riga stage myself, sitting in on drums for the first time at an open jam night. It was my first time on an actual kit – I had been holed up in my bedroom before then, clicking pencils against my wooden desk to records from bands like Radiohead and The Beatles. Perhaps to save the desk, or to halt the irritating tapping coming from my bedroom, I had been brought to the venue by my dad to see if I could hold a beat. I was immediately hooked: playing live was exhilarating.


I soon started attending venues as a fan also. Sitting politely in seats at Southend’s Cliffs Pavilion, watching the Britpop also-rans The Bluetones play in 1995; travelling up to Wembley on a coach to see Pulp play in 1996, trapped in seating high up in the Wembley Arena; watching Blur at the V Festival in 1997, camping with my sister and mum and sneaking in a stubby bottle of weak French lager. Yet the places that really mattered to me were those closer to home. The basement of the Royal Hotel is where I spent many Saturday nights during my late teens. It was a dark venue in the cellar of a down-at-heel Georgian hotel, which held a night called Junkclub. The club took inspiration from the past fifty years of music-related subculture. We were offered a taste of the 1960s psychedelic dungeons such as UFO, the New York-inspired danger of CBGB and the Manchester clubbing Mecca, the Haçienda. Teenage Debbie Harrys flirted with modern-day Gene Vincents, as Southend youth flittered around the dancefloor to a polyrhythmic soundtrack that spanned the decades. Yet out of it came a future of sorts. Friends became DJs and started bands such as These New Puritans and The Horrors.


The Royal Hotel closed down at the start of 2009 due to financial problems. It is a common malady. Venues around the world have been falling victim to the current financial climate. The Point in Cardiff closed down in March of this year as the company that owned it went into liquidation. CBGB fell in 2006 due to an astronomic rise in rent. The Astoria closed earlier this year prompting much eulogising from the press and talks of a crisis. Yet perhaps the life-span of venues has always been this fleeting. The only constant is the fact that few venues – bar the odd stalwart that enjoys a kind of cyclical re-invigoration as new scenes emerge – peak for more than a few years.


This is not an issue to be taken lightly. Why do so many music venues close when art galleries and museums are preserved? Venues have long been seen as illicit and unwelcome additions to any modern community. They are seen as awkward to control, an unwanted commodity in a society eager to ensure that life is as unfussy and noise-free as possible. Unwelcome interference from councils and vice squads often hits the more independent-minded venues hardest, ensuring that only the monopolies such as Live Nation – the Californian live events group who merged with ticketing giant Ticketmaster, and who have acquired cherished venues around the country such as the Brixton Academy, Shepherd’s Bush Empire, and the Academy in Leeds – have the chance of a future.


It’s not that you don’t get some great bookings at the more corporate venues but there certainly aren’t as many surprises. Crucially, there is no chance of cultivating a creative scene in a chain venue, such is the ‘pack em in and kick ’em out by 11’ ethos. What is clear is that for music venues to have any influence at all over the music that they showcase, a degree of autonomy is needed. Autonomy over booking, over the time the venue shuts, over the price of drinks.


The term ‘music venue’ is in many ways vague. It can mean any kind of physical space, outside or in. The necessary feature is the music itself; this is the subject of the occasion of visiting a venue, the reason that the venue is there in the first place. Yet music venues matter because they can shape this music; the best ones do in fact. At the root of most interesting groups or scenes, if you dig far enough, it is likely that a particular building or significant site will be found.


In this book I have been reluctant to pick favourites or compile lists. Instead, I have approached certain venues that have in some way assisted to the furthering of popular music, picking out particular moments, exchanges and connections that have been made. Some venues here will have been the subject of much discussion. Some have been lost in the footnotes of history, demolished like so many others over the years: buried under rubble, flattened to make way for other buildings, with memories erased by the fame of similar establishments. I have tried to revive some lost venues here, such as the Four Aces in Hackney and the Rainbow in Finsbury Park. The Four Aces in particular, struck a chord. It is a venue that existed in Hackney for thirty years, where it might be said that the first seeds of the UK reggae genre lover’s rock were sewn, and where jungle grew out of the cross pollination of ragga and hardcore rave. To a whole community it was the centre of life. To the outside, it never existed.


There are many gaps: this is not a directory, a ticking-off of each venue in turn. It is more a story, with some key players absent and others given a starring role. Some of the cities with a particularly strong musical heritage feature: London, New York, Manchester, Liverpool, Los Angeles, San Francisco, Detroit. Yet one could look at any city, or town, in any country in the world and find a venue worthy of inclusion. The main venues here are like rocks protruding above crashing waves. We will use them to keep a footing, while mindful that much is submerged beneath that might be just as important


To borrow a cliché, venues really are spaces where dreams are made. To me, music is still the most immediately affecting of all the arts. It is a direct portal into our innermost feelings. A performance can be transformative, leaving you weightless or perhaps even crushed. It can be hilarious or vicious. But whatever state it might leave you in, it will not last for long. The transience of a live gig is criminal, but how could it be any different? The same might be said for the venue itself.




 





Tim Burrows, 2009
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ABSOLUTE BEGINNERS







‘But the great thing about the jazz world, and all the kids who enter into it, is that no one, not a soul, cares what your class is, or what your race is, or what your income, or if you’re boy, or girl, or bent, or versatile, or what you are – so long as you dig the scene and can behave yourself and have left all that crap behind you, too, when you come in the jazz club door.’ Absolute Beginners, Colin MacInnes1





If we are to begin anywhere, let it be at the 100 Club, the basement space at 100 Oxford Street: the oldest independent music venue in Britain. Situated amongst chain clothes shops and electronic stores along the endless retail Mecca of Oxford Street it is unique, a relic from an age before big promoters and superclubs. On the walls, the rich history of the club is catalogued by framed photographs depicting the greats that have appeared on the modest stage. There’s bluesman Memphis Slim with his eyes closed at the piano in 1958 and Johnny Rotten on his knees performing with the Sex Pistols at the 100 Club Punk Festival in 1976.


While the Luftwaffe were raiding the capital in the early 1940s, a basement restaurant known as Mack’s became a haven for those looking for an antidote to the terror outside. In 1942, Robert Feldman, a Jewish pattern cutter professionally and clarinet player by night, started putting on jazz shows in the restaurant which was usually closed for the evenings. The club has retained the same bunker-like feel as it would have had during the 40s, only now patrons might fear being trampled by the rush of shoppers, rather than falling victim to a German air raid.


In the 40s, those looking for a distraction from the hideous mix of fear and drabness that characterised the war years were persuaded to visit the club. ‘Forget the Doodle-bug. Come and Jitterbug at the Feldman club,’ the advert went.2 Swing was the new craze, coinciding with the influx of American GIs that flooded into England, earning instant admiration from many in a nation that had seemed permagrey during the war years. By 1944, American servicemen accounted for three per cent of Britain’s population, with 1.5 million living in the UK, albeit temporarily. To many teenage girls the GI invasion was exhilarating – here were matinee idols made flesh – and many flocked to the clubs where the servicemen might be. Hammersmith Palais was one such destination, where jitterbug marathons and swing contests proved to be popular.3


Feldman’s brother Victor was held in high regard on the jazz scene after he had sat in on drums with the Glenn Miller Army Air Force band at the age of eight at the Queensbury Club. He later graduated to piano and vibes, and became famous in the US, playing with Miles Davis. After Roger Feldman ran the London Jazz Club, the Wilcox brothers took over for two or three years, but during the 50s it was renamed The Humphrey Lyttelton Club after the trumpet player who was fast making a name for himself on the UK jazz scene. Humphrey Lyttelton was an ex-serviceman who had celebrated VE Day by being wheeled around London, blowing his trumpet into the night, ending up outside Buckingham Palace. After the war he enrolled at Camberwell School of Art and became a key instigator of the post-war jazz revival in the UK.4 By the 50s, ‘Humph’, as he was known to those in the jazz scene, was playing two or three gigs a week at the clubs. The decision to cash in on the name, made by Lyttleton and his agent Lynn Dunn, proved an inspired one, and there were queues around the block for his twice-weekly performances.


After the Lyttleton Club there was a change of lease and it became Jazz Shows Jazz Club. Roger Horton worked as a junior at Jazz Shows at this time. His mother was the secretary for the club’s accountant, and would sometimes take her sixteen-year-old son along to the club. ‘I was a student and a huge jazz fan. Absolutely potty,’ remembers Horton. ‘I used to sit on the end of that stage and listen to Humphrey Lyttelton’s band in the 50s.’5


Horton became director of the club in 1964, changing the name to the 100 Club and acquiring a drinking licence. ‘The first gig I ever did as boss was a jazz night with a very popular band called Alex Welsh and his Band on a Saturday night in 1964,’ he says. ‘It cost three and six to get in and we had 931 customers. That was before the days when you had to have a license, which restricts the number of people you are admitting…today we are allowed to have 290 people. That is our capacity. In those days, the bars were not built as they are now, so it was bigger, but that many people was still absolutely staggering.’6


Roger Horton’s 100 Club


The boom had started in New Orleans, where jazz itself was born out of the songs of slaves who congregated in Congo Square in the 18th century. Jazz cornetist Ken Colyer made a pilgrimage from the UK, sitting in with the Lewis band at Manny’s Tavern, and came back suitably enthused to start his own club – the Colyer Club at Studio 51 on Great Newport Street.7


