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AUTHOR’S NOTE





Good Night and Good Riddance is a chronological history of 265 programmes presented by John Peel between 1967 and 2003. It’s the story of a changing music scene, a changing radio landscape and a changing Britain. It’s the story of how a shy man who played records for a living ended up having an impact as far-reaching as any rock group. The story begins with a Donovan song and ends with an event of global significance that brings Peel full circle to the Summer of Love, when his broadcasts took place against a backdrop of anti-Vietnam War protests.


A word or two about the way the book is structured. The descriptions of the 265 programmes are preceded by a list of artists whose music appears in them, as well as a news story from the day in question. These are included for a reason. For much of his career, Peel took to the air between 10 p.m. and midnight, once the day’s defining dramas had been played out, and often he had the unenviable job of rounding off a turbulent or harrowing twenty-four-hour period in British life. A news bulletin during one show in December 1973 began: ‘A third bomb went off in London tonight.’ Another show in September 1974 was interrupted for a newsflash that Prime Minister Harold Wilson had dissolved Parliament. The rubbish was piled high in the streets when Peel played new singles by the Pretenders, the Members and the Undertones in January 1979. Were his programmes an escape route out of the darkness? Could they offer some form of illumination?


To research Good Night and Good Riddance, I listened to around five hundred Peel shows that survive in audio format, and also consulted the running orders of a further eight or nine hundred on microfilm and online. What were the criteria for selecting a show to put in the book? Perhaps it was a night when Peel discovered a future household name. Perhaps he played a piece of music so mind-bogglingly strange that I simply had to attempt to describe it. Or perhaps my attention was caught by something he said; he was a witty, thoughtful and subversive broadcaster throughout his long career.


Readers will notice that towards the end of the book the chapters cover two years instead of one. This is to give the effect of the near past coming closer into view. It should not be taken to mean that 1998 and 2002 were ‘lesser’ years than 1988 and 1992, or that some years blurred into others. Also, in acknowledgement of the feast of surprises that characterised Peel’s best broadcasts, in which almost nothing could be foretold from a mere tracklisting, an index has been consciously omitted.


To write about Peel shows, you first need to be aware of their whereabouts and be able to hear them. The foremost Peel resource anywhere in the world is John Peel Wiki (http://peel.wikia.com/wiki/John_Peel_Wiki), where a person can easily lose several months of their life browsing endless pages of encyclopaedic facts, running orders, informative essays and mini-biographies. Look closely and you should find what you want. It’s a world populated by user names and pseudonyms.


I would like to thank the following contributors to John Peel Wiki: Alan, Andrew, Andrew T, andysmith10, bbrbr57, Bill, billfromnorthwales, Bill S, Bob, bonnie43uk, Brian Hinton, brockleyal, CCM, Chris Holmes, Colin Bray, Colin Ellis, Darren, Dave, David, Decktician, deerlabsk, Doc, Dr Mango, Duff Paddy, Ed B, Eddie, Gary, gooner02UK, Gumtree Tapes, Guy Brown at U-SPACES, Hangthedj, Haze, hills1902, Isector, Jim, Jimmy, Johns corner, John Leonhard’s Dad, Johnpeel3904, John Peel Papers, John Stewart, Jon Horne, Julian, K, Karl, Kat’s Karavan, Ken Garner, Kevin (Kev), klacktoveedesteen, LeicesterJim, Lol, Lorcan, Mark C, max-dat, Mike Dick, ML, Monni Aldous, My Old Tapes, Patestapes, Paul, Peel Mailing List, Phil, ray_b2, RC, RF, Rich Less, Rob C, RobEmbleton, Rob F, Rocker, Rok, SB, SIG (Steve), Steve Lowman, Syrtis, thebarguest, thescourge, Tishbriz, Vegman, Wavey Davey, Weatherman22 (Stuart) and any tapers, collectors, sharers, uploaders, editors, re-editors, encoders, restorers and digitisers whose names have been lost to posterity. Thanks to Kris W. (http://theperfumedgarden.blogspot.co.uk) and the Yahoo Peel Newsgroup. Thanks also to the producers of the Peel shows – Bernie Andrews, John Walters, John Muir, Pete Ritzema, Jeff Griffin, Chris Lycett, Jonathan Ruffle, Mike Hawkes, Alison Howe, Anita Kamath and Louise Kattenhorn – and their engineers.


I’m grateful to Jeff Walden for granting me access to the BBC Written Archives at Caversham Park, where I was able to scroll through the running orders of hundreds of forgotten editions of Top Gear, Friday Night Is Boogie Night, Sounds of the Seventies and the John Peel Show. For context, I looked at programmes presented by Tony Blackburn, Noel Edmonds, Emperor Rosko, Tony Brandon, Dave Cash, Ed Stewart, Terry Wogan, Jimmy Young, David Hamilton, Johnnie Walker, Alan Freeman, Anne Nightingale, Alan Black, Mike Harding, Bob Harris, Stuart Henry, Michael Wale, Dave Eager, Gary Taylor, Dave Lee Travis, Paul Burnett, David ‘Kid’ Jensen, Pete Drummond, Paul Gambaccini, Tommy Vance, Mike Read, Adrian Juste, Robbie Vincent, Stuart Colman, Simon Bates, Peter Powell and Andy Peebles.


When I decided to write Good Night and Good Riddance, my first call was to Ken Garner, the author of the acclaimed book In Session Tonight (BBC, 1993), which was updated and republished as The Peel Sessions in 2007. Garner was immediately encouraging and went on to offer useful advice, not just once but in a number of subsequent emails. He is the world’s leading authority on Peel, I would guess, and I hope he feels that Good Night and Good Riddance doesn’t encroach too much on his own Peel writings.


My sincere thanks go to Lee Brackstone, David Watkins and Ian Bahrami at Faber and Faber, who were sensitive and patient over a longer period than any of them probably anticipated, and to my agent Matthew Hamilton at Aitken Alexander. I could not have written the book without the support and friendship of Andrew Holmes and Penelope Chong, neither of whom I can ever thank enough. Others who played key strategic roles were Steve Beeho (deep cover and surveillance), John Mulvey (laser-eyed forensics), Phil King (IPC vault-digging), Tony Sexton (stress-free removals and disco mixes), Chris Moore (cocktails and Dropboxing), Strontium Dawg (ambient trip-hop guidance), La Vache Dangereuse (additional research) and Mark Allen at Jargon Free Computers (laptop maintenance). Thanks also to my parents.


I made use of many books, newspapers, magazines and websites along the way, which are listed in the Sources and Bibliography at the back. All the remaining conclusions, assumptions, opinions, theories and mistakes in the book are mine.


 


David Cavanagh


Brighton, 2015

















INTRODUCTION: PEEL NATION





About a mile north of Reading town centre stands Caversham Park. The grand country house, tastefully flanked by wooded pleasure grounds and set in a hundred acres of private parkland, has a Grade II listing and a history dating back to William the Conqueror. Over the centuries it has been the family seat of the Earl of Pembroke (c.1200), the home of a courtier to Edward VI (c.1580), a temporary prison for Charles I (1647) and a Georgian fortress with gardens designed by Capability Brown (c.1760).


In the 1830s it was a dilapidated ruin; in the 1920s a boys’ boarding school. Since the Second World War it’s been the headquarters of BBC Monitoring, the semi-clandestine eavesdropping wing of the British Broadcasting Corporation that tracks, translates and analyses thousands of daily news reports from around the world.


A white bungalow stands near the north-western corner of the grounds. Visitors approach it through an iron gate next to a school on Peppard Road. Anyone writing a book about a BBC broadcaster with a three-decade career will come to this bungalow sooner or later, for it houses the BBC’s Written Archives. Scripts, files, memoranda, contracts and correspondence – all are archived here at Caversham.


And so are radio shows. At the conclusion of each show he presented, the Radio 1 DJ John Peel would sit down at a typewriter and fill out a Programme as Broadcast (PasB) form, an itemised list of the music he’d just played. All the song titles and names of artists. All the studio dates of sessions. Catalogue numbers of records. Precise timings of songs. The PasB forms were sent to Written Archives, where they were preserved on microfilm.


