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INTRODUCTION



In December 1975, Glasgow’s disaffected youth had more than their fair share of reasons for feeling disillusioned with life. The weather was awful, Scotland’s national football team was underachieving again and the economy was in a complete shambles. Unemployment was soaring and house prices were rocketing. Harold Wilson’s Labour Government was under fire from both the Left and the Right, and the Cod War was raging in Iceland. To add to the sense of foreboding, Margaret Thatcher had just arrived on the political scene and the Black and White Minstrel Show was the main draw on television. It hardly seemed to be the season of good cheer.


But in the week before Christmas, the city’s youngsters found some salvation from their troubles at the Glasgow Apollo theatre, a ramshackle old concert venue on Renfield Street in the city centre. For three consecutive nights, the hall seemed to shake to its foundations as it hosted a series of festive parties to welcome home the city’s favourite son. Those lucky enough to have been there swear to this day that those were some of the greatest concerts ever staged at the legendary Apollo.


As the house lights dimmed and 3,600 voices let loose a primeval roar, an army of longhaired, denim and leather-clad kids rose to their feet. While the band coiled up the tension with a dark pulsing beat, a small, middle-aged man decked out in a maroon smoking jacket, a hooped T-shirt, blue denim jeans and a pair of cowboy boots stalked to the centre of the stage. After a seemingly interminable wait, the spotlight shone on the wee man and with a sweet smile he started to speak to the crowd: ‘Good evening, boys and girls, my name is Alexander and it really is a gas to be here. I would like to take this opportunity to introduce you to my band, The Sensational Alex Harvey Band.’ The audience – fired up on a combination of booze and hash – suddenly forgot any pretence to decorum. For the next two hours it was going to be party time – their Faith Healer was back in town.


*


In the winter of 1975, Alex Harvey was at the peak of his powers. Music critics used to say that Alex served the longest apprenticeship in rock ’n’ roll history. It dragged on through almost two decades, during which the working-class boy from Thistle Street in the Gorbals must have despaired of ever making the tantalising leap from the dancehalls of Scotland to the national record charts. Alex once had the modest childhood ambition of becoming a post-office clerk until one of his uncles did the world of music a favour and bought him a guitar. Gradually his love of music came to become the most important thing in his young life and he saw it as a way of escaping from the rat-infested tenements of the Gorbals.


Many people will only know of Alex through his Sensational Alex Harvey Band (SAHB) – in fact they only took up about a fifth of a career that lasted over 26 years. His musical career predated Presley, and as rock ’n’ roll matured so did Alex Harvey. Soaking up all the strands of the 1950s music scene, Alex soon earned a legendary reputation in his native Glasgow as a charismatic performer. On a constant round of dance-hall gigs, in a variety of bands of varying abilities he would belt out an electrifying blend of blues, country, skiffle, jazz and rock ’n’ roll. In 1957, he even won a Scottish newspaper talent contest to find the new Tommy Steele!


Along the way he sometimes drifted out of the music business, disillusioned by being ripped off by just about every money-grabbing manipulator around. He also suffered more than enough in the way of personal heartache and tragedy. In the 1970s, Alex lost his younger brother and his best friend – both dying in the most awful of circumstances.


Over the decades, Alex noted every passing musical trend – from Gene Autrey through Bob Dylan and The Beatles to Slade and the Sex Pistols. Alex learnt from them all but never became too closely associated with any one style – he always had enough class and originality to stand apart from the crowd.


And by the early 1970s, at long last, he had made it – and he was loving every minute of it. He had found the perfect band, four talented West of Scotland musicians who would power him to the top. They were guys who could indulge his tastes in blistering hard rock, jazz, blues, country and even vaudeville. His new band wouldn’t miss a beat – even when Alex spiced up the set with cover versions of everything from Jacques Brel to Alice Cooper via The Osmonds and Del Shannon. For record company executives, the SAHB’s eclectic approach was a nightmare to market, but for everyone else it was just great fun.


For five glorious years, The Sensational Alex Harvey Band tore up the rock ’n’ roll rulebook. They chalked up hit singles together with critically acclaimed albums, and built what seemed like a large and ultra-loyal record-buying fan base. But it was up on stage where Alex was really most at home. A gentle guy away from the limelight, in concert he was transformed – mesmerising his audience with a bizarre series of personae and a groundbreaking stage set. It’s too easily forgotten that during the mid 1970s the SAHB regularly beat groups like Pink Floyd and Genesis when fans voted for their favourite live act.