As well as trad jazz, the blues was attracting a growing army of followers in the UK. A lot of the US blues musicians first came and worked in England at the invitation of Chris Barber, a trombonist who had been in Humphrey Lyttelton’s group, before becoming a band leader himself. Horton recalls how, ‘Barber would bring these American players over for a whole tour, everyone, and eventually they became regulars at the club – people like Big Bill Broonzy, Muddy Waters, Albert King, Bo Diddley, Memphis Slim, Sonny Boy Williamson and Howlin’ Wolf.’ He has fond memories of this period, but says, ‘What struck me at the time, is how it must have been a culture shock for these guys to come to England and work in clubs which are packed to the doors with white people. Everyone coming up to them and patting them on the back. They all told me how tough things were in America, how some white promoters wouldn’t touch you. What I found quite uncomfortable was that I was probably about thirty years old then, and yet a lot of the artists called me “Sir”. Over in America you still had segregation in certain parts, so I was the white man, the boss; I was “Sir” – even though they were sixty and I was thirty. I soon put a stop to it.’8


Yet something more brash, more exciting and significantly more marketable had emerged from the blues and jazz templates to take the younger generation by storm; rock ’n’ roll. The Dominion, today the site of the endless run of the Queen musical We Will Rock You, was the setting for the first gig by an American rock ’n’ roll act in London. In February 1956, Bill Haley and the Comets played to 2,000 eager teddy boys in their drape jackets and brothel creepers. The momentum of the rock ’n’ roll craze was building and the smoky underground coffee bars of Soho were teeming with teenagers. One young lad at the show who would later become the manager of the Rolling Stones, the archetypal 1960s pop svengali Andrew Loog Oldham, was just twelve at the time. ‘I went by myself, which was just fine, since most others wouldn’t have understood my pre-show ritual in the men’s room, perfecting my kiss-curl,’ he remembered in his memoir, Stoned (2000). ‘The Dominion is a magnificent theatre; its walls slope towards the object of the evening’s awe like an audio-visual wedding train. It is a feast for the eyes and ears that impresses all who gather there, regardless of their taste in entertainment.’


Yet, if the setting itself gave Oldham impetus to throw himself into this new thing known as rock ’n’ roll, the man that drew him there proved less than inspiring: ‘Haley was a nightmare. There was an hour and a half by spastic Vic Lewis and his Orchestra, then a paltry thirty-five minutes from this fat, kiss-curled housewife from the middle of America, the uncle you never wanted… Confronted by the mediocrity that was Haley, I thought for a moment rock ’n’ roll was over. But recalling the Then of Johnnie Ray and the Now of Buddy Holly and Little Richard saved the day, my imagination roared on intact and faith returned, replete with sound and texture.’


Here was a fourteen-year-old future architect of British rock ’n’ roll success, forecasting the end of rock’n’roll before it had even begun. Yet simply by being at the venue, in amongst thousands of teddy boys accompanied by their ‘bleached, quiffed’ girls, Oldham could sense something. A new possibility, the chance to create something better and more virile than what was being offered by the overweight American gyrating ineffectually before him. It is something that can only happen at a live event. When the atmosphere is right, the mind, free of the constrictions of the outer world, begins to race; possibilities play themselves out in your head; you are ripe for an epiphany. Andrew Loog Oldham might have had his dream shattered momentarily, but the setting itself sowed the seeds of an idea – rock ’n’ roll was for him.


A visit to Soho was irresistible to teenagers, a bright crashing awakening and Oldham would visit the area as often as he could. ‘Its hustling neon crassness was a like a drug before drugs,’ he fondly recalled.9 He would lie to his mother, saying he was going to visit a friend, and make his way to the 2i’s coffee bar at 59 Old Compton Street, a bar that many considered to be the place British rock ’n’ roll was born. The restaurant that today occupies the site even has a blue plaque outside, unveiled by Cliff Richard (who met his band The Shadows in the cellar bar) in 2007, stating the case: ‘BIRTHPLACE OF BRITISH ROCK ’N’ ROLL AND THE POPULAR MUSIC INDUSTRY’.


The 2i’s was started by three Iranian brothers (it was originally called the 3i’s but had to be changed when one brother left). An Australian wrestler, Paul Lincoln, who had emigrated to the UK with his friend, fellow countryman and wrestler Ray Hunter, took over the club and reopened the place in 1956. When skiffle player Wally Whyton and his band The Vipers played an impromptu gig there in July 1956, during the Soho Fair, Lincoln saw that this might be very lucrative, so encouraged kids to come in and play live. Skiffle was very much the craze, thanks to the rise of Lonnie Donegan, teenagers with guitars were learning Leadbelly songs and slipping in a bit of Elvis’s sexy swagger to spice it up. The 2i’s quickly earned a reputation for showcasing the best new artists on the scene and Tommy Steele was ‘discovered’ there by Larry Parnes. Soon the place could add Marty Wilde and Billy Fury to its list of emerging talent.10 By the late 50s it seemed like the whole of Soho was filled with cellar coffee-bars, where skiffle and jazz were played to wildly enthusiastic audiences. The smell of marijuana became a familiar feature of the Soho atmosphere around these clubs, and though 2i’s was undoubtedly the most popular, there was also Sam Widges, the Nucleus, the Gyre and Gimble, the Farm – all of which were open most of the night.11


Not everyone enjoyed the skiffle craze. For some, these bars posed a serious threat to British society. The cultural critic Richard Hoggart summed up the attitude when he poured scorn on the milk bars in Northern towns, where teenagers would put ‘copper after copper’ into the jukebox. The milk bars in his view indicated an ‘aesthetic breakdown’. You could see it in the ‘nastiness of their modernist knick knacks,’ he suggested, as well as their ‘glaring showiness’.12 But this is exactly what attracted teenagers to the coffee bars. The American glitz, however artificial, beat the hell out of the dreary English realism. The teenagers had a new space of their own.


Black Migration, White Reactions


The Harlem Renaissance: The Cotton Club


In Harlem, jazz had arrived with the migration of black people from the south. Many jazz venues sprung up in New York during the 1920s to meet the demand for jazz players who had moved north to get up on stage and entertain Manhattan socialites. This was the first type of popular music to fill the clubs and ballrooms around the world in the first half of the 20th century. Black people had been drifting to Harlem, as well as other cities such as Detroit, from the south since the turn of the century, to find work and escape persecution. (The significance of race in Detroit is clear from the names of some of the clubs at the time, such as Club Plantation and the Chocolate Club.13)


Harlem was eulogised by white writers and nicknamed ‘Little Africa’ by the press. It was a noisy place, many accounts suggested, that throbbed with a primitive beat that could only come from descendents of the ‘Dark Continent’.14 Yet the noise was made out of necessity. Residents threw ‘rent parties’ to raise funds to meet the inflated rates that landlords deemed fit to charge those desperate enough to pay it – in Harlem rent was $12 to $20 higher than in other Manhattan areas. At these events, known as ‘jumps’ or ‘shouts’ by the musicians, a jazz band would play, or just a piano player if money was particularly tight. Charleston contests were held. Soul food from the south was on offer in the kitchen.15 In Harlem during the 1920s, New York’s middle to upper classes had found their own night-time playground, of which the Cotton Club was the jewel.


It was opened by Owney Madden, a powerful New York gangster, because at the time of the Prohibition he needed a place to sell his own illegal beer. Perhaps unintentionally, Madden rode the wave of the Harlem Renaissance of the mid 1920s. Harlem was the original destination for the upper echelons of white society to ‘slum it’. Popularised by the novel by Carl Van Vechten – the ill-advisedly titled Nigger Heaven – it was seen as an exotic, exciting place by New York whites. Harlem harboured the biggest black community outside of Africa. Clubs like Connie’s on 7th Avenue would rival the Cotton Club on Lenox, in terms of its popularity with New York high society, and both embodied the segregation of the times.


The performers and staff were black, the clientele white. As the Daily News newspaper reported in 1929, mixed race parties were not allowed at the Cotton Club: ‘Colored parties with the necessary doubloons are welcomed, of course, but they usually look a bit lonesome.’ In truth, it was rare that a black person would be enjoying the club’s hospitality as a paying customer. Instead, a mixture of rich Manhattanites, such as Gertrude and Emily Vanderbilt and Broadway star Ann Pennington, sat at ringside tables draped in white tablecloths that surrounded the polished dancefloor. The chorus girls were the main attraction yet were badly treated, forced to sneak into the toilets when nobody was looking, as the one bathroom in the club was reserved for white women only.16


The boss of the club during its peak periods in the late 1920s and early 1930s was Herman Stark, an old hand. Though the club fostered the cream of the jazz musicians of the 1920s and 30s including Count Basie, Cab Calloway, Ella Fitzgerald and Billie Holliday, Duke Ellington’s band was the house band at the club during its most popular periods, and helped raise the profile of swing.


When Prohibition was lifted in 1933, it took away the appeal of Harlem for after-hours tourism. So too did the riots in 1935. In search of a new clientele, the Cotton Club moved downtown to 48th Street and Broadway, but never found its feet again, closing in 1940. By this time Duke Ellington had significantly grown in stature. In 1943 he premiered his masterpiece ‘Black Brown and Beige: A Tone Parallel to the History of the Negro in America’ at Carnegie Hall in Midtown, New York. Built in 1891 by the Scottish millionaire Andrew Carnegie and the composer Walter Damrosch,17 the hall was the preserve of European classical music, and very rarely used for jazz. Ellington’s performance heralded the fact that jazz music had come of age, yet it still remained at home in less formal surroundings.