One reason why Written Archives is important to a Peel researcher is because there’s a fair-sized chunk of his career – four or five years – that might be described as an audio wasteland. As I write, not a single recording of any of his Top Gear programmes from 1971 has come to light. The same goes for 1972. While not totally barren, the first six months of 1973 yield a meagre harvest of snippets and fragments. Virtually nothing survives from 1974.


You wouldn’t expect anyone to take much interest in old Radio 1 shows hosted by Paul Burnett, Simon Bates or Bruno Brookes. Nobody has ever trawled the Internet hoping to find a ninety-minute MP3 of Peter Powell (preferably with spoken links intact and unedited jingles). So why is it so frustrating that four years of Peel are unaccounted for? What was it about him that made people listen religiously to his shows during critical years of their lives? Why has a dedicated community sprung up that shares and discusses recordings of those shows online? Everyone knows Peel was influential. But do they know why? Do they know how?


The Written Archives cannot be browsed like a public library. Viewings are by appointment, granted on receipt of an emailed application. Visiting days are Wednesdays, Thursdays and Fridays. Ask to see PasB forms for Top Gear from 1971 to 1974 – Peel’s Dark Ages, if you like – and about a dozen boxes of microfilm are brought to your table. Take out a reel from one of the boxes and mount it on the spindle of the reader machine. Carefully thread the film under a wheel and press a button so that the film advances. Soon a page of text edges into view. Adjust the lens setting.


The scanner’s screen is blue, with typewritten words punched out in white. What we’re looking at is sheets of photographed carbon paper stitched together chronologically, telling the story of Radio 1 in the Seventies day by day. To get to Top Gear, which had a Saturday afternoon slot in January 1971, we have to steer past the weekday programmes presented by Tony Blackburn, Johnnie Walker, Dave Lee Travis, Jimmy Young and Terry Wogan. Turn the speed wheel clockwise. A Monday afternoon glides by in seconds.


Top Gear is not easy to find at first. But the eyes gradually train themselves to spot a Saturday schedule in the rolling blue and white sea. Manipulating the wheel is an art in itself. A flick of the wrist slaloms us through three pages of Junior Choice – the Saturday morning kids’ programme presented by Ed Stewart – but fail to stop the wheel in time and suddenly Radio 1 is closing down for the night. Rotate the wheel too far and fourteen days of programmes flash past in a blur. (Back we go, anticlockwise.)


Now we’re at Junior Choice again. That’s followed at 10 a.m. by a two-hour show hosted by Noel Edmonds. Time to apply some pressure on the brakes. The show immediately preceding Top Gear is Emperor Rosko’s Midday Spin, a round-up of new singles and albums. Reduce speed to a crawl. Look out for telltale names. Captain Beefheart. Ivor Cutler. Vivian Stanshall.


So this is where you ended up, John. A bungalow in Berkshire, stored in little boxes of microfilm. Words hammered out on a typewriter onto carbon sheets. Here is another box. Here is another blue screen. Here is the written documentation of a post-war career in radio.


 


In the spring of 1960, a wealthy Liverpool cotton broker named Robert Ravenscroft sent his twenty-year-old son John on a character-building trip to America. Demobbed from National Service not long before, the young man had no obvious career path ahead of him. He had shown himself to be dismal at school, completely inept in social situations and unable to do much in a military milieu apart from clean toilets and make tea.


His first destination was Dallas, where he used his father’s connections to get a job in the Texas cotton industry. When that led nowhere, he obtained a minor position at an insurance company. He then headed north to Oklahoma City. After that, west to California. Finally he returned home – but not to work in cotton or insurance. Somewhere along the way, John Ravenscroft had undergone a curious transformation. He now made his living as a disc jockey.


For it transpired that Ravenscroft, far from having no acumen whatsoever, was an authority and an expert on one particular subject: records. Since his early teens he’d been collecting and learning about all manner of records – from 78s to 45s to LPs; from orchestral tangos to continental pop to rock ’n’ roll – and his knowledge of his vinyl dominion was staggering. In 1961 he’d approached a Dallas radio station, WRR-AM, wondering if the DJs who hosted its rhythm-and-blues programme, Kat’s Karavan, would be interested in hearing some of his prized collection of rare blues records. They were, and invited him onto the air to talk about them. His blues spots on Kat’s Karavan became a regular item.


Ravenscroft had caught the radio bug. Cotton and insurance were all very well, but radio offered him a line of communication to his peers, a legitimate platform, a chance to be heard and taken seriously, a means to share his passion for records, to evaluate them not as cheap artefacts but as jewels hand-picked from a treasure chest – and to try to convince others of their greatness. By 1964 Ravenscroft was a familiar voice on Dallas’s premier pop station, KLIF, ensconced as their official Beatles correspondent, the man with the inside track on the Fab Four. (This entailed slightly exaggerating his Liverpool background to give the impression that he and the Beatles had grown up on the same streets. He actually hailed from a leafy village about fifteen miles away.)


By 1965, gaining in confidence, he was one half of a double act hosting a music-and-comedy programme on KOMA in Oklahoma City. By the end of 1966 he was presenting the daily breakfast show on KMEN in San Bernadino. At weekends he would play British blues-rock groups like the Yardbirds and John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers, surreptitiously smuggling them into KMEN’s UK chart show. If all this peripatetic versatility makes Ravenscroft sound like a DJ in search of an identity (or at least an agent), the key thing here is that KLIF, KOMA and KMEN were Top 40 stations. Put together, it amounted to three years of experience in fast-paced, high-stakes commercial radio on the glamorous side of the Atlantic. Ravenscroft, the boy with no school qualifications, had accumulated a CV that a disc jockey in Britain would have drooled over.


 


Arriving back in England in February 1967, he was immediately hired by Radio London, the biggest of the pirate pop stations that had followed Radio Caroline into offshore waters in the mid-Sixties. For two weeks out of every three, Ravenscroft worked, lived and slept on Radio London’s ship the MV Galaxy, an ex-Second World War minesweeper anchored off the coast of Essex. Fitted with two studios and a 50-kilowatt transmitter, the Galaxy broadcast all-day pop to the east of England, the south, the Midlands, the north, Scotland and Wales. An estimated 12 million Britons tuned in every day.


Ravenscroft found his niche presenting a late-night programme, The Perfumed Garden, in which he played an esoteric mix of San Francisco rock, English psychedelia, Chicago blues and socio-political folk songs – a concoction totally at odds with Radio London’s Top 40-driven output. The Perfumed Garden coincided with the dawning of the hippie era and became a nightly hangout where young people could exchange philosophies, hear the latest Jefferson Airplane imports and listen to poems about gentle creatures living harmoniously in a violence-free paradise.


Before Radio London put Ravenscroft on the air, however, they insisted on one change. Fearing that his three-syllable surname might prove a turn-off for the listeners, they decided to rechristen him. ‘What about John Peel?’ suggested a secretary at the station’s head office in Mayfair. Peel. It was catchy. It had only one syllable. It was the name he would use for the rest of his life.


When Radio London was shut down by the Marine, &c., Broadcasting (Offences) Act 1967, Ravenscroft/Peel returned to dry land and joined the new BBC pop station Radio 1. It’s odd to think that his adventures in disc jockeying might have ended right there. Of the thirty DJs listed in the station’s pre-launch press release, nothing about the inclusion of his name (which appeared twenty-eighth) gave any indication that he’d found a long-term home. His contract was for a mere six weeks, and even when it was renewed he remained effectively on probation. Uneasy about his hippie lexicon and perceived countercultural agenda, his superiors waited four months before letting him present a programme on his own.


Against all the odds, Peel was to stay at Radio 1 until his death in 2004, surviving every one of its periodic rebrandings and purges. His final years on Britain’s foremost youth radio station may have been an implausible concept on paper – a man in his sixties playing cutting-edge music to an audience young enough to be his grandchildren – but according to BBC research, Peel had more under-sixteens listening to him than any other Radio 1 DJ, including those like Chris Moyles and Sara Cox who were less than half his age. The older he got, the more credibility Peel seemed to acquire with teenagers. He was a walking confounder of focus groups.