When Harvey was on stage performing, anything could happen.


Imagine the lead singer of a band dressed as Tarzan, swinging on a rope into the audience to haul an unsuspecting female back up on stage – just for a dance. Think of a rock star – naked apart from a plastic bag to cover his head – swimming through a lake before clambering up on stage just in time to start the first song for thousands of fans. Imagine a performer who would have the nerve to dress as Adolf Hitler and then lecture a huge crowd of German fans about the dangers of Fascism – or who would want to go onstage blacked up as Al Jolson at a concert in America’s Deep South. Visualise a rock band arriving on stage at a massive festival in Belgium – all sitting aboard a 3.75-ton Bren Gun carrier which they had commandeered from the set of a Richard Attenborough film. Can you think of a modern-day musician who would re-enact the crucifixion live on stage wearing a crown made out of real barbed wire which would leave his forehead soaked in blood?


Alex did all these things and a lot, lot more.


In the old days he used to share the bill with Jimmy Logan or suffer the ultimate indignity of getting booed off stage by Uriah Heep fans. But by the mid 1970s, he was being feted by superstars like The Who and Elton John. The three 1975 Christmas shows at the Apollo, followed quickly by more sell-out concerts in London were proof positive of the band’s appeal. When Alex, appearing on The Old Grey Whistle Test around that time, told the host Bob Harris that he thought his band were the ‘best in the world’ it didn’t sound like an idle boast. It seemed like everyone loved Alex.


But somewhere along the line, it all went horribly wrong. Plagued by ill-health, drinking heavily and left isolated by the break-up of the band that was so crucial to him, Alex went into a tailspin of poor record sales and dispiriting comeback tours, playing to half-empty halls. The SAHB which had been one of the biggest British live acts during the 1970s split up owing hundreds of thousands of pounds. Disillusioned by debt and stripped of his fan base, he was lost in the whirlwind of the punk rock revolution. Even his ‘ain folk’ seemed to turn on him and just five years after the 1975 shows he was back at the Glasgow Apollo – but this time only for the one night and even then only a couple of hundred took the time to see him. Embarrassed bosses even let fans in free to bolster the crowd numbers.


Two years later Alex Harvey was dead.


Rock stars live a bizarre life – whisked around the world in private jets to glamorous, sunny locations. Some musicians even manage ‘glamorous’ deaths, all wrapped up in whispered tales of drugs and debauchery. Alex Harvey died in distinctly unglamorous surroundings on a cold grey morning in Belgium. As he waited for a ferry in the seaport of Zeebrugge he was struck down by a heart attack. He was rushed to hospital but while in a coma he suffered a second and fatal attack.


To his family and close friends, Alex Harvey’s death was a devastating blow. Those who knew him and loved him were well aware that they had lost an irreplaceable and dear friend. But news of his death also touched many others – not only in Scotland but also throughout the world – who had never met Alex but who felt that they knew him. Through his records and his concerts he gave his all with total conviction, and he had become their friend too. To them he was a unique individual whose talent touched their lives and who has never really been replaced.


Alex didn’t fit the image of the standard 1970s rock star. He wasn’t a bronzed Adonis with bare chest and long flowing hair. He was a scrawny wee guy with a shock of untidy black hair and scary teeth who sported a three-day stubble long before George Michael’s vain attempt to make facial hair fashionable. He had a smile that was as menacing as it was welcoming. Though he had a limited education, Alex was an intensely intelligent man – a lateral thinker who could, and often did, talk for hours on the many subjects which fascinated him.


Alex didn’t own a swanky sports car – in fact he didn’t drive at all – because he didn’t have a driving licence. He never owned a mansion in the sun, instead he settled for suburbia in East Finchley. There he spent time with his family and read from his vast collection of Marvel Comics, sci-fi magazines and Boy’s Own story books or played with his huge collection of Edwardian and Victorian toy soldiers. (He was also genuinely convinced that in a previous life he fought in the frontline at the Battle of Waterloo!) The mechanics of war fascinated him just as much as the gory reality of battle repulsed him.