West Indians, Britain and Blues Parties


In England, black migration from the West Indies affected music on an unprecedented scale. On June 22nd 1948, the SS Empire Windrush docked at Tilbury in Essex. On board were 492 West Indians, the majority of them men with idealistic dreams of making a successful move to the nation that had ruled over them since the 17th century.


The event of Britain withdrawing from India and recognising its independence a year earlier, in 1947, had encouraged MPs to pass the Nationality Act of 1948, which ensured that Britain kept an open door policy for its Commonwealth members. The low demand for sugar from the UK during the war had severely depleted the Jamaican economy and a natural disaster, the nameless hurricane of 1944, worsened conditions on the island: for the majority the hopeful journey for a better life was a necessity. The Windrush had made voyages to Britain before, during the 30s, but under a different name, the Monte Rosa, a cruise ship used by Nazi party members during World War II, and there were many in Britain who viewed the ship’s journey from Jamaica to England as a similarly unwelcome invasion. With politicians arguing in the House of Commons that the ship should be sent back to Jamaica, the HMS Sheffield was ordered to shadow the intruder, and make it turn back if need be.18


Yet by 1956 the ruling Conservative party, led by Anthony Eden, had started to recruit men from the Caribbean with the promise of financial assistance, to tackle the post-war labour shortage in the transport sectors and newly-created NHS. As a result, more and more people made the trip to start their lives over in Britain, in London, as well as every major city from Glasgow to Bristol. Many West Indians met with hostility from a nation experiencing a similar economic slump, made all the more real by the wartime hangover of food rationing. The immigrants were not likely to earn much – bosses were reluctant to offer them skilled work through fear it might antagonise white workers suddenly positioned below them in the pecking order. Ninety per cent of landlords admitted that they did not take black lodgers. This was the time of the famous proviso seen on ‘To Let’ signs countrywide: ‘No Irish, No Blacks, No Dogs.’ Prejudice in Britain was exacerbated by Oswald Mosley returning to London in 1956, following exile in France and Ireland, to re-launch his Union Movement party. He coaxed disgruntled Londoners into supporting him, and tried to position himself as a leader for the new breed of adolescent that had emerged during the 1950s: the teenager. Mosley’s sixteen-year-old son Max, an upper class wannabe teddy boy – today the super rich president of FIA, the governing body of Formula One – busied himself with the task of daubing the walls of west London with fascist slogans.19


Unwelcome in the majority of local pubs and social clubs, the new arrivals set up impromptu parties known as ‘blues’ dances or ‘shebeens’ in their own homes – in many ways similar to the rent parties that had been held in the US in the 20s and 30s. The ‘blues’ here had little to do with the blues of Mississippi; the chosen style of music played was jazz, calypso, r ’n’ b, and later progressing to ska and its more relaxed successors of a slower tempo, rocksteady and dub.20 Instead, the name ‘blues’ derived from the widespread usage of the Blaupunkt radiogram, a German record player that was renowned for the rich bass sounds that it produced and also doubled as a cocktail cabinet. Together with the instant party this nifty drinks cabinet brought with it, this portable music system proved ideal for setting up a get-together which could happen anywhere, from basement flats to the courtyards of apartment blocks.


Sound-systems had started popping up in Kingston, Jamaica in the 1940s and 50s, playing the American ‘race records’, jazz and r ’n’ b, in outdoor shack-style bars. By the mid 50s the wattage of the speakers began to increase and soon 40,000 watt sound-boxes blasted out the latest imported records around downtown Kingston.21


Blues dances provided a vital connection to the scene that the immigrants had left behind. Many who moved to the UK were shocked by the severity of the place; by the bleak weather and low paid jobs. Metro, a sound-system operator from Kingston, remembers the impact of the culture shock after moving to Nottingham in the late 1950s: ‘When I got here, I cry living tears, because of what I left in Jamaica, the happiness and the music,’ he said. ‘I didn’t know where I was, I was lost.’22 For many, the parties provided an antidote to despair, becoming centres for the Diaspora to get together and dance as they might have done back home. Not all were satisfied with the Blaupunkt gramophones however. Metro and many like him were unimpressed with their sound, so set about building bigger sound-systems that could pump out a heavier bass to impress the burgeoning West Indian community.


Notting Hill was an area of west London that became home to a large population of West Indians – predominantly Trinidadian and Tobagans – during the 1950s, and played host to many of the first parties of this kind. At the time the area was unrecognisable from its current incarnation as a desirable enclave of antique markets and delicatessens, favoured by politicians and popularised by the 1999 Richard Curtis film (of the same name, Notting Hill). During the 50s it was a run down, shabby victim of post-war neglect, a ghetto where those deemed undesirable by the populace – such as the hundreds of prostitutes that serviced the wealthy of Park Lane and Bayswater – ended up.


It was the era of Peter Rachman, the Polish landlord made famous posthumously by the Profumo affair – Christine Keeler, who had an affair with married Secretary of State John Profumo in the late 60s, had once been Rachman’s mistress. From him came the term ‘Rachmanism’, referring to the exploitation of tenants by their intimidating and dishonourable landlords. Rachman began his slum empire when he crammed eight West Indian musicians into one room of an eight room lodging house on Harrow Road, and willed them to hold all-night parties. The motivation behind this encouragement was ruthlessly economical: he could glean more money from those desperate for somewhere to live than from one English tenant protected by rent control and immune from eviction. He wanted his old tenants out. The plan worked. All the other tenants left due to the noise and Rachman filled the other rooms with eager West Indians willing to gather together friends and relatives to pay newly-inflated rent. By the time he died, it is said that Rachman owned from 400 to 500 properties in the Notting Hill area. Pilloried by the British press, Rachman was seen by many West Indians as a saviour. Interviewed by the long defunct Empire News newspaper, he spelt out his philosophy: ‘I find coloured people good tenants. I take people as they come. Mind you, some white people do object to coloured people when they move in. They don’t like the way they play jazz records up to 1am and always loudly. So when they come to me and say they are unhappy I help them find another house.’23 The policy may have had have a whiff of the inhumane about it, but it undoubtedly helped Caribbean music establish itself in Notting Hill as the blues clubs took over.24


Michael de Freitas, the Trinidadian hustler and pimp who later fancied himself as a civil rights hero with the name ‘Michael X’, was a tenant and associate of Rachman. De Freitas began to host blues dances in a basement flat on Powis Square, and instigated a residency by jazz pianist Wilfred Woodley. ‘Having the flat created a whole new scene for us… Blues dances are not very complicated to organise. We simply cleared the floor, put a table across the kitchen door to serve as a counter and stocked up on a whole load of canned beer. We charged 2s 6d to come in and 2s 6d for each beer – and we just didn’t have enough room to accommodate the rush.’25 Blues clubs became more established and sound-system trailblazers such as Duke Vin and Count Suckle made names for themselves in new clubs such as the Fullerton Club, Calypso Club and the Blechynden Street Blues Club. But as more and more of these makeshift clubs appeared, piping out West Indian sounds until the early hours, the angrier white residents became. Already concerned that their new neighbours had brought about a rise in prostitution as pimps like De Freitas moved in, tolerance levels had reached breaking point for many.


The folk devil of the violent, sexually potent Jamaican man that preys after young white girls had taken shape in people’s minds some years earlier, born out of the media interest in Edgar Manning. A jazz drummer, sometime criminal and associate of prostitutes, Manning was described as an ‘evil negro’ and ‘king of London’s dope traffic’ by the News of the World after he was arrested on drug charges in 1923.26 Yet the man described by The Times as ‘the worst man in London’ was little more than a petty thief and drug user. Manning had arrived in the UK in 1912 to serve in the army, but, as he later explained in a newspaper biography, he had been led astray.27


Yet it was an appealing myth for a population on its knees. During World War II, clubs like the bebop heavy Paramount Dance Hall on Tottenham Court Road catered for black American GIs and seamen, as well as a number of young girls keen to dance the night away. To a country severely weakened by war and a male population undergoing a palpable crisis of identity, these places, which were notorious for ‘ganja’ smoke and carried the threat of encouraging sexual relationships between black males and white females, represented an affront to the very fabric of British society.28 For working class whites in the slums of mid 50s Notting Hill, the sinful scenario envisaged for these clubs was moving ever closer to home: literally, in the case of the blues parties and illegal shebeens taking place under or above the very place that their family might be sleeping that night. Police all around London obliged the fearful majority by frequently raiding the parties, beating up revellers and kicking in sound-systems.


On the evening of August 30th 1958, the first day of the Notting Hill race riots, the strength of resentment against the clubs became clear. A 300-strong mob shouting the familiar fascist slogan ‘Keep Britain White’ descended on the Blechynden Street Blues Club, where Count Suckle was playing calypso records. White gangs fought with black party-goers until the police broke up the fight and escorted the Caribbean contingent to a separate club. An interview with the landlord of a pub on nearby Bramley Road for an ITN News bulletin covering the riots spelt out the importance of noise in fostering public anger against the blues clubs:




Interviewer: ‘Can you hear any noise from the houses here at night?’


Landlord: ‘Yes, there has been until half past four in the morning noise which has kept a lot of people awake.’


Interviewer: ‘Do you think that is the root of the trouble?’


Landlord: ‘It has a lot to do with it, yes.’





The riots weren’t purely a reaction against the blues clubs; there were plenty of people unaffected by the noise, whose blood boiled at the mere site of the new neighbours. Yet the clubs did act as a focal point for attack. These were the places where, by moving to a soundtrack of modern jazz, calypso and early ska – music that would have been alien to the ears of the majority of white residents’ ears – the West Indians exuded a kind of joie de vivre, a willingness to get together and enjoy the music which rooted their culture. Yet it is possible to understand how scores of night parties underneath family homes might cause disturbance and alarm within communities.