During his thirty-seven years on British radio, thousands of musicians in hundreds of genres and subgenres passed through the gates of The Perfumed Garden, Top Gear, Night Ride, Friday Night Is Boogie Night, Sounds of the Seventies and the long-running John Peel Show. In many cases, he either gave them their first national radio airplay or provided staunch and invaluable support at a make-or-break stage in their career. Their names include David Bowie, Marc Bolan, Rod Stewart, Elton John, Pink Floyd, Black Sabbath, Free, King Crimson, Hawkwind, Thin Lizzy, Status Quo, Genesis, Roxy Music, Queen, Lou Reed, Nick Drake, Fairport Convention, Steeleye Span, the Chieftains, Bob Marley and the Wailers, Captain Beefheart, Kevin Ayers, Mike Oldfield, Loudon Wainwright III, Joan Armatrading, Ivor Cutler, the Ramones, the Sex Pistols, the Jam, the Slits, Siouxsie and the Banshees, XTC, Aswad, Misty in Roots, Elvis Costello, Gary Numan, Adam Ant, Dexys Midnight Runners, Joy Division, the Human League, the Fall, the Cure, Simple Minds, Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark, UB40, Altered Images, Duran Duran, Echo and the Bunnymen, Killing Joke, Scritti Politti, the Cocteau Twins, the Sisters of Mercy, Frankie Goes to Hollywood, Marc Almond, Nick Cave, Shane MacGowan, Julian Cope, Edwyn Collins, Morrissey, Billy Bragg, Björk, Chumbawamba, the Shamen, the Butthole Surfers, the Charlatans, the Farm, Happy Mondays, Napalm Death, Nirvana, Pulp, PJ Harvey, Elastica, Supergrass, Pavement, Huggy Bear, Underworld, the Orb, the Future Sound of London, Autechre, Richie Hawtin, Arab Strap, the Delgados, Kenickie, Elbow, Mogwai, the White Stripes and the Black Keys.


In 1992, to pick a year at random, Peel alerted his listeners to an up-and-coming Californian punk trio called Green Day, a psychedelic indie band from Wigan named Verve and the young Cornish electronic musician Aphex Twin, whose debut twelve-inch, ‘Digeridoo’, was to be one of the groundbreaking dance tracks of the Nineties. If we travel back further – to 1984, 1979 or 1972 – Peel can be found advocating the causes, respectively, of post-punk confrontationalists (Jesus and Mary Chain, Scraping Foetus Off the Wheel), 2 Tone ska revivalists (the Specials, Madness, Selecter) and Krautrock experimentalists (Can, Neu!, Tangerine Dream).


Usually, he was the first DJ on Radio 1 to notice a new genre. The archives show that he championed hip hop twelve years before Radio 1 hired Tim Westwood to host its first hip hop show. And that he played African music a decade before Andy Kershaw set foot in the BBC. As for reggae, Peel promoted it so heavily that the music press in the Seventies nicknamed him Jah Peel. To paraphrase Martin Amis’s Money on the subject of lighting up cigarettes: unless this book specifically informs you to the contrary, Peel is always playing a reggae record.


David Bowie, paying tribute in 1996 when Peel was featured on This Is Your Life, probably spoke for many British rock stars when he thanked him – some might say belatedly – for ‘having faith in us’. Billy Bragg, giving BBC Radio 6 Music’s John Peel Lecture in 2012, bore witness to the fact that Peel ‘made a career in music accessible for several generations of young artists who would otherwise have struggled in the mainstream’.


It would be crass to say that David Bowie and Billy Bragg owe it all to John Peel. But it’s easy to imagine both of them having very different fortunes if Peel, like George Bailey in It’s a Wonderful Life, hadn’t existed. Bragg would presumably have benefited from some useful exposure when his friend Andy Kershaw joined Radio 1 in 1985, but he would have missed out on the vital momentum created by Peel two years earlier when he got behind Bragg’s 1983 mini-album, Life’s a Riot with Spy vs Spy. By the time Kershaw entered the picture, Bragg had already had two albums in the Top 30. Part of the credit must go to Peel for introducing Bragg to his fanbase.


Bowie, for his part, had been rejected by a BBC audition panel in 1965 and was a luckless unknown with a flop single about gnomes when Peel began pushing his talents in 1967. Over the next two years, Peel ensured that the quirky, unfashionable Bowie was heard alongside the major acts of the day. Later, during a lean period that followed Bowie’s 1969 hit ‘Space Oddity’, Peel stayed crucially loyal, a one-man support network. The journey to Ziggy Stardust, one could argue, was conceived not in a distant galaxy but on Peel’s Top Gear, Peel’s In Concert and Peel’s Friday Night Is Boogie Night.


The day after Bowie’s greeting to Peel on This Is Your Life was screened by BBC1, Peel wrote a letter to Matthew Bannister, the controller of Radio 1. ‘There remains in me, I suppose, some of the old hippie and something of an evangelical fervour about the work I do,’ Peel reflected. ‘I think – and I hope this isn’t going to read wrong – that the programmes on which I have worked … have contributed to the enduring health of British music and the capacity of that music to reinvent itself.’


The reason for the letter was that Bannister had authorised a reduction in Peel’s weekly hours to make room for a new programme, One in the Jungle. Radio 1 had awoken to jungle music as an urban dance phenomenon in 1995, and Bannister felt that the genre now needed its own Friday night showcase. Peel, who had a Friday 10 p.m. slot, would be the one to make way.


The precise origins of jungle have been widely debated, but nobody disputes the influence of two London acts, the Ragga Twins and Shut Up and Dance, who were there at the beginning of the ragga–techno hybrid. As it happened, there was a DJ on Radio 1’s books who had tirelessly championed the Ragga Twins as far back as 1991 – and Shut Up and Dance even earlier in 1990. In doing so, he’d brought something quite new to Radio 1 and helped spread awareness throughout Britain of the music that would evolve into jungle and drum ’n’ bass.


The DJ was John Peel.


 


But there was a lot more to Peel than being Radio 1’s resident beady-eyed talent spotter. As an architect of one-hour, two-hour and three-hour music programmes, he was known for his vast frame of reference, his addiction to diversity, his empathy with outsiders, his non-linear running orders, his sudden disappearances down musical rabbit holes and his bizarre juxtapositions.


Happy to dislocate while he educated, Peel caught the listener repeatedly off guard, revelling in surprise and innovation. A sequence of music might go something like this: Mississippi blues > riot grrrl > sludge metal > Berlin techno > Northumberland folk > Toronto surf-punk > Zimbabwean chimurenga > Seattle grunge. You don’t have to be au fait with all the genres to get a palpable sense of dizziness. The effect was like being whisked around a museum by a caffeine-overdosed tour guide with a train to catch. Look at this. Now this. Move faster. Come on.


Sometimes mistaken for a musical elitist or a wilful obscurist, Peel enjoyed the work of such Neanderthals as Ted Nugent, Sham 69, the Cockney Rejects and Splodgenessabounds. He approved of all genres with ‘hardcore’ in their name and he relished every punishing, remorseless sound that allowed him to unleash his inner hooligan. Able to recall vividly the thrill of hearing Elvis Presley and Little Richard for the first time, he was forever drawn towards music that sounded visceral or insurrectionary. He was an early supporter of the London acid techno scene (motto: ‘It’s Not Intelligent and It’s Not from Detroit, but It’s Fucking Having It’) and he saw clear parallels between happy hardcore and primitive rock ’n’ roll. Unlike a music journalist, he didn’t have to analyse each new genre or write an essay explaining its provenance. And as many music journalists will know from experience, it’s difficult to analyse acid techno or write essays about happy hardcore.