In every sense, Alex was a real one-off, a true original. He paved the way for a long line of Scottish singers and musicians – people like Maggie Bell, Lulu, Frankie Miller and Jim Kerr who were all inspired and fascinated by Harvey and his music. Further afield, musicians like David Bowie, Tom Robinson, Ian Dury and even John Lydon have acknowledged a debt to Harvey. A less well known admirer is the Australian Nick Cave, who has covered seven SAHB songs in both The Birthday Party and solo sets. As Cave succinctly told The Scotsman in January 2003: ‘Alex Harvey was where it was at, man. And the band were extraordinary … And his lyrics, which are just the most twisted thing … the places he went, nobody went …’


In suburban Crawley, The Cure’s Robert Smith, sans eye-shadow and liner, grew up listening to Alex. Smith told The Guardian how Harvey was ‘the physical manifestation of what I thought I could be. I was 14 when I first went to see him and then I followed him around to all the shows. He never really got anywhere, even though he had something so magical when he performed – he had the persona of a victim, and you just sided with him against all that was going wrong. I would have died to have Alex Harvey as an uncle.’


And Harvey’s influence doesn’t just stop at rock stars. On a recent radio interview, Sarah ‘Fergie’ Ferguson, aka the Duchess of York, selected SAHB’s ‘Boston Tea Party’ as one of her all-time favourite oldies. Truth is indeed sometimes stranger than fiction.


And now, 26 years after his death, it seems strange that no one has taken the time to document what was an incredible life. (Martin Kielty, who wrote the official SAHB biography, estimates that there have been eight different attempts to chronicle Harvey’s life in book form. All of them came to nothing, for one reason or another.) Indeed there seems to be a danger that people are beginning to forget the man who was undoubtedly Scotland’s greatest rock ’n’ roll star. Sure, when they hear his name mentioned, people of a certain age will give you a knowing smile and recall vague recollections of a certain concert or TV show all these years ago when The Sensational Alex Harvey Band blew them away. But for the younger generation, Alex just doesn’t seem all that relevant any more.


If anything, this book is meant to redress the balance and to try and help ensure that Alex’s memory will live on forever.


*


First off, I have a few sensational revelations of my own to make and also some cautionary notes. I never met Alex Harvey. I never even saw him play live. If truth be told I wasn’t that big a fan of his music when I was young – I was too busy being duped by dodgy progressive rock bands. But gradually I grew interested not just in his music but also in the man himself. It seemed unusual to me that no one had written his life story when other ‘stars’ who weren’t fit to tune his guitar had reams written about them. So, I decided to try and rectify things.


Writing a biography about someone whose career spanned almost 30 years is no easy task. It’s made even more difficult because Alex passed away 26 years ago. Given the nature of the rock ’n’ roll lifestyle and the fact that so much time has elapsed, total recall is nigh on impossible – many of the people I interviewed honestly couldn’t remember facts and dates. Alex Harvey crammed an awful lot into his 46 years and this book isn’t meant to be a definitive recollection of every concert he ever performed or of each record he released. This biography isn’t aimed solely at the obsessive fan who will want to know which song The Sensational Alex Harvey Band played for their second encore at a concert in the Bracknell Sports Centre in 1976. I’m sure such a book will be released some day and I look forward to reading it.


Alex was a very talkative individual, and the many interviews he gave during his career are a good starting point for any writer. Another cautionary note, however, is that Alex could spot a gullible reporter from a good distance. So, for a laugh, he would often exaggerate or even make up nonsensical answers. On tours of America, he wasn’t averse to telling reporters that his biggest musical influence wasn’t Elvis or Ray Charles but his ‘Aunt Betsy’ – a three-fingered blues guitarist who lost her fingers after she was tortured by the Gestapo when she worked for the French Resistance! Another favourite was his story about once working as an apprentice lion tamer at a circus! He also gleefully put a story about that he had been thrown out of the Black Watch for brutality to recruits.


Reporters sometimes were treated to Alex’s favourite fantasy yarn about when he worked as a cabin boy in the Merchant Navy and was threatened by a gay tattooed stoker who gave him the choice of his dick – which he held in one hand – or a beating with a shovel. When the wide-eyed reporter would ask what choice he made, Alex would just growl ‘D’you see any shovel marks on ma face?’ Amazingly some of those stories actually made it into print and added to the Harvey myth. Sorting out the truth from the fantasy is a challenge in itself.