While the beginnings of the riots in Notting Hill may be down to a complex array of factors, noise seems to have been key. This flashpoint in 1958 established Notting Hill as an important area for West Indians in Britain, an accolade that it has kept to this day thanks to the Notting Hill Carnival that takes place each year during the August bank holiday, when noise, and the occasional clash with police, returns.





‘The Most Famous Club in the World’


By the late 1950s, alcohol-free coffee bars had sprung up around the UK. There were around 200 clubs in the Greater Manchester area alone. A license was not required, so you could turn anything into a club. The cigar-waving eccentric Jimmy Savile ran the Plaza Club in 1959, putting on daytime shows for the kids, from midday until 2pm. The city even had its own homage to the 2i’s; the 2J’s on Lloyd Street, named after the owners Jack Jackson and John Collier. Others included the New Astoria Coffee Jive Bar, the New Paddock and La Cave.29 By the 1960s in the centre of Manchester there were around twenty or thirty ‘proper’ beat clubs. Bluesmen like John Mayall or some of the visiting American originals would perform, as well as soul acts such as The Supremes.30


It seemed there was a written edict in the promoter’s handbook stating that for a club to be successful it had to be below the soil, and sweaty as sin. The most famous of these subterranean dens is the Cavern Club in Liverpool. In fact it might even be the most famous music venue of all time thanks to The Beatles. It was opened on Matthew Street by Alan Sytner, a jazz fanatic who owned Liverpool’s 21 and West Coast jazz clubs. He loved Paris, was particularly enamoured of Le Caveau de la Huchette on the Left Bank and fancied a subterranean club of his own back in his hometown. He found it in the form of a disused cellar that had been used to store eggs, wine and electrical equipment, as well as being utilised during the war as an air raid shelter. It began as a jazz club – the ‘Merseysippi Jazz Band’ played the opening night, on January 16th 1957, in front of an audience of 600 packed into the sweaty cellar and with 1,500 people outside the venue unable to get in.31


The club was noted for its three vault-like rooms, each 100 feet long and 10 feet wide, joined up by 6-foot-long archways. Rock ’n’ roll was not tolerated on the bill by Sytner, but skiffle and blues were. The Quarrymen, featuring John Lennon trying to channel the spirit of Elvis, were one skiffle outfit who appeared during the first year. Lonnie Donegan also played down in the cellar in 1957, as did bluesman Big Bill Broonzy. It is well documented that The Beatles played an early gig at the venue before going on to play the Reeperbahn in Hamburg’s red light district, but these first appearances weren’t always received well by the Cavern’s management, who would pass notes to them during the gig, telling them to get off the stage32 – the rock ’n’ roll music that The Beatles played was deemed too rough and ready for the local crowd. Not that the surroundings suggested anything remotely sophisticated. ‘It stank of disinfectant and stale onions,’ was the unglamourous description that Gerry Marsden, the frontman of Gerry and the Pacemakers, gave of the squalour. The back of the club was known as the ‘deep end’ as leakage coming from the toilets flowed out there.33


Like the 100 Club and the Soho skiffle bars, the club was not licensed. Some believe this contributed to the intensity of both the audience’s responses to the music and the players’ performances. Inebriation through alcohol was not required when the atmosphere was so lively and the sound, if not the smell, was so fresh. After falling into debt, Sytner sold the club in 1959, and went into business with his brother Frank, a racing driver. From 1960-1962, The Beatles gave a quite unfathomable 273 performances. A lot of these performances took place during the day. Cilla Black, the cherished Liverpudlian singer-cum-TV presenter who is now a household name in the UK, started off manning the cloakroom of the club. She soon had a record deal.


Following the success of their first album Please Please Me in 1963, it became evident that the band had outgrown the stage on which they had first appeared and which had helped shape them. When their chart success was announced live at the Cavern Club, the Liverpudlian girls who had screamed so hard for their idols realised that they could no longer claim ownership over the group and openly wept upon hearing the news. The Beatles’ last appearance at the Cavern was a lunchtime gig in February 1963, and few would have the opportunity to see them up-close ‘rough and ready’ again before the inevitable circuit of world tours took over.


The Cavern Club itself carried on for a while until 1973, when it was closed to make way for a ventilation shaft that never materialised. The building was eventually demolished and the cellar filled in. In 1984 it was rebuilt across the street, using seventy-five per cent of the old site and 15,000 of the original bricks.34


Today, the Cavern Club is a site of pilgrimage for hordes of tourists around the globe. Tribute acts to the Fab Four, such as the Cavern Beat, a particularly well-honed Beatles act from Chicago, Illinois, appear regularly, for those who wish to travel back, via a meticulously studied yet slightly creepy re-creation of what it was like to have been there first time around.


On the Banks of the Thames


In the mid 50s, Surrey born junk shop owner Arthur Chisnall started to notice how popular the old jazz records were becoming amongst his younger customers and envisaged how wonderful it might be to open a venue for this same breed of music fan to fill. He earmarked the down-at-heel Eel Pie Hotel, a faded building on Eel Pie Island, situated on the Thames between Ham and Twickenham in Middlesex. The hotel was erected in 1830, and had hosted tea dances during the 20s and 30s. Chisnall opened his club on April 20th in 1956 and jazz players such as Ken Colyer, George Melly and Acker Bilk played during its early years. It differed from the coffee houses and milk bars, where music provided the main buzz, in that it was licensed.


The club became one of the centres of the British blues boom, after bookings of the US originals such as Buddy Guy and Howlin’ Wolf.35 The fact that it was on an island meant that the club felt quite exclusive, a factor always sure to make a place more appealing for subcultural youth, away from the prying eyes of the establishment – or at least across a thin wedge of the Thames from it. Initially, to get across from the mainland you had to be pulled across the river while sitting in a punt attached to a chain, but a bridge was built from Twickenham to the island in 1957. The reputation of the club was furthered by the fact that one had to be a member to attend (the membership cards were known as Eel Pie Passports), making members feel they were part of a kind of secret society, even though it regularly attracted crowds of 500 or more.


The Eel Pie Jazz Club has earned a place in London folklore and has been reincarnated on the mainland, in the form of a regular night at the Cabbage Patch pub in Twickenham, yet it was a dump during its heyday. ‘The dressing room was a tiny little space above the stage. After being in the audience it was a thrill getting in there, but really, it was horrible,’ Ian McLagan of the Small Faces – then of the beat group the Muleskinners – recalled recently. ‘The piano on the side of the stage was all beaten up – people poured drinks into it and there were bits of broken glass among the hammers. It was a very stinky place, but Arthur Chisnall kept it going; he had a love for the music.’ The police closed it down in 1967. Although it reopened for a short while as Colonel Barefoot’s Rock Garden, when that closed also, squatters seized upon the hotel. The building burned down in a suspicious fire in 1971, and was replaced by an apartment block.36


Gradually, British groups began to mimic their black American betters and west London became the hotspot for blues and r ’n’ b groups. The Ealing Club was started by Alexis Korner and Cyril Davies who, after scouting around, had found a suitable drinking club in which to house their event by Ealing Broadway Station. On St Patrick’s night in 1962 Cyril and Davies’ band Blues Incorporated opened to a packed audience of 200 people. His group were joined on the night by Mick Jagger and Charlie Watts, and soon the other Stones-to-be – Brian Jones and Keith Richards – were joining them on stage.37 The Crawdaddy Club, another popular haunt at the time, was started by Giorgio Gomelsky, a Russian working at Shepperton Studios as a film editor, at the Railway Hotel opposite Richmond train station. The Rolling Stones played their first date as a bonafide group there in February 1963 and soon attracted scores of locals, as well as fellow peers; The Beatles dropped in during those early days.


Folk Village


In Greenwich Village, New York, cheap rent encouraged artists and performers to stay in the area, and many bars began to host folk singers such as Odetta, a black singer from Alabama with a huge, soulful vocal.


Café Wha? is one of the few bars that remains open of the many that existed during Greenwich Village’s heyday in the 1950s and 60s (though it is no longer in its original location – the club started in the building next door, which is now a comedy club). Opened by Manny Roth, the uncle of Van Halen’s David Lee Roth, in the late 1950s the club played a key role in a boom period in Greenwich Village. For a time the Village might have been considered the centre of live performance in North America, as its artists, like Odetta, were proving to be hugely influential. There was one particular fan of hers who would propel folk into the spotlight.