A huge number of DJs worked in radio across the British Isles during the three and a half decades when Peel was on the air, and more than a few overlapped with him at certain points along the taste spectrum. Among them were Steve Barker (BBC Radio Lancashire’s On the Wire), Keith Skues (BBC local stations), Billy Sloan (Radio Clyde), Dave Fanning (RTE 2), the reggae specialist David Rodigan (Capital Radio and Kiss FM), the world music scholar Charlie Gillett (Capital and BBC Radio London) and the Radio 1 DJs Annie Nightingale, Alexis Korner, Andy Kershaw, Alan Black, Bob Harris, Pete Drummond, Mike Harding, Emperor Rosko, Tommy Vance, David ‘Kid’ Jensen, Janice Long, Steve Lamacq, Jeff Young, Pete Tong, Westwood, Fabio & Grooverider and Mary Anne Hobbs. All of them served. All of them had their fields of expertise.


But none of them, let’s be honest, ever followed the Wedding Present with a Glaswegian pub song written by Gerry Rafferty and then veered impulsively into Steely & Clevie’s dancehall cover of Carly Simon’s ‘Why’. And none of them ever played ‘Chim Chim Cher-ee’ by the tone-deaf novelty singer Mrs Miller and crowned it for horrid comedy value by pulling out ‘Climb Ev’ry Mountain’ by the actress Patricia Routledge. And nor did any of them ever start a show with Auchtermuchty’s foot-tapping accordionist Jimmy Shand and go on to cue up eleven noisecore tracks lasting a combined total of fifteen seconds. Peel played all of these things, from the Wedding Present to the noisecore via Shand and the future Hyacinth Bucket, in a single night (26 May 1991) and still found room for the new Pixies single and a session – their fourteenth – by the Fall. At his best, and that 1991 show was Peel at something like his best, he displayed a form of erudite, neo-anarchic, abstract expressionist fearlessness that no other person on British music radio before or since could have begun to imagine how to emulate.


Juxtaposing genres and refusing to recognise boundaries were generally reckoned to be risky strategies within the Nineties music industry. Artists and record companies were wary of alienating fans by flitting from one style of music to another, while editors of magazines thought carefully about which genres to promote on their covers (and which to relegate to inside pages or ignore) with a view to targeting the highest readership. Identity politics and tribalism went hand in hand with a belief that music should be seen in terms of indie and corporate, ethical and mercenary, ‘ours’ and ‘theirs’, right and wrong, cool and crap, above reproach and beyond the pale, bands it’s OK to like and bands it’s shameful to mention.


For Peel, however, genre juxtaposition was a prerequisite, a sine qua non and a flat-out non-negotiable imperative. You like Half Man Half Biscuit? Then here’s some Goa trance. You collect singles on the Sarah label? Then you’re sure to love these fiddle players from Alabama. Listeners in 1978 hoping to hear an exclusive taste of the new Clash album would have to wait while Peel played a selection of Morris dances by the Albion Band. Fans of the Smiths, hunched over their tape recorders in 1986, were treated to the latest opus by Morrissey and Marr only after being force-fed Run-DMC, Benjamin Zephaniah and eight minutes of German industrial music that sounded like the council digging up a road. Still incorrigibly catholic in the 2000s, Peel made lovers of dubstep grit their teeth in frustration by interrupting the deep bass to play mood-killing ballads by the Nashville country singer Laura Cantrell.


There was nothing the listeners could do to stop him. If they wrote letters badgering him to cease playing a particular song, Peel would play the song after reading out the letters. If they dismissed a new band as moronic or worthless, that band would be guaranteed to appear in his programmes for weeks. No DJ ever credited his listeners with having such open minds; no DJ ever cared less about their complaints when their minds turned out to be narrower than he thought. Peel ruled his fiefdom like a benevolent dictatorship, whimsically for the most part but with no time for faint hearts. ‘These programmes may be hateful, but they’re interesting,’ he consoled them one night in September 1982, halfway through a show that crunched through the gears with typical lack of concern for other road users. Arizona hardcore. Belgian punk-funk. Ipswich reggae. A session by Christians in Search of Filth. No compromises, no concessions.


Furthermore, while Peel was fond of sending himself up (‘You’re listening to the John Peel wing-ding, the programme that brings you the worst of both worlds’), his tone could just as quickly harden into admonishment if his standards weren’t met. In December 1988, dismayed by the absence of black artists in the listeners’ annual vote-a-thon, the Festive 50, he implicitly accused them of being racists. A warning was left hanging in the air: if you people want to continue listening to my shows, you’re going to have to improve your game. It’s unthinkable that any other DJ on ratings-conscious Radio 1 would have delivered a similar rebuke.


 


One reason why Peel had no qualms about chewing out his indie-loving listeners of the late Eighties was because the results had been spectacular when he got rid of their predecessors a decade earlier. Steering his programmes through the choppy waters of punk rock in 1976–7, Peel succeeded in shoring up his own position in the long run, but in the short term it meant riding roughshod over the seething protests of prog rock fans who loathed punk’s crude sound. There were times when Peel had to be ruthless; there was even a thinly veiled back-me-or-sack-me ultimatum one night in August 1977. His entire audience didn’t quite desert him overnight, as he was later to boast, but he certainly didn’t implore them to have second thoughts as they streamed slowly for the exits.


Peel’s endorsement of punk was immensely significant, and not just because Top Gear had been the main outlet for the hippie music that the punks sought to annihilate. As the DJ who’d played Pink Floyd’s The Dark Side of the Moon for the first time on British radio, and given years of sustenance to proggy bands like Caravan and Supertramp, Peel could easily have been in the punks’ firing line (like his protégé and imitator Bob Harris) if his reactions had been slower or his attitude more sceptical. Instead, in the face of genuine alarm from his Radio 1 bosses, Peel nailed his colours to the punk mast with a special programme in December 1976. Even so, it took two more years – and an explosive Festive 50 at the end of 1978 – for the John Peel Show’s punk metamorphosis to become complete.


Punk’s iconoclastic aesthetic came just at the right time for Peel. After years of laid-back praise for Eric Clapton and Jackson Browne, he took the opportunity to make comprehensive changes as he approached forty. He cut his hair short, revised his opinion of one-time heroes and spoke in a proletarian, Midlands-inflected growl that had little to do with his original accent. Where once he had ended Sunday afternoon editions of Top Gear by urging his listeners to ‘be gentle with one another’, he now said to them gruffly: ‘More of the same unpleasant and disorientating racket tomorrow. Good night … and good riddance.’


Punk, in short, toughened Peel up. And with bands like PiL and the Pop Group pioneering a post-punk doctrine whose premise involved devouring the carcass of punk orthodoxy like jackals, Peel’s programmes by the end of the decade had a distinct atmosphere, a taste of danger, a feeling of shared intrepidness as the rhythms and voices of the new underground pulsed, throbbed, screeched and howled. The John Peel Show, like its presenter, had been reborn.


By 1979, his office at the BBC teemed with records and cassettes from new bands and new labels. They arrived at a frightening rate, dramatically increasing his workload. The effect of his support for this industrious generation of gung-ho newcomers was a split in the British music business. An independent infrastructure was built (with its mothership at Rough Trade Records and Distribution in west London), which blossomed by the early Eighties into a de facto alternative music society. In Peel’s after-hours world, big American labels like RCA, MCA and Warner Bros, accustomed in former years to having their new releases plugged by Peel without question, now became totally irrelevant. Under Peel’s gleeful auspices, the music business was demystified and made easier to penetrate than at any time before.


Here’s how it worked. A new band formed. They borrowed £100 from one of their dads and recorded a single. A local independent label heard it, liked it, pressed up 1,000 copies and sent one to Peel. The fate of the other 999 copies depended on what happened next. They were lucky. Peel liked the single, played it twice and told the listeners how to order it. The label, encouraged, paid for the band to record another single. They pressed up 3,000 copies and sent one to Peel. He played it every night for a week. Now they were off: an album, tour dates, NME interviews, a career.


‘By ensuring that up to ninety per cent of the records he played were things you wouldn’t hear anywhere else on the radio, he created a non-commercial climate in which small independent labels could thrive commercially,’ wrote Nick Currie, better known as the singer-songwriter Momus. ‘Like some kind of greenhouse, his nightly programme protected all sorts of delicate plants from the cold winds of commerce, at least until they were big and tough enough to make it on their own.’