When I set out to write this book I didn’t realise how difficult it would be to get some people to speak openly about Alex. Initially I was a bit confused as to why certain of Alex’s friends or old bandmates didn’t return my calls, or even have the courtesy to reply to my letters. Gradually I began to realise that although some of these people had their own agenda and were working on similar projects to my own, the majority of them were just suspicious about my motives. It’s hard to exaggerate just how well-loved and respected Alex was by those who knew him. I lost track of the number of people who said that he ended up being like a brother or a father to them. Not surprisingly they were concerned that I might want to trash his reputation in print. Unfortunately several key players in Alex’s life couldn’t be persuaded to talk and I respect their right to do so. Just for the record, those who wouldn’t talk were Zal Cleminson, Maggie Bell and Richard O’Brien. Letters to other key players went unanswered.


All of which makes me especially grateful to the following for taking the time to answer my questions: Trudy Harvey, Alex Harvey Junior, Hugh McKenna, Tom Robinson, Derek Nicol, Eddie Tobin, John Miller, Matthew Cang, Barbara Birdfeather, Ray Conn, Janet Macoska, George Butler, George McGowan, Gordon Sellar, Manni Ferri, Jimmy Wray MP, Derek Wadsworth, Laurie Scott Baker, George Gallagher, Tommy Eyre, David Gibson, John Waterson, Marianne Price, Loudon Temple, Bob Fish, Daniel Bennett, Tam White, Steve Toal, Roy Neave and Tony Hadland. Special thanks to the leading Alex Harvey fan Dougie McMahon for allowing me to view his great collection of memorabilia and for taping some of the rare early records for me.


Thanks for assistance and encouragement go to Dave and Mick at SAF Books, Russell Leadbetter, Calum Angus Macdonald, Donald John Munro, James McNair, Martin Kielty, Terry Houston, Ronnie Simpson, Neil and Shannon, Hugh Murray, Gillian Taylor, Wade McDaniel, Donnie Macleod, Simon Eyre, Nick Low, Ronnie Anderson, Alf Sludden, Aaron Childress, John Reed, the Daily Record Library Staff, Glasgow and the Central Music Library staff, Edinburgh. Thanks for getting this latest edition printed go to Roger Hutchinson, Stan, Kate Pool, Peter Curran, Neville and Alison at Polygon.


Finally, thanks to my mother for never fulfilling a threat to throw away all my old NMEs.





1



HE WAS JUST A CHILD …


‘The folk heroes were gangsters. I’m not knocking them, they were the friendliest people I have ever met, some of the greatest people I’ve ever met in my life. The same kind of conditions that breed a kind of dark terror and fear also breed a form of humanity – like if you leave your door open, people next door just walk in and out.’1


Alex Harvey


Way back in the fourteenth century, long before even Alex Harvey had been born, a tiny village to the south of the River Clyde in Glasgow was the site of a hospital for lepers. The desperately ill people were taken across the river to be cared for at the hospital, which was dedicated to St Ninian. Over the centuries, as the population increased, the leper colony disappeared but the area known as the Gorbals never really lost its reputation for being a place best avoided by the upwardly mobile in society.


By the 1930s, the Gorbals had earned an unrivalled and unwanted worldwide reputation for all the worst excesses of urban, working-class life. Name a social problem and the Gorbals had it in spades. Dismal housing, filthy sanitation, high levels of tuberculosis and other deadly diseases, overcrowding, unemployment and distinctly unfriendly gangs armed with razors – the ghetto just south of Glasgow’s city centre had the lot. All in all, it wasn’t the healthiest of places for the young Alex Harvey to grow up in.


Crammed into the rows of four-storey Gorbals tenements were around 90,000 folk – many of them poor immigrants from the Highlands of Scotland, Ireland and from the Jewish areas of Eastern Europe. Yet, despite the deprivation, the Gorbals had a great community spirit – the old cliché about people leaving their doors open at night actually rang true back then. Jimmy Wray, who grew up in the area and went on to become a Glasgow MP, recalls that there was very little in the way of bitterness: ‘Maybe it’s because we were all poor, but the people were humble and generous. We had nothing, but we were all friends together.’


And whatever problems the locals faced, they also knew how to drown their sorrows. Never mind the rat-infested homes, outside toilets and the all-pervasive poverty, 130 pubs still managed to do a roaring trade in the Gorbals of the 1930s.