On a freezing cold day in late January 1961, Bob Dylan, then a plucky nineteen-year-old folk singer, stepped through the doors of the Wha? and played on his first New York stage. ‘The place was a subterranean cavern, liqourless, ill lit, low ceiling, like a wide dining hall with chairs and tables – opened at noon, closed at four in the morning,’ wrote Dylan in his memoir, Chronicles. ‘Somebody had told me to go there and ask for a singer named Freddy Neil who ran the daytime show at the Wha?’38 Fred Neil was a singer-songwriter who, like many moving to New York at the time, wanted a shot at making it in the music business. Arriving from St Petersburg, Florida in the late 1950s, he began a career as a jobbing songwriter; Buddy Holly and Roy Orbison were early beneficiaries of his talents. Neil played all over the area. He would tour multiple venues, taking in Café Wha, Café Bizarre, the Cock & Bull (later renamed the Bitter End), the Gaslight, the Kettle of Fish, the Fat Black Pussycat, the Commons and Café Flamenco, often in one night.39


Neil had a reputation as a misanthrope: ‘Fuck you very much,’ he was sometimes known to mumble into his microphone on receiving applause from the crowd.40 Yet within the walls of the Wha? he was a legend. ‘It was the voice that got you first…that honey-laden baritone with the Southern lilt,’ said fellow folk singer John Sebastian. ‘Fred Neil would slump over that mic with his big, fat 12-string [guitar] and the walls would move… Waitresses would melt in their tracks.’ Inside the smoky Wha?, Dylan was a nobody compared to Neil: ‘I used to play down there during the afternoons, played my harmonica for this guy there,’ Dylan said about his rather matter-of-fact relationship with Neil. ‘He gave me a dollar plus a cheeseburger.’41 Yet Dylan soon progressed from Café Wha? to other bars around the Village, such as the smoky basement bar Gaslight, open since 1958 under the tutelage of the gruff singer Dave Van Ronk, who was otherwise known as the ‘Mayor of MacDougal Street’. At Folk City, Dylan met Joan Baez, and Woody Guthrie’s son Arlo was taught folk by the artists who considered his father to be the originator of this music. As time went on the number of bars grew (to around forty), and so did Dylan’s stature. By 1964, Neil’s former protégé was enjoying mainstream success with the politically charged ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’, and was playing to packed houses around the world for $2000 to $3000 a night.42


Dylan’s reinvention and success with an electric guitar increased the attraction of the Village to musicians from outside New York. In 1966, guitarist Jimmy James, an ex-paratrooper who had travelled the United States as a backing guitarist for the likes of Ike and Tina Turner and Little Richard, arrived at the Café Wha?. Inside the venue, he began to experiment with his guitar, using the blues as a template to weave in the newer, exciting styles funk and psychedelia. He put together his own backing band known as the Blue Flames, but soon reverted to his real surname, ‘Hendrix’. The guitarist had tried make it on the stage of the Harlem Apollo, but couldn’t break through, so came to the Café Wha? for sanctuary. As he said in an interview with Michael Lydon for the New York Times in 1968, ‘In the Village, people were more friendly than in Harlem where it’s all cold and mean.’


POP!


At the start of the 60s the Peppermint Lounge, a club situated Uptown on West 45th Street near Central Park, could not have stood in more stark opposition to the folky vibe of the Greenwich Village bars and coffee houses. At the front was a bar; out the back, a stage for the band and columns for girls to dance on. The interior was fairly non-descript, but what counted was the clientele. The Peppermint was the epicentre of the twist craze that swept through America, and later the western world, following the success in 1960 of Chubby Checker’s novelty rock ’n’ roll record ‘The Twist’. Adults were dragged into the hitherto ‘adolescent only’ realm of rock ’n’ roll. It was a new type of venue; suave, sophisticated, but alive with this bright new culture of the masses, and curious socialites could not resist the temptation to check it out. When New York Journal columnist Cholly Knickerbocker visited and wrote that, at last, the adults had a new dance to enjoy, the popularity of the Peppermint went through the roof. Joey Dee and the Starliters were the house band and every night they played suitably dancey rock ’n’ roll to allow for constant twisting. In 1962, Dee’s record ‘Peppermint Twist’, a blatant attempt to cash in on the craze which transformed the club, knocked Chubby Checker’s ‘The Twist’ off the top spot, enjoying a second run at number one in the US charts. ‘Judy Garland was one of the first stars to come in,’ Dee told Q magazine in 1997. ‘Shelley Winters always let you know when she was there. Marilyn Monroe, Liberace, Andy Warhol, John Wayne, “The Duke”, came by one night but he didn’t do The Twist.’


Atlantic Records’ boss Ahmet Ertegun schmoozed his clients there, while Jackie Kennedy danced the night away. ‘Seeing the likes of Greta Garbo and Jackie Kennedy dancing with sailors and hustlers was fantastic,’ says, who at the age of sixteen had bagged a dream job as the Peppermint Lounge’s publicist. ‘It was a unique moment of New York nightlife abandon.’43 Before she became lead singer in The Ronettes, Ronnie Spector earned $10 a night working as a dancer at the Peppermint, stuffing her bra with tissue to pass for twenty-three years old, and performing the twist until 2am. ‘Sometimes, we’d Twist so hard our Kleenex would shift, and we’d have to run to the bathroom to re-stuff it,’ she recalls.44


The Twist soon spread to the r ’n’ b clubs that had opened within Soho’s square mile in London; the Roaring 20s club, the Flamingo, the Scene and La Discotheque on Wardour Street (owned by Peter Rachman) were open for business by 1963. The Flamingo was opened by Jeffrey Kruger, a film salesman, in 1952. In 1959, although the club had previously been more jazz orientated, an r ’n’ b night was started at the Flamingo by a promoter called Rik Gunnell.45 Calling it the All Nighter, the mixture of r ’n’ b, ska and jazz that he played at his event attracted a new breed of white male adolescent: the mod. Dressed in tailored Italian suits and paying careful attention to their backcombed hairstyle, the mods – so named because of their admiration for modernist jazz players, as opposed to trad – were the antithesis of the uncouth teddy boys. They exuded an air of elitism and a detachment from the generation above them which distinguished them from the teds, and their devotion to the evolving black music coming out of the USA (jazz, soul) and Jamaica (ska), marked a clear distinction between themselves and their uncouth rivals. Caribbeans and Africans were favoured by the mods and welcome in the club that now offered a mix of jazz, r ’n’ b and ska until dawn. Count Suckle and Duke Vin brought their sound-systems along, and Georgie Fame, himself a fan of blue beat records, worked them into his repertoire, earning a three year residency at the club from 1962.46


The club’s owners Rik and Johnny Gunnell had a reputation for being rather shady characters. Rik had learned how to box as a child, and had been a bouncer at Studio 51 jazz club. They paid off the police in order to stay open until 6am and topped up customers’ soft drinks with scotch kept hidden away under the bar. The brothers also acted as managers for their star attraction, Georgie Fame. When he threatened to find new management after scoring a hit with ‘Yeh Yeh’, Rik took the keys to his new Jaguar and drove it into a pillar in a hidden car park, over and over again: ‘If you leave me I’ll do the same to your fingers and you’ll never play the piano again,’ he warned his restless charge.47


Mecca Ballrooms became increasingly popular with mods during the early 1960s too. Up and down the country, they were becoming key destinations for mods looking for space to dance. The Tottenham Royal in north London was popular, which started out as an ice skating rink and was bought by Mecca Dance Ltd, as was the Streatham Locarno. ‘The ballroom scene was where most music happened in those days,’ says Jeff Dexter, a dancer and DJ at Mecca and permanent fixture on the London music scene. ‘All that swing band stuff during the wars had introduced people to jives and bunny hops so people went there to learn about the music and dances.’ They were only open until 11pm because of licensing laws, so provided a perfect precursor to the all nighters in Soho.48


Yet the club that would make the biggest impression in the evolution of British r ’n’ b into something more universal was the Marquee Club. Opening just down the road from the 100 Club, underneath the old Academy Cinema (previously a ballroom), the Marquee was the idea of Harold Pendleton, an accountant bitten by the jazz bug, and Chris Barber (who had also put on nights at the 100 Club). At first, the club only opened up on a Wednesday night, where Barber’s band would entertain jazz-heads, art students and mods alike. But the Marquee really made a name for itself when Alexis Korner and Cyril Davies began playing r ’n’ b there on Thursday nights in the early 60s.


In 1964, the club moved into premises on Wardour Street, and gigs that same year included the likes of Sonny Boy Williamson and the Yardbirds who played on Friday 13th March. Ostensibly the Marquee Club was unremarkable. The outside was unassuming and the interior even less so. Yet the quality and variety of the bands that performed here during the rise of new British groups was unparalleled. The Who made their name at the club with their Tuesday night residency from November to the following April. Duke Vin’s sound-system became a fixture as 1964 drew on.


Young David Jones from Brixton, a rock fan who was smitten with The Who was a close to nightly attendee of the club, filling time before shows by hanging around the coffee bars such as the Giaconda on Denmark Street, home of London’s Tin Pan Alley – so named after the New York collection of music publishers and songwriters which Denmark Street once modelled itself on. During the 1940s and 50s, performers such as the Beverly Sisters might head there to buy themselves a hit. The Rolling Stones recorded their eponymous debut album, as well as Not Fade Away, at Regent Sounds Studio in 1963. Elton John was plain old Watford fan Reg Dwight, a tea boy who worked on Tin Pan Alley for music publishers Mills Music.


Jones used to wake up every morning in a van so he could be closer to the centre of the music biz. According to his biographer Christopher Sandford, he would sit ‘for hours over one cold coffee mug, scanning the “Musicians Wanted” column in Melody Maker.’ A decade or so later, the London punk vanguard – the Sex Pistols, the Clash and the Slits would hang out in the café – the Sex Pistols even had a flat on the street. Giaconda still exists on Denmark Street, but it is doubtful whether a modern day John Lydon, unwashed and speed-fuelled, would even be let through the doors. It is a restaurant, serving up such culinary delights as goat’s curd mousse and crab omelette.