But Peel did more than that. In a foretaste of the Sound City festivals of the Nineties, he dragged Radio 1 out of its London-centric way of looking at British pop and showed the importance of publicising new music from Glasgow, Edinburgh, Manchester, Birmingham, Sheffield, Leeds, Liverpool, Coventry, Bristol and two cities in Northern Ireland – Belfast and Derry – where nothing had been heard for years. Long before regeneration, long before any of these cities had music industries to speak of, Peel presented them as hives of culture crackling with energy and potential.


And those were just the cities. After that he started on the towns. On Peel’s programmes it was all right to be a nobody from nowhere, it was no drawback to have nothing but a demo tape in your pocket, and it was even acceptable to be on the scrounge. Listeners offered their wares for sale as though Peel were running a street market. Addresses were read out constantly. Fanzines were recommended, no matter how tiny their circulation. The shows became informal gig guides. Little networks of camaraderie and capability sprang up all over the UK. As Alan Bennett once said about the birth of Granada Television, Peel let people in the south see what was going on in the north, and a post-punk nation was introduced to each other.


In time, as Peel devolved more and more power to the regions, new influences began to seep indelibly into the philosophy of Radio 1. What Peel played tonight, David Jensen, Janice Long or Mark Goodier would play tomorrow. It might even make it onto the Simon Bates show some time next October. Suddenly Radio 1 wasn’t looking at Britain and seeing a country consisting of London and a giant seaside. Britain’s biggest pop station was developing an authentic national voice.


 


Peel and his long-time producer John Walters were dyed-in-the-wool radio men committed to upholding the values of Lord Reith, the BBC’s first director-general. They would quote a passage from Reith’s autobiography, Into the Wind, in which he recalled the BBC’s early critics accusing it of ‘setting out to give the public not what it wanted but what the BBC thought it should have’. Reith’s response, much enjoyed by Walters, was that the public hadn’t the faintest idea what it wanted.


Some fifty years after Reith’s day, the well-informed Peel listeners of the Nineties and Noughties had a much better sense of what to demand from a radio station. But such was their trust in Peel that they tuned in to hear him perform that most Reithian of services: teaching them something they didn’t know. ‘Give us what you think we should have,’ they said, and he did. There wouldn’t have been much point in him playing classic hits or songs that were climbing the charts; those were ubiquitous on Radio 1 during the daytime.


But again, there was an irony there for anyone who cared to look. Thanks to years of the trickle-down Peel effect, much of the station’s daily output – for example, on Jo Whiley’s lunchtime show, which began in 1997 – now comprised indie guitar groups who could trace their roots back to Peel shows of the mid-Eighties. Moreover, for a man who didn’t like Suede, never rated Oasis and took six years to come round to Blur, Peel had had a hell of a lot to do with the genesis of Britpop.


Peel, for all that, remained probing and inquisitive, presiding over fizzing test tubes like a white-coated boffin and hacking his way through dense undergrowth like a pith-helmeted missionary. Though he was cut from different cloth to his upwardly mobile colleagues (when the ex-Radio 1 presenter Mike Smith died in 2014, his fellow DJ Mike Read remembered him as ‘a very affable guy, fantastically businesslike’ – say no more), Peel nevertheless had an uncanny flair for inching forwards, snail-like, in a way that may not have been visible to the naked eye but allowed him to cover remarkable distances over time. It could be seen as appropriate that his voice changed several times over the years, adapting to new ages and new vocabularies. His chameleonic ability to blend into the cultural scenery – be it psychedelia, punk or drum ’n’ bass – while simultaneously blending into the background at Radio 1, surely provides a major clue to his longevity.


But while his perspective on music was often pure subversion, in other ways Peel and his employers were made for each other. As a broadcaster he fitted perfectly – we can now see – into BBC radio’s long heritage of intelligent speech, enthusiastic connoisseurs and eccentric polymaths. He was one of those eloquent souls who knew their P. G. Wodehouse and could rattle off witty sentences with impeccable grammar and daring amounts of subjunctive and parenthetical clauses. Peel, as Detective McNulty would have said in The Wire, was ‘real BBC’.


When one of his idols, John Arlott of Test Match Special, died in 1991, Peel told his listeners: ‘There have been some great broadcasters in my life. Wynford Vaughan-Thomas. Wolfman Jack. Humphrey Lyttelton. Alan Freeman. Russ Knight, the Weird Beard [a Texan DJ]. Peter Clayton. But John Arlott was the greatest of them all.’


It’s interesting to note here how Peel recalls his life through the prism of radio, from Vaughan-Thomas’s elegiac descriptions of postwar state occasions to the crazed hyperbole of American rock ’n’ roll to the unhistrionic fluency of the BBC jazz presenters Lyttelton and Clayton. If we include Lyttelton’s thirty years as host of Radio 4’s I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue, Peel’s love of radio appears to encompass everything that can make him laugh, ponder, sit bolt upright, relax, daydream, sing his head off, dance around the room, feel like a citizen of his country and feel like a man of the world.


But he was much more than a composite of his radio heroes. He was wordy, but they were his words and not Arlott’s or Vaughan-Thomas’s. He never ranted and raved like Wolfman Jack or piled up the catchphrases like Alan Freeman. Unlike Lyttelton and Clayton, he had a fallibility that belied his easy command of the microphone. He started records at the wrong speed, blew his nose as songs were ending and flapped around looking for mislaid pieces of paper that had been there a minute ago. He once played a whole album by Robert Fripp and Brian Eno backwards without noticing. Many Peel fans found these foibles enormously endearing.


Andy Kershaw believed that some of them tuned in just to hear Peel talk. His convoluted way of saying even the most basic things could turn straightforward announcements into miniature agonies of verbosity. ‘I was a little late in coming to an appreciation of this next record,’ he said one night in 1982 about an Aztec Camera single, ‘but having once got there, I was fully appreciative for a number of months.’ Having once got there? Fully appreciative? Anyone else would have called it a grower.


He liked to quote ‘the old DJ adage’ that two instrumentals shouldn’t be played in a row, usually just before he played two instrumentals in a row. He might then find a dedication that he should have read out the night before, and promise to play it tomorrow, when, as he fatalistically admitted, the person he was playing it for would probably not be listening. Radio 1, after years of taking him for granted and moving him around the schedules, eventually found out the hard way that he was incomparable and irreplaceable. Thereby calling to mind a different adage – the Joni Mitchell one about not knowing what you’ve got till it’s gone.


 


Peel’s travels in America in the Sixties had taken him to the outer circles of the California counterculture, where he’d smoked marijuana and managed a rock band. He arrived back in England in 1967 to find that people like him were the enemy. A few weeks after his return, Mick Jagger and Keith Richards were charged with offences against the Dangerous Drugs Act after a high-profile arrest in February. The guilty verdicts and prison sentences handed down to them in June appalled Peel, who threw the support of The Perfumed Garden behind them. He also lobbied for the release of John ‘Hoppy’ Hopkins, a London magazine editor and club promoter who had been imprisoned for possessing cannabis.


Jagger and Richards had their convictions reduced and overturned, respectively, in July. But Peel had been shocked by what he saw as the vindictiveness of the police, the judiciary, the newspapers and a public all too ready to condemn before the facts were known. He might not have guessed it, as he looked around him that summer, but Britain was about to go through a period of profound social change. First, in July, the Sexual Offences Act decriminalised consensual homosexual behaviour between men over the age of twenty-one in England and Wales. Then, in October, after heated debates in the Commons, Parliament legalised abortions. The death penalty, which had been suspended since 1965, was formally abolished in 1969. That same year, the Divorce Reform Act was passed, making it easier for couples to end a marriage that had irretrievably broken down.


A man like Peel would have considered all these changes essential in a civilised country. Most of them had been instigated by the Labour home secretary, Roy Jenkins, a liberal reformer who also oversaw the end of censorship in theatres and the abolition of birching in borstals. But even if Peel and Jenkins agreed on the fundamental tenets of a fairer Britain, the two men stood on opposite sides of an almighty cultural gap. Jenkins, an Oxbridge intellectual with a taste for fine wines, had nothing in common with a pot-smoking, quasi-Marxist utopian like Peel. Jenkins wore a suit. Peel wore a kaftan. Jenkins personified the rolled-up-brolly-and-horn-rimmed-glasses plutocracy that had all the power and none of the right vibes. The government that Jenkins served had showed its disdain for pirate radio stations by passing legislation to haul them off their ships. At that moment in the Sixties, Peel was a true pirate, a thief of the airwaves, a man symbolically forbidden by the laws of his own country to ply his trade on British soil.