*


Alex Harvey was a true son of the Gorbals. It’s true that technically he spent part of his Glasgow years in the neighbouring and slightly more up-market district of Kinning Park, but he was born on 5 February 1935 at a time when his family lived briefly on Govan Road in the Gorbals. And for 17 years, the Harvey family lived at 301 Thistle Street, slap-bang in the centre of all the inner-city decay.


When he became famous, Alex seemed to personify the Gorbals. The enduring image of Harvey is of the hard-drinking, tough-talking, working-class hero with the uncompromisingly honest Glasgow accent. The perception was of a man who was no stranger to violence and an individual determined to succeed against all the odds. Anyone who knew him well recognised that the image was somewhat exaggerated, partly by Alex himself. But there’s no denying that Alex Harvey had a tough upbringing. In a radio interview, he once told how he, his young brother Les and their parents all lived in one room and had to share a communal toilet with 100 other people.


In September 1975, at the height of his commercial success, Alex took Melody Maker journalist Allan Jones back to what was left of the Gorbals of his youth. Fuelled by strong drink, Alex went on a hazy nostalgic trip around the area. He pointed out the church where he used to sing ‘My Cup Runneth Over’ on a Sunday. Then he and Jones wandered to the street corners where the kids used to keep themselves entertained by dropping bricks onto the heads of rats or cutting off the heads of police dogs with bayonets and sticking them to the walls – allegedly!


Later on in the interview, he told Jones how he remembered the wartime blitz by German bomber planes of the nearby town of Clydebank and how people were burned alive in their tenements. Seeing the futility of war and the squalor that surrounded him obviously made an impression on the young Harvey and he seemed to have a deep resentment towards the ruling upper class. After the war, when they came looking for Alex to do his stint of National Service they found him less than willing. In the interview with Allan Jones, he recalled:


I wasnae gonna fight for the fuckin’ English. I’d been brought up in a single-end in a tenement. Me and my old man and my mother and my brother … And these people come along and say, ‘Fight for your country’. In this place where I lived there were rats crawling through the walls. Fight for what? … I couldn’t have cared less if the fuckin’ Germans had come and taken the Gorbals … They were welcome to it … This is a place where 100 kids had to share the same shithouse … That was our country – rats and tenements.2


(Any readers south of the Border should bear in mind that Harvey was no hater of the English, whatever this drunken quote might imply. Indeed he married an English girl and the Harvey family lived happily in East Finchley, London, for almost 20 years.)


Alex’s parents, Leslie senior and Greta, looked after their two boys well; working hard to ensure they got as good an education as possible and they always had healthy food on the table. The boys’ father was a clever man with humanist ideals. He was well-read, especially in Scottish history, and was a brilliant storyteller who held strong left-of-centre political views. Like many working-class men of the time, he realised that the quickest way out of the urban squalor for his children was to get a decent education. He encouraged his kids to go to the cinema and dream of Hollywood, to read about history but also to learn about the reality of war. Leslie Harvey senior had been a conscientious objector, as was his father before him. (Young Alex proudly carried on that tradition and on 27 January 1954, Alexander Harvey of 30 Durham Street signed on as Case Number 9,264 on the city’s register of conscientious objectors.)


Despite holding these strong pacifist views, young Alex soon developed a contradictory obsession with the military, building up a massive collection of lead soldiers and adventure books on the British Empire. A childhood fascination with wars stuck with him throughout his adult life. In particular he was drawn to the Battle of Waterloo of 1815 and eventually became convinced that in a previous life he had been a Highland soldier caught up in the horrors of that battle. Alex often spoke of how he could easily conjure up a mental picture of himself in the middle of the fray – with the smell of gun smoke, sweat and leather and the grotesque din of war all around him. Late on in his life, he even visited an American psychiatrist who was an expert on reincarnation to try and set his mind at rest.


By all accounts, young Alex was a bright and conscientious student at the local Camden Street Primary School before he moved on to Strathbungo Senior Secondary. He was also a keen member of the local Boys’ Brigade division.


A visit to Glasgow’s Mitchell Library failed to throw much light on Alex’s schooldays – the only remaining record for Strathbungo school shows that he was pupil number 1,869 and that he enrolled on 1 September 1947. His medical inspection is mysteriously listed as 2C. The only other fact cited is that he left school on 30 June 1950, because of his ‘age’.