Today, tourists might end up at the 12 Bar Club opened at 22-23 Denmark Street in 1992, on the site of a former Italian coffee shop. Inside the walls are adorned with framed newspaper cuttings depicting morbid moments in rock. ‘DRUGS KILL PUNK STAR VICIOUS,’ reads a Daily Mail front cover from 1978. ‘MARC BOLAN KILLED IN CRASH’ reads another. The 12 Bar is a restaurant and bar by day, and a club featuring live music of some description every night of the week. The burger menu is a playful take on the status of the area. You can order a ‘Rock ’n’ Roll Burger’, complete with cheese, banana and peanut butter, if you so wish. With a jukebox tucked neatly to one side, this café section of 12 Bar Club could easily be taken for a frothy coffee establishment if it wasn’t for the smell of stale beer in the air. Kids, dressed in hipster attire of skinny 1970s drainpipes, 1980s trainers or long flowing 1960s locks, hang around, stretching out a pint of lager for an eternity.


The back room, where the gigs happen, is a dark, stone walled space. On the wall the year 1635 is inscribed, though nobody knows if it dates back that far. (It is suggested by the management that the room was a blacksmiths and metalworks before the War.) The modern venue grew out of a place where musicians who might have been recording down Denmark Street would have a few beers and play into the night during the 1970s. It is now a popular venue with a folky, DIY vibe about it hosting a live gig every night of the week, and is arguably home to London’s anti-folk scene.


By the early 1970s, the Marquee was already attracting European tourists, then Japanese. Apparently the wall which Jimi Hendrix is supposed to have leant against in the summer of 1966 represented a key opportunity for taking some good snaps. In 1973 David Jones returned as David Bowie with an American film crew to record an elaborate show at the Marquee for American television channel NBC. It over the years earned itself a reputation as one of the most important venues of all time, and certainly deserves credit for perseverance. After a short stint on St Martin’s Lane in central London it closed for good in February 2008. It had in its time called six different locations around London home, including the venue currently known the Islington Academy. It is now unlikely it will resurface again.


A Club to Call Our Own


Following the success of his regular night at the Roaring 20s club, in 1964 Count Suckle’s Cue Club opened on Praed Street in Paddington, and was soon considered the premier establishment for black artists and patrons. Big American soul acts such as The Supremes, Junior Walker and Edwin Starr appeared, as did Jamaican artists Desmond Dekker and Prince Buster. As if to rubber stamp the club’s black credentials Muhammad Ali and the Black Power activist Stokely Carmichael were early visitors.


Yet among the burgeoning black community in Britain there was a feeling that the club was not that accessible to them. ‘Count Suckle was more or less the forerunner, but the Cue Club was quite upmarket by virtue of where it was situated, very close to the West End,’ remembers Newton Dunbar. ‘It was sometimes beyond our ken because at the time it used to cater for really upmarket people, including American GIs. We wanted something that was more local.’


Aged just eighteen years old, Dunbar emigrated to the UK in 1956, to follow his dream and study law, but could not find the funds so worked on the railway and for the post office. Inspired by the blues dances that were a common occurrence by the 1960s, he and three friends – ‘Winston, Norman and Barry’ – kept their ears to the ground for word of a suitable location to open their own club in north London, and found one in Highbury. They named the establishment Club Four Aces, partly as testament to their partnership, but also inspired by a brand of cigarette popular in Jamaica at the time. It opened in 1965 but the friendship did not prove as strong as the name. Dunbar’s three friends lost interest within the first year, leaving him in charge. The club thrived, however, and a bigger location was sought barely a year after it had opened.


Scoping out possible sites in the area, Dunbar was drawn towards a grand Victorian theatre in Dalston, the impoverished district of Hackney, northeast London. The building had first opened in 1886, as the North London Coliseum and Amphitheatre, the audience’s entertainment provided by the clowns and acrobats of Sir Robert Fossett’s Circus. The building could hold 4,000 spectators, but it was so popular that hundreds were turned away each night. By the end of the century it was renamed Dalston Theatre of the Varieties. Marie Lloyd, the saucy ‘Queen of the Music Hall’ from nearby Hoxton, performed regularly. Functioning as a poor house for a brief spell during World War I, popular taste changed yet again in 1920 when the relentless march of Hollywood made it to Hackney, and the theatre was converted into a grand cinema called the Dalston Picture Theatre.50 Pronounced by Lord Beaverbrook to be the ‘greatest cinema in the British Empire,’ it was later renamed the Gaumont Theatre by the British cinema company that owned it. Of course, by the late 50s the preference for a wholesome evening’s entertainment involved a much smaller screen in the comfort of one’s own home. As television grew in popularity, the cinema suffered and in 1960 the venue closed.


An enterprising if eccentric young Jamaican musician called Charles Collins who had made the trip to London in 1957 capitalised on the cinema’s hard times, organising concerts in the foyer,51 under the name Club C. ‘It wasn’t a regular club venue,’ says Dunbar. ‘It happened about once a month if he got a promotion (big act) that he thought was viable. It wasn’t really focused.’ Though his club was hardly frequent or held in a well-known venue, Collins had attracted big names in black music, such as Stevie Wonder, to Hackney. Dunbar approached Collins with a proposal: to rent the space from him to house the proven Club Four Aces on a more regular basis than Collins could manage. His proposal was accepted and the club moved to Dalston in 1966. In fact, Collins left Dunbar to his own devices and pursued his own musical career instead. (Becoming ‘Sir’ Collins he headed back to Jamaica to record with Bob Marley, Delroy Wilson and The Wailers, returning a year later to release Sir Collins Special, a fairly big reggae record at the time.)


Today Hackney has become an increasingly voguish area for young professionals to settle down in, particularly those working in the media. In the 1960s, however, the borough felt positively medieval. Still recovering from the ravages of World War II, and without a tube station, those who moved to Hackney felt a palpable isolation – indeed this was the appeal of the area for many. The collection of people in the borough was diverse: cockney workers cursed the influx of ‘darkies’. Jewish families with aspirations higher than the urban wasteland of Whitechapel occupied Georgian houses. Young militants, eccentric dissenters, made the most of the area’s relative anonymity to plough their own political and creative furrows. Nowhere was this diversity felt more than at the market on Ridley Road, where Jewish bakers pitched next to East End butchers, near to the newly acquired Dalston Theatre. Some stalls were also beginning to cater for West Indians. Ska music played as black people, mostly male, hung out there.52


Four Aces’ music policy was dominated by the sound-systems playing the new acetates coming out of Jamaica at the time, namely ska and rocksteady. The Pioneers, the harmonising ska trio famous for their 1969 hit ‘Long Shot [Kick De Bucket]’, were the first group to play the club. Yet the soul music that was being exported from the US and helping to fill dancefloors worldwide was a big influence on Dunbar. ‘My friends and I were used to reggae and American soul, having come from Jamaica,’ he recalls. Dunbar looked to Harlem for inspiration, specifically wanting to emulate the success of black venues like the Apollo Theater.


The Apollo opened as a music venue in 1934. It had been known as Hertig and Seamon’s New Burlesque Theater until Burlesque was made illegal in the 1930s. Ella Fitzgerald, Michael Jackson and James Brown all began their careers there.53 Billy Mitchell is a music fan who has fond memories of the Apollo and today gives tours of the theatre (virtual, on the theatre’s website, and real). He began working there in 1964 when he was a teenager, running errands for performers, getting coffee from the store and fetching clothes from the dry cleaners. He remembers seeing Stevie Wonder perform when he was just fourteen. He also remembers seeing a nine-year-old Michael Jackson perform on the Apollo stage. He learned how to ‘be cool’ with girls from watching The Temptations woo groupies. Apparently, James Brown tipped Mitchell heavily, suggesting he spend the money on self-improvement: new clothes, a haircut and books.


The theatre’s amateur night was perhaps its prized jewel. Ella Fitzgerald and Billie Holliday were contestants during the first year. James Brown won in 1956, the Jackson Five in 1969.54 Gladys Knight, Ray Charles and Dionne Warwick were contestants too. The audience could be cruel to the performer on stage if they thought they weren’t up to it. Luther Vandross and Nina Simone suffered at the mercy of the unforgiving congregation in the red plush seats. By the 1960s The Rolling Stones and The Beatles had paid a visit. By then it was still one of the only venues that black artists could play, as many in Downtown were still out of bounds.55


The Apollo Theater is still open today, and the talent contest still carries on. Many great artists have graced the stage, but if the venue belongs to anybody it belongs to James Brown. After he died on Christmas Day 2006, a horse drawn carriage carried his body to the venue. Brown made his name at the Apollo. People would line up around the block to see him. He become the godfather of funk, and of Harlem in the process. As his body lay in state inside the Apollo, they lined up once more to pay their deepest respects.56


At Club Four Aces in Hackney, soul singers like Ben E. King, Percy Sledge, Jimmy Ruffin and Ann Peebles were booked by Dunbar, and helped elevate the audience’s expectations of live gigs. ‘Something that you have to give the American bands credit for is that they set a standard that most groups at the time tried to copy. The main thing for American bands was that show business was quite a serious thing for them and they employed all of the things necessary: their dress code, presentation and the precise way in which they went about doing their act. I like professionalism, and the people who used to come to the club appreciated it.’