Thirty-seven years later, he and his country were unrecognisable. Mick Jagger had a knighthood. Young people accessed music via file-sharing sites and as many digital radio stations as they could bookmark. The prime minister, Tony Blair, was a rock fan who’d named Free and Bruce Springsteen among his castaway choices on Desert Island Discs. Peel, the former pariah, hosted a weekly family-orientated programme, Home Truths, on middle-class Radio 4. In a 2002 poll to find the hundred preeminent figures in British history, he’d come forty-third – one place higher than John Logie Baird, the inventor of television, and two higher than Aneurin Bevan, the father of the National Health Service. Roy Jenkins was nowhere.


Peel turned sixty-five at the end of August 2004, becoming only Radio 1’s second DJ of pensionable age (after Alan Freeman in 1992). In October, he took a brief leave of absence from his programmes and flew with his wife to Peru for a working holiday. A first-rate writer, he had a secondary income as a journalist; the Daily Telegraph had commissioned a travel article about his visits to Machu Picchu and Colca Canyon. The article was never submitted. On his ninth day in Peru, Peel died of a heart attack in the city of Cusco. He had been complaining of fatigue and erratic health for some time.


In Britain, news of his death broke during the afternoon of 25 October. It became the lead story on the BBC’s rolling news channel, where it continued to run throughout the day. Rush-hour commuters in London were confronted by Evening Standard news boards quoting Don McLean on Buddy Holly: ‘The Day the Music Died’. Expressing his personal sadness, Tony Blair hailed Peel as ‘a unique voice in British broadcasting’. Over the next few days, obituaries in newspapers and magazines commended him for his ‘almost religious devotion to seeking out and broadcasting unconventional rock music’ (Guardian), his ‘delight in the new, the unexpected and the good’ (The Economist) and his ‘ability to broadcast as if he were speaking to just one person’ (Daily Telegraph).


The BBC announced plans to commemorate him by naming part of its Broadcasting House complex the John Peel Wing. The year after his death, the organisers of Glastonbury Festival named a stage for new bands after him. A more nuanced tribute, paid to him during his lifetime, was the launch of a new station – BBC 6 Music – that has often seemed to walk in his footsteps, right down to repeating sessions originally heard on his Radio 1 shows in decades gone by.


In recent years, however, there has been a much larger event – a global one, no less – over which Peel cast a conspicuous influence. His name went unmentioned on the night, but his imprint on the spectacle was inescapable. It took place in front of 80,000 people in a stadium in east London and was watched by an estimated worldwide television audience of over 900 million.


 


The idea for Good Night and Good Riddance was born on the evening of 27 July 2012, when the Olympic Stadium in Stratford hosted the opening ceremony of the London Games. The four-hour extravaganza was a vision of the United Kingdom through the eyes and cameras of director Danny Boyle, from its prehistoric settlements to its Industrial Revolution to its James Bond film franchise and its NHS. The task of overseeing the music that accompanied Boyle’s choreography fell to the dance act Underworld.


What was heard in Stratford that night was nothing like the jubilee events that Britain so adores, which rely on the music of middle-of-the-road superstars like George Michael, Annie Lennox, Brian May and the Spice Girls. (As the Games’ closing ceremony, sixteen days later, predictably did.) Boyle’s universally acclaimed pageant showed a modern Britain that celebrated its diversity, included its outsiders and made a virtue of its bloody-minded mavericks.


One of the evening’s centrepieces was Mike Oldfield’s Tubular Bells, a landmark album that has sold multiple millions and spawned several sequels. If you wanted to use terms like ‘a true British success story’, you wouldn’t be too wide of the mark. But when it first emerged in the spring of 1973, Tubular Bells had no precedent and was the work of a young musician with zero profile. Abstruse and unclassifiable, it might have sunk without trace had one man not fallen under its spell. A night-time DJ on Radio 1, he played the album’s first side – all twenty-five minutes of it – and Tubular Bells was suddenly the talk of the rock world.


Also performing in Boyle’s ceremony was the grime MC Dizzee Rascal, back on his east London home turf. Grime was a genre that the self-same Radio 1 DJ had become passionate about towards the end of his life, playing it years before Tinchy Stryder, Skepta and Wretch 32 began their takeover of the Top 40. Musical directors Underworld had their own links with the Radio 1 DJ, recording a session for his programme in 2003 and deputising as presenters when he took his fateful holiday in Peru a year later.


No doubt the drum ’n’ bass producer High Contrast, who assembled the soundtrack for the athletes’ parade, would have remembered the DJ playing his very first single on a small south London label in 2001. The singer-songwriter Frank Turner, who sang three songs in the ceremony’s prologue, wouldn’t have forgotten his early appearances on the DJ’s shows in 2002 and 2003 as the vocalist in the post-hardcore band Million Dead.


The closer one listened to the music in the ceremony, the more associations became apparent. Here were Pink Floyd, practically the house band on the DJ’s shows in the late Sixties. Here was the Sex Pistols’ ‘God Save the Queen’, which he played in 1977 because he felt its message was ‘a view that should be allowed to be aired’ – even though it had been banned by the BBC and could have cost him his job. Here were New Order, a band he was the first to play on British radio. Here were Frankie Goes to Hollywood, the chart conquerors of 1984, whom he played in 1982 when fewer than a hundred people outside Liverpool knew of their existence.


The DJ died three years before the Bristol electronic duo Fuck Buttons put out their first record in 2007. He never had a chance to hear them. But the inclusion of two tracks from Fuck Buttons’ Tarot Sport in the opening ceremony of a gigantic spectacular like London 2012 seemed to renounce, for one glorious moment, Britain’s endemic penchant for pomp and circumstance and embrace, instead, one man’s lifelong belief that the obvious should be avoided at all costs while the marginal should be highlighted at all times. It was Fuck Buttons who clinched the matter.


Prog. Punk. Indie. Drum ’n’ bass. Grime. Bowie. Tubular Bells. It couldn’t have been any plainer if the athletes had put down their flags and broken into a chorus of ‘Teenage Kicks’ by the Undertones. Eight years after his death, Britain was presenting itself to the world as a John Peel nation.


 


It’s doubtful whether New Order, never mind Fuck Buttons, would have made it into Boyle’s vision of Britain if Peel hadn’t had such a subtle yet sweeping influence on the culture. He certainly had a sweeping influence on the lives of four young men from Salford and Macclesfield. ‘If it wasn’t for John Peel, there would be no Joy Division and no New Order,’ guitarist Bernard Sumner said flatly on the news of his death.


Boyle himself, a former punk from the area around Manchester, has cited 24 Hour Party People – the story of Tony Wilson, Joy Division and the Manchester independent music scene – as the one film that he would have loved to direct. Peel, of course, was the conduit in 1979 by means of whom Joy Division were able to begin their long journey into the national consciousness. He played ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’ before it had sold a single copy; now it is sung as a football chant. He played Unknown Pleasures when it appealed primarily to Kafka-reading students; now Unknown Pleasures T-shirts are sold by River Island and Topman, almost rivalling the Ramones’ for high-street popularity. And we don’t need to be reminded who first played the Ramones.


No wonder John Walters considered Peel the fulcrum around which rock music revolved. No wonder Dan Auerbach of the Black Keys announced to the crowd during their Glastonbury appearance in 2010: ‘We never had anybody like John Peel in the States. You people are really lucky.’ No wonder Jack White, whose White Stripes once performed live on the air from Peel’s living room, called him ‘the most important DJ of all time’.