Given that he left school so early in life, it’s pretty certain that Alex had no formal qualifications. Like countless other bright working-class kids of his age he was cheated by the education system under which he toiled. In many ways, Alex was the classic example of the under-educated Scot – someone who had great natural intelligence that was forever struggling to get out. The received wisdom of the time was that kids like Alex should leave school, sign on the dole or work at the docks, keep their mouth shut and start a family. Alex was a bit too clever to fall into that trap.


In the long run, that intelligence found an outlet through his music but early on in his life, things didn’t look that straightforward. For a few years he struggled to find a steady job – drifting from one occupation to another. By his own reckoning, he started out on 36 different careers. Though he did tell a BBC interviewer that he was a carpenter by trade, he also apparently had spells working as an office clerk, a fruit porter, a brickie’s labourer in Doncaster, a plumber’s assistant, a cooper, a tombstone maker and a lumberjack. He definitely worked on a coal boat running from Shields to London and in a whisky bottling plant. Most bizarre of all – considering he lived in the centre of urban Glasgow – he often told reporters that he had once earned a living as a lion tamer!


The love and affection shown by Mr and Mrs Harvey to their two sons was reciprocated by the boys. In an interview in 1974, Alex recalled how he used to travel with his father to the Highlands where they would try to sell lengths of suit material to families in areas where decent tailors were thin on the ground:


My old man used to drive a car for these tinkers and salesmen that sold material and things in the Highlands of Scotland and I went with him a couple of times during the school holidays. The first time was when I was about ten and I was very impressed by this guy that was a sort of leader, you know he acted his part. Whenever he was selling, before he went up to the house he used to pick me up and say ‘This is the best stuff money can buy – why should I sell it to these people? I am giving them a bargain’, and he walked up to the door like that. I used to love him, he was magnificent – the real thing. He overcharged but his goods were not shoddy and I do believe that he brought magic to their doors. I believe that.3


Besides his business trips up north, Alex’s father had a variety of jobs. He worked in the dairy industry when he was young, before becoming a van driver for many Glasgow-based companies. In his latter years, he worked as a night watchman at the Apollo Theatre (where his son would enjoy his greatest triumphs) and as a stage-doorman across the street at the Pavilion Theatre. Though he wasn’t driven to be successful, he always worked hard to ensure that the boys were looked after. His wife Greta worked as a seamstress and played a vital role in bringing up the kids. Alex Harvey junior told me:


As far as I’m concerned my grandmother was the root and the heart of all that happened. She was the stabilising influence and like ‘Papa’ she was also a fantastic storyteller. She was the kind of woman that people used to bring sick children to in the days before there was a National Health Service. She could take kids out of convulsions, that kind of stuff, even though she had no formal training.4


One lesson passed on quickly from father to son was that they should both steer well clear of the gang violence that had long plagued Glasgow. Alex was small and wiry but he knew how to look after himself and early on in his teenage years he seemed to be drawn towards the glamour of the local gangsters, with their big Studebacker cars, glamorous girlfriends and flash suits. An impressionable Alex used to think that the way to a young girl’s heart was by acting the hard man and he soon earned a reputation as a bit of a hoodlum with a penchant for rearranging the insides of phone kiosks. In his own words, he didn’t have either the bravery or the superior intelligence needed to avoid getting involved in the gang culture.


In the Gorbals, demarcation lines between rival gangs were strictly respected. When the lines were crossed, the resulting violence was invariably brutal. In interviews, Alex often alluded to being on the fringes of the gangland scene and of having a criminal record. He told NME that he had seen two people shot dead in front of him and had found the experiences horrible and heartbreaking. Some members of Harvey’s family were fans of Rangers FC, who traditionally draw their fan base from Glasgow’s Protestant community – but Alex had little time for the religious bigotry that was often the root cause of gang violence. Indeed, later in his career, fans of Rangers and their city rivals Celtic were encouraged to put their knives into specially provided dustbins when they arrived for Harvey gigs in Glasgow.