Dunbar encouraged the same fastidiousness in the way his customers dressed. ‘In those days people used to take going out as quite a serious business. People would pay a lot of attention to the way they dressed and how they presented themselves. To some extent their behaviour was also part of it; what goes around comes around. If you expected the best then you are gonna have to provide it as well.’57


However, it was the emergence of a Jamaican idol to rival the popularity of the American singers which cemented the Four Aces status as the de facto destination for London’s Caribbean community. During the late 60s, Desmond Dekker became reggae’s first superstar, scoring hits with the singles ‘007 (Shanty Town)’ and ‘Israelites’ which went to number one in 1969. ‘Desmond Dekker’s brother was in The Pioneers who had played the first gig at Four Aces, so we had a connection with him and asked him to play the club,’ remembers Dunbar. He used to book artists quite far in advance. In the meantime Dekker reached number one with ‘Israelites’. ‘The sum that we had agreed to pay him was quite minimal for a number one artist and became a point of controversy with his agents. They wanted to add a few noughts, but we had a contract. We got him for £100 when he was number one… it was quite a coup that we pulled off. People came from all over, not just the normal clientele. People had come to see him due to his position in the charts. The fall-out was quite positive as it established the club as a viable venue.’ Early appearances by reggae idol Jimmy Cliff, Prince Buster (the man credited as the inventor of ska music) and U-Roy (an early pioneer of roots reggae) also helped put the club on the map. Towards the end of the 60s, the Four Aces was fast becoming the premier black club in London. The Bermudan footballer Clyde Best (who became one of the first black players in the English league when he signed for West Ham in 1968 and received an MBE from the Queen in 2006 for services to football) climbed through the toilet window before he was old enough to enter through the front door.


Reggae clubs were springing up all over the country at this time. The Bamboo Club in Bristol was opened by the Essex-born wideboy, businessmen and round-the-world yachtsman, Tony Bullimore (who became an international celebrity when he was rescued in 1997 after he went missing in the Southern Ocean). During the 1960s Bullimore had noted that there weren’t many places that welcomed the West Indian community that his Jamaican wife Lalel belonged to. ‘West Indians didn’t feel comfortable or welcome in Bristol pubs,’ Bullimore said. ‘It wasn’t direct racism, it was passive racism. So when they walked into the Bamboo Club they felt like they were walking into Jamaica. They came in and were one hundred per cent relaxed – it was their place.’


Like the Four Aces, the Bamboo opened in 1966, and Desmond Dekker, Ben E. King and Jimmy Cliff were all early visitors. Yet it seemed a slicker operation than the Four Aces. There were five bars, a restaurant called the Orange Grove, where Lalel served up West Indian food, and a members-only room called the Cave Bar. The tunes, naturally a mix of reggae and soul, came courtesy of DJ Hank. Bullimore was friends with a number of London-based booking agents, meaning that whenever a big act came to the UK they would come to the Bamboo Club. Bob Marley played there twice in the early 70s. Coach loads of people came to the club from all over the country and sometimes the world, week after week. Sadly, the Bamboo Club was destroyed due to a fire in 1977, yet the memory has stayed strong for the black population of Bristol; two decades later there were tears of joy from some when news broke that Bullimore was alive and well after his boat went missing in 1997.58


Ronnie Scott’s


Ronnie Scott’s offered a more modernist approach to jazz music. Opening on Gerrard Street in Soho on October 30th 1959, it was the beloved venture of jazz players Ronnie Scott and Pete King.


In 1966, bebop saxophonist Sonny Rollins visited to play a two week residency. Rollins was a kid who had grown up in Harlem during the renaissance of the 1930s, he first saw jazz performed at the Apollo. It was a magnet for youth interested in jazz, and Rollins would gawp at the ability of the players who improvised throughout.59 In fact, it didn’t take long for him to join them and he would prove one of the most successful jazz musicians of the period.


Rollins remembers a warm reception at Ronnie Scott’s: ‘It had been difficult for American musicians to travel to the UK around that period. I was flying by the seat of my pants, so they say, but I was pleasantly surprised by the calibre of the musicians and the hospitality of the people at Ronnie’s. People lined up outside the club to see us night after night. The audience was predominantly white – there were a couple of black people, but mainly it was an English crowd. But jazz is a music that democratises the world, that’s one of the beauties of it. It transcends boundaries.’


One night Lewis Gilbert, the director of the film Alfie (1966), and his son John came to see Rollins. Gilbert said after hearing Rollins and his band play that the music identified closely with the spirit of the character, Alfie, and asked Rollins if he would like to do the music for the film. Rollins reply was unequivocal: ‘Right on,’ he said. ‘I wrote the score partly in Ronnie Scott’s club that night because there were a lot of good vibrations in the room – we had a wonderful band and a beautiful audience. I said to Ronnie that I had to write music for this film and I had some ideas in my mind that I wanted to explore right away. I couldn’t go back to my hotel room and play, so he said it was fine. The janitor cleaned up around me and locked the doors, so I was actually locked inside Ronnie Scott’s. I did that for two or three nights and the score was basically done.’


It is an irresistible image: the jazzman with his sax, playing alone into the night. Rollins still plays to this day, and Scott’s is still open though the entry price is now quite prohibitive. Sadly Scott himself died in 1996. Rollins remembers him and the club fondly. ‘I made a great deal of friends at Ronnie Scott’s, not least Ronnie himself. We hit it off straight away. It was the only time that I actually went out and bought gifts to give to the people that work at the club. After my first season was over, I felt so close to them.’60





A Bigger Beat


As these new musical forms – jazz, r ’n’ b and rock ’n’ roll – took over the popular consciousness, it became clear that bigger venues would be required. The Rolling Stones, for instance, played Alexandra Palace in north London in July 1964 with John Lee Hooker on the bill also. ‘Ally Pally’ as it is affectionately known was built in the 1870s and nicknamed ‘the People’s Palace’. It opened in 1877, after fire had devastated the original building in 1875. In 1935, the south east wing began to be used by the BBC for a new venture – television.61


But there was no gig bigger than The Beatles’ appearance at Shea Stadium. Sid Bernstein, a Jewish impresario from Harlem, grew up near to the Apollo Theater and took to music in a big way. He organised jazz concerts in the bars of New York during the 1950s. In the early 1960s he became obsessed by the burgeoning music scene in Britain, and gave Brian Epstein a call during the summer of 1963, suggesting he bring The Beatles to America. In 1964 they came to New York, and played two sold-out shows at the 2,800-capacity Carnegie Hall.


The potential of the group’s popularity was demonstrated when kids camped overnight outside the venue to make sure they could get tickets – the two nights sold out in forty minutes. This early indication of their possible success made Bernstein think even bigger. After rejecting Madison Square Gardens, which could house 17,000, he aimed for an even more ambitious show at the 55,000-seat, shiny new home of the New York Mets, Shea Stadium in Queens. The team themselves were pretty lousy – ‘I felt sorry for them,’ Bernstein would later claim – but their stadium certainly was not. It felt futuristic, utopian; escalators would carry you silently up to your seats on the upper tier. It was the first concert to be held at an arena used for sport, and the biggest concert held anywhere at that point.62


VOX, the company who provided the speakers, designed a revolutionary new 100 watt sound-system for the event. Yet the sound of tens of thousands of high pitched screams – like an Arctic wind or a bad case of tinnitus – provided backing for the entire programme. From the moment popular DJ Murray the K announced the first part of the night’s entertainment, the Discotheque Dancers, to the sets from sassy Motown singer Brenda Holloway and Sounds Incorporated, the noise was all-enveloping, and constant. When the main act arrived, it could only get worse. It is well-documented that the sound-system was inadequate to cater for that many people, particularly when you factor the tinnitus into the mix. It is interesting (and slightly amusing) to watch the footage of Sounds Inc.’s lead man trying to pull off the usual call and response part of the Sounds set, against what was by this point a solid wall of shrieking (one wonders whether some fans may even have thought the band was The Beatles, the similarity of their grey jackets to The Beatles-garb adding to the fact that they were hardly visible to anyone trapped in the seats around the perimeter). ‘Everybody clap your hands now, let’s see it, come on. Everybody!’ the Sounds Inc. frontman implored. The shot quickly cuts to the audience, where there is a decided lack of clapping aside from the odd half-hearted attempt.


Yet their performance is intense. Each action is magnified and over exaggerated in an attempt to make the gig visible to the tens of thousands watching. Sounds Inc. were a band that affected a kind of uniformity performance-wise – think sax-happy Shadows – yet here every vein is pumping, every neurone is bursting in the singer’s body. ‘Let’s hear you! Everybody have a good time! Let the good times roll!’ he calls out while clapping his hands quickly, furious. Sparks of intensity shoot from him. In brief, unworldly screams, his voice cracks and gurgles. ‘Everybody say YEEEEEAAHH!’, he cries, sinews stretching, awaiting the response. Watching this footage today, it’s hard to tell whether he achieved the response he desired, such is the constant pitch generated by the crowd, but at this show it doesn’t really matter. He flings himself into the air, as if suddenly superhuman. Perhaps he was just trying to make himself visible to the audience – this was before the invention of the big screen, a luxury that is expected at all big live events today, and the stage, positioned at second base, was far away from the seats.


At this particular gig, even John Lennon, the self-assured-yet-self deprecating Liverpudlian superstar, was overwhelmed. He retreated somewhere deep within himself and a surrealist Lancashire comedian emerged. The Beatles were known for jokes during their stage act, but here Lennon had cut loose from his moorings. He talked nonsense, gesticulated, played piano with his elbows. It seemed a perfectly reasonable reaction. Facing 55,000 screaming fans, who were meant to be there for the music, trying to penetrate the incessant din, you might be forgiven for wondering where you could possibly go with such a show and if you even wanted to go there. A year on The Beatles would give up performing live as a group forever.