We can see how one single decision taken by Peel in the early Seventies triggered a series of events that had ramifications for every subsequent decade. By giving a debut to a new band called Roxy Music in 1972, he kick-started a three-year whirlwind of momentum that took Roxy to sold-out shows at Wembley Empire Pool in 1975. There, during an intermission, a south-east London teenager named Steven Bailey met Susan Ballion, a girl from a neighbouring suburb. The punk band they formed the following year, Siouxsie and the Banshees, made their Peel debut in 1977. Their 1978 album The Scream – released on Polydor after Peel had repeatedly cajoled record labels to sign the band – was to influence the sound of early U2, the Cure, the Cocteau Twins and My Bloody Valentine. Each one of those bands has influenced at least four hundred others. The Banshees continue to inspire new artists in the twenty-first century, notably the Yeah Yeah Yeahs and Savages. And Roxy Music, to bring things back to that Peel show in 1972, left their stylistic mark on everyone from Grace Jones to Brett Anderson to Ladytron. If Peel hadn’t taken a shine to Roxy when he saw them support Genesis in December 1971, how might history have been different?


Ribbons of lineage that Peel helped to weave run through the fabric of the music all around us, even if we can’t always see them. Not only did he find the sounds that shaped the playlists of the future, he also had an acute and lasting influence on his listeners. Many tuned in to his programmes several nights a week for six or seven years. Think of those brains vibrating to Peel’s rhythm. Think of the absorption, the osmosis, the diffusion. ‘Give me a Peel listener for seven years and I will show you the man.’


For it’s on those generations of listeners – teenagers, students, graduates, workers, dropouts, benefit claimants and even one or two criminals detained at Her Majesty’s pleasure – that Peel’s influence becomes literally incalculable. What many of them would hasten to say is that he represented something positive, a bona fide alternative to the bland confections dominating the commercial world that young people are pressurised to buy into. Aside from constantly stressing the accessibility of music and the availability of radio (go on, you can do it, and when you do it, I’ll play it), he did more than anyone in the British media, I would argue, to get a nation of young minds interested in the idea of mistrusting the mainstream and investigating the unfamiliar. Throughout it all, he kept challenging them to listen without discrimination and tear down the walls of resistance, the better to let everything in.


 


The process by which Peel entered the national consciousness himself was anything but smooth. Attempts to get him to host Top of the Pops in the Sixties ended with him being banned by the producer for incompetence. A BBC1 talk show that he co-presented in 1968 was taken off the air after an outraged Mary Whitehouse threatened the BBC with the full fury of Middle England.


In fact, although Peel went on to present Top of the Pops many times in the Eighties, and made some appearances on Noel Edmonds’s Saturday evening programme The Late, Late Breakfast Show, he never seemed terribly comfortable on prime-time television. A self-effacing man with a habit of blinking rapidly, he wasn’t exactly Zoë Ball or Chris Evans material.


In 1993, Radio 1 invited him to host a week of lunchtime shows while Jakki Brambles, the regular presenter, was away. He made himself at home, playing the Fall, Huggy Bear, Sebadoh and Madder Rose, and heaping derision on songs in the Top 40. It felt as though a blow had been struck for independence – and for every skinny artist in the underground – but listening to those shows more than twenty years later is a sobering experience. Peel sounds like a fish out of water, unable to get to grips with Brambles’s listeners or the job he’s meant to be doing. Somewhat chastened, he returned to his night-time lair, where he was a lot surer of his surroundings.


But he got there in the end. He permeated British life until he adorned the honours lists of more than half a dozen universities (which bestowed degrees and doctorates on him) and walked the corridors of Buckingham Palace, where Prince Charles pinned an OBE on him in 1998. The cumulative result of thirty-seven years of broadcasting had taken John Ravenscroft to places an insurance salesman or cotton apprentice couldn’t have dreamed of.


Good Night and Good Riddance is a book about those thirty-seven years. It looks at how Peel did his job night after night, week after week, month after month. It looks at the music he played and the music he ignored. It looks at what his words meant in context and what we might think of them now. If we want to understand how Peel helped to shape our modern culture, we’ll find it revealed in the shows he presented, starting with the spellbound rhapsodies of The Perfumed Garden and ending with his older, wiser but no less fervent transmissions of the twenty-first century.


The era has long since ended when Peel and the weekly music papers were the only ways to find out about – and listen to – non-chart music. Today, providing your laptop or phone is switched on, it’s almost impossible to avoid it. It’s been said that radio was a way of killing time until Spotify was invented. Peel’s old alma mater Radio 1, ordered by a BBC review in 2009 to reassess its target audience and cater for more fifteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds, now faces everyday challenges to engage with young Britons who have turned their backs on radio.


‘What we need to do is to represent the zeitgeist of what it feels like to be young, to reflect and celebrate youth culture in the UK,’ Ben Cooper, Radio 1’s controller, said in 2014. ‘If we can do that with the right presenters and content, then we can continue to be relevant.’


John Peel never gave much thought to representing zeitgeists, and it worried him that Radio 1 risked alienating young listeners by chasing their loyalty so blatantly. Without patronising them or talking down to them, his own programmes attracted Cooper’s target audience with a consistency that a present-day controller would give his eye teeth for. ‘Think of my programmes as your research department,’ Peel wrote in his letter to Matthew Bannister, a previous controller, in 1996. ‘Noisy, smelly but occasionally coming up with the formulae which you can subsequently market.’


It begs the question: if Peel were alive today, would Radio 1 dare to employ a man who was born in the 1930s? To put it another way, could it afford not to?

















PART ONE



BE GENTLE WITH ONE ANOTHER





















1967: THE GARDEN







‘There was a feeling of unification, of people coming together of that generation – of people questioning their supposed betters, saying, “Why do we have to have this set of rules?” And the bands were the glue. They were like the marching bands. They provided the rhythm.’ KEVIN AYERS







The Perfumed Garden


Radio London


12 July 1967


Peel plays: Donovan – Howlin’ Wolf – The Purple Gang – Simon & Garfunkel – Jimmy Reed – Blues Project – Jefferson Airplane – Roger McGough – The Jimi Hendrix Experience – The Mothers of Invention


Today’s news: 3,000 workers strike in a pay dispute at Vauxhall Motors. Barbara Castle, the minister of transport, informs the House of Commons that the 70 mph speed limit on Britain’s motorways, introduced as a temporary measure in 1965, is to be made permanent.





The perfumed garden is a high-walled, aromatic haven born of Coleridgean opium dreams and Carrollian whimsy. Inside, by the entrance to the magic wood, outsize flora and dwarfish fauna are nodding their heads and inclining their stems to the heavy messages of Donovan’s ‘Epistle to Dippy’. A Top 20 hit in America, it’s an electric boogie poem about crystal spectacles, far-out doctors and elevators in the brain. Donovan’s record company won’t release it in England. They don’t want the messages getting out.


Deep in the perfumed garden, kaleidoscopic patterns dissolve and are recreated in colours twice as bright. Young men and women run naked through the bracken, pausing to stare transfixed at a eucalyptus tree. The phantasmagoric jukebox plays on, spinning songs with titles like ‘February Sunshine’ and ‘Granny Takes a Trip’. This is late-night pirate radio in 1967, in the last few weeks before they make it illegal. ‘Wander through in our midst,’ says the presenter, a softly spoken twenty-seven-year-old named John Peel. ‘Pick out a flower from the perfumed garden and plant it somewhere in your mind.’


Not for the last time in his life, Peel represents the exact opposite of what his employers stand for. Radio London might be a pirate ship, but it’s a Top 40 station, American-bankrolled and tightly formatted to maximise advertising revenue. The DJs – Tony Blackburn, Ed Stewart, Dave Cash, Keith Skues and others – host fast-moving programmes with the emphasis on fun. Hi there, cats and kittens. Here’s a happening sound from the Walker Brothers the Small Faces the Rolling Stones Dusty Springfield Tamla Motown. These exuberant young dandies of the sea are aural Technicolor after years of drab BBC monochrome. The time coming up to the top of the hour is another Fab 40 sound here on Wonderful Radio London.


The word ‘wonderful’ is mandatory on Radio London, not so much an adjective, more an ideological belief. Slick jingles zing like freshly brushed teeth. It’s smooth sailing with the highly successful sound of Wonderful Radio London. You’re a pussycat and you’re where it’s at. Wonderful Radio London, biggest sound around, Big L. At the end of the year, with Radio London just a memory, the Who will release an album, The Who Sell Out, that preserves the best of these jingles in a pop-art time capsule.