Alex was just a young street punk, but unlike many of his contemporaries he secretly preferred his violent fantasies to be played out on the cinema screen or on the pages of a comic book. In later discussions with journalists, he made his views on violence plain and admitted that many of the youngsters he grew up with in the Gorbals ended up in jail after mixing with the gang culture. But as he grew older and wiser, Alex came to realise that there was more to life than violence and he came to use his fame to counter the effects of the gang culture:


I never believed in it [violence]. There’s just no fun in breaking someone’s nose. I sincerely believe that I neutralise any image of violence I may portray on stage with my humour, which descends from that unique Glasgow wit. The Gorbals was violent, I suppose, but you could always leave your door open – there were very few burglaries because no one had anything to steal.5


Alex’s widow Trudy, who knew him better than anyone, confirms:


Alex wasn’t a wild man at all. I can remember watching him at a small club gig once and someone behind me said, ‘Oh, I wouldn’t like to get on the wrong side of him!’ That was the impression Alex gave off but to me it was just unbelievable. He was actually an incredibly peaceful person – when he wasn’t working he preferred to read. He used to get through a book a day. And he was incredibly friendly and welcoming to people when they came to our house. I think I saw him once kick a bus door but only because he was angry with the driver. And that really is the sum total of my experience of him being violent.6


So despite the hard-man image and his menacing, aggressive stage persona, Alex was a gentleman away from the limelight. He understood violence but rarely felt the need to use it. Only when his sweet powers of persuasion failed did he opt for the last resort. The SAHB keyboard player Hugh McKenna told me how he had once seen Alex take care of a drunk at the Speakeasy Club in London as the band unwound after a show in 1972. The unfortunate individual was by all accounts being provocative, by deliberately bumping into Alex and at one point kicking out at the singer. He was asking for trouble and he got it – Alex nutted him twice after failing to make the man see reason. According to Hugh, this type of incident was extremely rare.


A story told by Eddie Tobin, who was part of The Sensational Alex Harvey Band’s management team, would seem to confirm that the ‘Glasgow Kiss’ was Alex’s favoured mode of attack. When push came to head butt, Alex knew how to look after himself – even if he was a pacifist:


He stuck the head on a member of the press once when he bumped into him. For a pacifist he could be a very angry man. He was really intense, when he talked to you sometimes you thought ‘This guy is going to hit me!’ and when he laughed it was really, really menacing. When he laughed it was as frightening as when he was angry!


He challenged a crowd at a concert in Arran once. Somebody had assaulted the bass player or the keyboard player, and Alex went on and asked the individual to step forward because he was going to fight him. It was no coincidence that he and the band were loved by Hell’s Angels across Europe – because he was very comfortable with them. I’m not saying he was a biker himself, but he could deal with their intensity so well.7
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… WHEN HIS INNOCENCE WAS LOST


‘In those days, to walk down the street in a pair of jeans was an amazing thing. I nearly stopped the world.’1


Alex Harvey


Many of his relatives were keen amateur musicians and Alex was soon taking trumpet lessons, though – in his own words – he only ever learnt ‘to play in B-flat!’ He was irresistibly drawn to the weird names and wonderful music of jazz musicians like Jelly Roll Morton. In 1954, one of Alex’s uncles, Jimmy Wallace, who had a liking for jazz records and those of virtuoso guitarists Django Reinhardt and Eddie Lang in particular decided to give his young nephew a nudge in the right direction. Noticing Alex’s strong attraction towards music, he gave him his old pre-war Gibson guitar and even taught him a few rudimentary chord sequences.


Armed with his new toy, Alex started busking, and perfected the art on weekend trips to picturesque villages like Drymen or Luss, near Loch Lomond. On those summer evenings, he and his pals would sit around the campfire singing Gene Autrey and Hank Williams’ songs. Sometimes the gang would even get a gig keeping the locals entertained in the village pub and a grateful manager would allow them all to bunk down free in a room for the night.


Back in the city, Alex – who by now had also learnt the basics of banjo and trumpet playing – was starting to get noticed. With his long hair in a headband, he was difficult to ignore. He made his pro debut playing trumpet at a family wedding and really loved the trad jazz and Dixieland scene which was so popular at the time. Revival bands like the Clyde Valley Stompers were cashing in on the resurgence in popularity of 1920s jazz.


Along with saxophonist Bill Patrick, Alex often rehearsed at Bill Paterson Studios in Glasgow. Paterson ran a touring roadshow, and soon Harvey and Patrick were playing at those gigs alongside stand-up comics and tapdancers. Bizarrely the same musicians often played in two different bands at the gigs. Prior to the interval they were the ‘respectable’ trad Clyde Valley Jazz Band. Later on in the night they reappeared in less formal clothing to play country-tinged rock ’n’ roll as the Kansas City Skiffle Group, hammering out Woody Guthrie songs.