In May 1973, Led Zeppelin broke The Beatles’ record in Tampa Florida, attracting a capacity crowd of 56,800 and earning $309,000. Playing a stadium has since become a way of gauging a band’s success, a rubber stamp that places you in the pantheon, amongst the ‘greats’ in the world of pop. For some it has become a goal in itself. ‘I can’t wait to play Wembley Stadium one day,’ said The Killers’ Brandon Flowers in a 2008 interview for the Daily Telegraph. Flowers has made no secret over the years of wanting his band to be as big as U2, to connect to that many people at once, as Bono did during Live Aid, held at the home of the England football club Wembley Arena, in 1985. ‘It doesn’t have to be mindless. It’s not all gold and glitz. There are universal themes, and if you can connect to them with brains and heart, and do it on a big scale, it can be a really powerful thing, to bring people together, band and audience, and create moments of clarity.’63


But does the stadium experience really deliver this? In spite of the queuing; the sitting; the waiting; the ketchup running out of the bottom of hot dogs onto jeans; the ant-like performers on stage; the chance of being stuck behind a pillar; the disconnection? Some might say you need a Herculean ego to succeed as an artist. The yearning to create a great Big Rock Moment – the desire to play God – characterises the stadium performer. Mick Jagger is one of the most successful stadium artists because he is the performer to end all, the honed example of the self-assured singer from an acting family. Jagger has always taken the stadium gig seriously, keeping to a strict fitness regime between shows to make sure he can justify the two and a half hour shows, and the ticket prices. But this professionalism is why The Rolling Stones fill every stadium they play, and it is why they hold the record for the highest grossing stadium tour ever, the Voodoo Lounge Tour in 1994-95, which earned $320 million. At stadiums, big, showy pyrotechnic tricks give the people at the back something to look at. The Stones are experts in this department – including in their show giant inflatable Elvises as well phalluses (the same thing in rock terms). Iron Maiden even have a huge mascot, a kind of zombie puppet who lurches around the stage during gigs, provoking an excited roar from the crowd. At a gig at Twickenham Rugby Stadium last year, I caught Iron Maiden live. 55,000 Maiden fans, largely clad in black T-shirts depicting mascot Eddie, marched on the stadium. Entrepreneurial types set up food stalls in their front gardens for the travelling fans on the way to the venue. Sphinxes and Satan ruled the stage. It was pure simulation, a pantomime in which fans knew what was coming, but lapped it up anyway. It is like battle re-enactment I suppose. If one is looking for spontaneity, best come and see the rugby instead. This stuff runs like clockwork.


But that is what stadium rock must do. It has to be coherent on a big level. Sometimes this creates plodding music, lacking in spark or urgency.


Shea Stadium, the site that, for better or worse, sparked the phenomena of the stadium gig, was demolished in early 2009.


A Darkening of the Scene


Andy Warhol was fascinated by the new pop craze. A regular at the Peppermint Lounge, he had been paying visits to pop shows introduced by Murray the K at the Fox Theater in the downtown area of nearby Brooklyn, Flatbush. With a capacity of over 4,000 and an elegantly designed Moorish interior inspired by Byzantine architecture,64 The Fox Theater was opened in 1928 by William Fox, the founder of the Fox Film Corporation. ‘That was the last summer before the British invasion, before the Tamla-Motown sound got really big,’ said Warhol. ‘It was a great summer; the folk and hip looks were blending in the Village, and the girls in Brooklyn were into the Liz Taylor “Cleopatra” look…dark, shiny straight hair with bangs and Egyptian eyeliner.’65


Warhol was on the lookout for a music project of his own. He would find it when Gerard Malanga, poet, photographer, filmmaker and key member of the Warhol entourage, was invited by another underground filmmaker called Barbara Rubin to shoot an unknown group called The Velvet Underground in Greenwich Village. The group had acquired a two week residency at former beatnik haunt, Café Bizarre in December 1965 through an early champion of their music, Al Aronowitz, a rock journalist and general man-in-the-know in the world of pop music in New York. (He was the man responsible for introducing The Beatles to Bob Dylan, resulting in a night of grass-smoking during which Paul McCartney proclaimed the universe had ‘seven levels’.)


From the mid-1960s onwards, the Village venues were already beginning to be seen by some as naff relics of a bygone folk culture. Once a hang-out of beat poets and avant-garde types, the Café Bizarre had already deteriorated, like much of the Village, into parody. ‘Nobody wanted to go to the Café Bizarre because you had to buy these weird drinks – five scoops of ice cream and coconut fizz,’ remembers US singer and activist Ed Sanders in the punk history set-text, Please Kill Me. ‘It was for tourists.’66


Planted in the centre of the well-meaning yet waning folk scene, the appearance of the Velvets, dressed in mournful black and playing songs that favoured opiate-tinged nihilism over pot-enhanced idealism, must have been an almost unbearable culture shock to some of the audience. John Cale – the tall, long-haired and classically trained Welshman who had played with such avant-garde musicians as John Cage, La Monte Young and Fluxus – would play mind-rattling, repetitious strains on the viola. Lou Reed, a tough yet morose one-time Tin Pan Alley songwriter and literature graduate from New Jersey, led the band with a decadent vocal style which sounded at once proud and decaying. ‘People would constantly leave during our twenty minute sets,’ Cale recalled in an interview for Mojo magazine in 1999. ‘We poured our vitriolic sound on the heads of the tourists drinking coffee and looking at their postcards, all trying to pretend that they weren’t hearing somebody say that heroin was his life and his wife.’67


Warhol arrived with his entourage, including Gerard Malanga, who performed a whip dance during ‘Venus In Furs’. The short set that he saw was enough for the pop artist to make up his mind. After further persuasion by his assistant Paul Morrissey, Warhol became the manager of The Velvet Underground. All he needed was a place for the band, his very own pop project, to call their own.


He found it at the Dom, an old Polish meeting hall on St Mark’s Place (the word ‘dom’ being Polish for ‘home’), where the band would play a month long engagement. St Mark’s Place had already seen its fair share of live music action. The Five Spot jazz club relocated there from around the corner on Cooper Square during the 1950s. A seven month residency from Thelonious Monk, backed by John Coltrane on tenor sax, gave the venue a memorable start.


The building was shabby and unremarkable. ‘The Dom had absolutely no charm whatsoever. You trudged upstairs to this place that smelled of urine. It was filthy and had no lights in it,’ described Cale. Yet Warhol would transform the dank surroundings. ‘Andy used strobe lights to cut across the ensemble and audience, creating divided spaces of light. For example, while a film played in the background and Nico sang “I’ll Be Your Mirror”, the spinning silver ball he’d bought at an antique shop and hung over the centre of the stage splintered the strobe’s powerful beams and sent its light skittering across the room, the band and the screen, so that the whole mass was reduced to a throbbing entity wrapped up in coloured light… We transformed this dump into an exciting, jumping place.’68


The band and Warhol were out to subvert pop performance with lyrics and projected imagery that its spectators would find disturbing. Malanga added to the perversion by whipping seventeen-year-old girlfriend Susan Bottomly in his aforementioned ‘Venus in Furs’ dance, and pretending to inject himself with an oversized syringe while the band played. Soon the dark happenings at the Dom were attracting the same A-listers who had been twisting at the Peppermint just a few years previously – even Jackie Kennedy, who liked to dance in front of the group while they set about trying to disturb people’s consciousnesses.69 The Dom attracted an extraordinary array of characters: ‘A mixture of uptown socialites, downtown trash, junkies, Factory people, society people, fashion editors,’ remembers Victor Bokris, biographer of Warhol and the Velvets. ‘It was a new accumulation of people that hadn’t been seen (in the same place) before and it became famous.’70


Meanwhile, targeting the Broadway crowd, Steve Paul, the former publicist at the Peppermint Lounge, had opened his own club called the Scene in 1964. It had always been Paul’s dream to run his own club. ‘I loved the lyrics to the song “Pal Joey” written by Lorenz Hart: “Some day I’ll own me a night club/It’ll be the right club.” It was my dream really.’


Barely into his twenties, Paul had saved money while working as a publicist, and borrowed the rest from a friend. ‘To open a club wasn’t that big a deal,’ he says. ‘Rents back then were quite reasonable to say the least.’ The club opened on 8th Avenue and W 46th Street, near Times Square, and the venue was cosy, small and cellar-like. ‘I think sometimes of the Parisian cave bar where Audrey Hepburn and Fred Astaire ran into each other in Funny Face as having much of the atmosphere, layout and flavour of the Scene. It had a tiny stage, and three rooms that joined each other. ‘It was dark, rambling in different directions, labyrinthine,’ says Paul. After a slow start the club began to pick up. The Velvet Underground played in 1967 with Warhol in tow. Pink Floyd, The Doors and Sun Ra soon graced the stage also, along with an act called The Executives made up of twelve-year-olds who performed in business suits. Soon enough it became a rock-star hangout. Jimi Hendrix in particular spent a lot of time there; sometimes playing, often simply hanging around for a drink. It was discreet – the clientele were sophisticated enough not to bother him – and close to his recording studio. One night Hendrix, Jim Morrison of The Doors and Janis Joplin all appeared together for a jam session.


Paul operated a strict door policy – he would even insult those he allowed in as they entered. He was aided by Skipper, a bohemian black belt beloved by the esteemed clientele, who not only gracefully made the club feel pleasant and safe but also put on three karate shows a night. ‘When I met Robert Plant at a Solomon Burke show a year or two ago the first thing he said to me was, “How’s Skipper?”,’ says Paul.71


The Scene shut down at the end of the 60s, yet its existence dovetailed nicely with the rise of the San Francisco Ballrooms, and the opening of the Fillmore in New York, when pop music venues were bathed in moving colour.
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