Alex Harvey was around the music scene long before rock ’n’ roll really took off. But once he started to hear the electric blues and early rock ’n’ roll records which were being imported from the United States, he realised that you were either a believer or an outcast. He quickly became a zealous convert to the cause:


I was the first to get a Muddy Waters record. It was on the old Vogue Jazz Collector red label. At first I didn’t know whether I was going to buy it because it was so different from what we were used to already – which was acoustic guitars – so I got it. And then within a few years … ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, ‘Long Tall Sally’.2


By 1956, rock ’n’ roll was even starting to make inroads into the sleepy West of Scotland mainstream society. In September of that year, one of Glasgow’s biggest ballrooms, The Locarno on Sauchiehall Street, experimented by inserting a weekly half-hour long session of rock ’n’ roll music. The brainchild of resident bandleader Benny Daniels, the experiment was advertised under the slogan ‘just to keep the youngsters happy!’ The bored teenagers loved it and later that same month they almost went apoplectic when the Bill Haley movie Rock Around the Clock was released in Scotland. Police in dozens of stations across the Central Belt were put on alert after earlier screenings in London triggered riots.


For Alex, the new rock revolution couldn’t come quick enough. He was a regular customer at the Locarno dance nights and also at the fabled Barrowlands Ballroom in the East End. Alex liked the dancing and the weekend boozing, but his real obsession was with the wild raw electric sounds that were increasingly coming to dominate the 1956 hit parades. One such song was ‘Giddy Up a Ding-Dong’ on the Mercury label by Freddie Bell, which an impressed Alex filed away in his memory bank for future use. (Bell’s group The Bellboys were the first rock ’n’ roll group to play Glasgow, and it’s a fair bet that the young Harvey was a member of the audience that night.)


Dressing like a Teddy Boy, Alex had a reputation for wearing the tightest drainpipe trousers on the Glasgow scene. He was earning a living playing trumpet for a local jazz band called the Kinning Park Ramblers and increasingly getting a tremendous reception when he himself took centre stage. Late in 1956, police had to be called to clear the aisles of the St Andrew’s Hall in Glasgow after Alex played an impromptu gig during the interval of a trad jazz gig.


Much as he loved the music of Louis Armstrong and Jelly Roll Morton, Alex wanted to branch out into rock ’n’ roll full-time. His chance came bizarrely in 1957 through the Scottish tabloid newspaper The Sunday Mail. Eager to show their youth credentials they organised a country-wide competition to find Scotland’s answer to Tommy Steele – the former bellboy who had signed to Decca Records and was reputedly earning an impressive £400 a week. Steele had once been hailed as the UK’s answer to Elvis Presley.


The Sunday Mail ran regional heats throughout Scotland, including one held in Kirkcaldy Mission to the Deaf and Dumb, where the winners would each receive £5. After auditioning 600 hopefuls, Alex, armed with a guitar bought for £3, emerged as the winner. The competition was organised by David Gibson, then a 24-year-old journalist at the newspaper. Now retired and living in Tighnabruich in the Highlands, he recalled:


Tommy Steele was tremendously popular at the time and he had just had a huge hit record with Guy Mitchell’s original ‘Singing the Blues’. So we thought it would be a great idea to find Scotland’s own Tommy Steele. We set up these auditions all over the place, and almost everyone we heard tried to do ‘Singing the blues’. I heard so many bad imitations of that song … I never wanted to hear it again in my life!


The last audition was held in Glasgow and Bill Paterson, who helped arrange it, asked Alex to take part. He stood out head and shoulders above the rest. He just had so much charisma and personality. He had a good act, very punchy and aggressive – and he didn’t play ‘Singing the Blues’ until we asked him to! Incidentally the guy who came second – Joe Moretti – was a much, much better guitar player than Alex but he lacked the strong personality. The competition did Joe some good too, and as I remember he gave up whatever job he had and went to London where he became a leading session musician.3


On 28 April 1957, Sunday Mail readers were given the long awaited news that the winner of the competition was Alex. At the time, he was 22 years old and worked as a cooper at the docks. The article concluded:

OEBPS/html/images/hlf.jpg





OEBPS/html/images/cover.jpg
i

]OHN NEIL MUNRO

‘Alex was cheeky ... a naughty boy who didn’t want to grow up.’
RICHARD O'BRIEN
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