Radio London broadcasts from a 650-ton ship, the MV Galaxy, which lies anchored three and a half miles off the Essex coast. At night, the disc jockeys can see the lights of Frinton-on-Sea and Walton-on-the-Naze in the distance. In summer, pleasure boats come out from Frinton and the holidaymakers throw presents to the DJs. Back there on the mainland you can catch a train from Harwich into London, where young people are using terms like ‘flower power’ and the ‘Summer of Love’ to describe a youthful gathering of the tribes. Hippies and anti-Vietnam War protesters are rising up all over Europe and America. The peaceful rebellion is spreading like wildfire.


Rebellion, however, is not an option on the MV Galaxy. No misbehaviour of any kind is tolerated. No girls are smuggled on board. No pot is smoked. Wonderful Radio London is not a hippie love boat, it’s the most professional and profitable music-orientated business in the North Sea. The Monkees the Tremeloes Wayne Fontana Sandie Shaw Cilla Black Tamla Motown.


Unless you happen to be listening to The Perfumed Garden.


John Peel is the midnight-to-two man. The psychedelic graveyard shift. If you want to hear four songs in a row by Frank Zappa’s Mothers of Invention, or something from Jeff Beck that isn’t ‘Hi Ho Silver Lining’, The Perfumed Garden is the place to be. Peel is the only Radio London DJ with carte blanche to ignore the Top 40 and play whatever he likes – not because he demanded the privilege, but because the station’s managing director goes to bed before The Perfumed Garden starts and has never heard it. He doesn’t know what he’s missing.


Peel plays the sort of records that other DJs wouldn’t even take out of their sleeves. The Zodiac: Cosmic Sounds is a mind-bending astrological concept album on the very hip Elektra label. It’ll probably sell 200 copies in Britain if it’s lucky, but that’s of no consequence to Peel. He compiles his programmes in Jackson Pollock-style splatters of enthusiasm, juxtaposing psychedelia, blues, folk and poetry in sequences that go Jefferson Airplane > Roger McGough > Jimi Hendrix > Giant Sunflower.


McGough is one of a group of humorous, satirical poets from Liverpool. He reads a poem about the Second Coming which ends with society rejecting Christ because he looks like a hippie. The Giant Sunflower, from Los Angeles, sing a buoyant folk-rock song with harmonies like the Mamas and the Papas. ‘I like [it] very much indeed,’ says Peel, ‘despite the fact that it neither sold in this country nor in the United States.’ Now there’s a credo for the next thirty-seven years.


Peel is an evangelist, but he’s also an initiate. The Perfumed Garden can be quite cult-like. His weirdly placid voice, with its upscale Wirral Peninsula accent, sounds like it may have brainwashed itself into a trance. The word ‘wonderful’ has no meaning in The Perfumed Garden; the word ‘beautiful’ means everything. Peel tells us he likes walking through Hyde Park when he’s not on the ship. ‘You can see and meet interesting, beautiful kinds of people.’ Cueing up a song by the bluesman Jimmy Reed, he goes for a make-believe wander. ‘If you step across into Hyde Park from Park Lane, you go straight into all those trees that are whispering ageless, unheard-of secrets to one another and exchanging dark green words of love.’


Is this stuff preposterous to us now? Inevitably. But is he serious about it? Indubitably. Peel, in a funny way, knows his niche market. There’s a place on pirate radio where a mild-mannered hippie can outpour his perorations on trees and foliage, a place where pretentious moonshine is indistinguishable from marijuana-speak, and that place is The Perfumed Garden. Fifteen minutes later, as if to show that the chemistry of the Summer of Love is still highly volatile, Peel plays a song that catapults the programme right to the epicentre of the counterculture.


Just released in America, Jefferson Airplane’s ‘White Rabbit’ is a shattering combination of a bolero and a crescendo, with hallucinatory lyrics about an LSD trip taking the form of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. The song promises fantastical visions and scorns the hypocrisy of those who would teach Carroll to children while warning adolescents against psychedelics. ‘They are one of the most important groups in the whole world,’ Peel murmurs ecstatically.


Take the drug that will reconnect you with your childlike mind, commands Grace Slick as ‘White Rabbit’ climaxes, and do it now. ‘Feed your head!’ she shrieks. In an instant, the path that runs through The Perfumed Garden seems to stretch all the way to the gates of the revolution.




The Perfumed Garden


Radio London


16 July 1967


The Misunderstood – The Byrds – The Rolling Stones – John’s Children – Freddie King – The Lovin’ Spoonful – The Doors – Simon & Garfunkel – Country Joe and the Fish – John Renbourn


Plans are under way to evacuate 1,500 Britons from Biafra, the rebel Nigerian state, where war broke out ten days ago. At home, a cross-party committee report is expected to recommend lowering the voting age to eighteen.





Peel has read a depressing statistic. A fortnight has passed since the guilty verdicts in the Stones’ drug trial, and no gentle person can feel anything other than a deep sense of shock. But according to Peel’s newspaper, the majority of twenty-one- to thirty-five-year-olds believe the prison sentences for Jagger (three months) and Richards (twelve) were too lenient. ‘One tends to forget, I think, that not everybody has the same sort of opinions and concepts as you do,’ Peel harrumphs.


By ‘you’, he means ‘we’, of course, for The Perfumed Garden is the most inclusive community on the midnight airwaves. The listeners are out there in Middlesex, Durham, Hertfordshire, Leeds, Norwich, Derby, Glasgow, Dublin, Merthyr Tydfil and even Utrecht and Oslo. They send him poetry and art. They’re all going to start wearing badges so they can befriend each other in real life. (Peel: ‘It would be nice if somebody who was very important wore one. Somebody like Paul McCartney.’)


Jagger and Richards are out on bail waiting for their appeals to be heard. Last weekend, on a spot of shore leave, Peel spotted them in the King’s Road. Didn’t speak to them, though. He thought they might find that a bit of a drag. ‘I should have gone up and said hello and, you know, thanked them for being themselves and everything.’


He went for a stroll in Hyde Park instead. ‘You can walk along the edge of the Serpentine there, and a sparrow was taking a bath. And if you’ve never seen a sparrow take a bath, it’s one of the most delightful things I’ve ever seen. He’d stand there on the slimy green edges of the water, and he’d look around him to make sure no one was watching. He’d dip himself very quickly in the water and get out and shake vigorously … I stood there for about five minutes watching him taking his bath. I felt as though I was intruding, actually, which I was. I shouldn’t have been standing there watching.’


The Peel of the Eighties and Nineties will all but disown The Perfumed Garden, horrified by his lack of cynicism. But as they often say about the cultural phenomena of the past, you had to be there, and Peel was. Dressed in paisley threads and wearing a bell around his neck on a piece of cord, he was present at all the major happenings and be-ins. He watched Arthur Brown and Tomorrow at the UFO Club. He attended the 14 Hour Technicolor Dream at Alexandra Palace, where Syd Barrett’s Pink Floyd played and John Lennon mingled with the hippies and freaks in the audience. Wherever the story of underground rock was being shaped in London, Peel was in with the out-there crowd.


Interesting sequence tonight: Roger McGough > Ross Hannaman > Country Joe and the Fish. The McGough track is a social etiquette satire about a man being shot in the head but trying not to make a fuss in case any passers-by are offended. Hannaman, a girl singer, seems an incongruous choice for Peel since her single, ‘Down Thru Summer’, is very Petula Clark pop. Maybe he feels it chimes with The Perfumed Garden’s aura of Eden-like innocence. Maybe he has a soppy side. The song’s two writers, Tim Rice and Andrew Lloyd Webber, won’t be featuring in many Peel programmes in the future.


Ending the sequence, Country Joe and the Fish sing ‘The Masked Marauder’ from their zonked-out acid-rock LP Electric Music for the Mind and Body. Peel reads out the California address of their fan club, on the off chance that any listeners might be tempted to join. ‘Intergalactic Fish Fan Club, Box 2233. Tell them The Perfumed Garden sent you.’




The Perfumed Garden


Radio London


6 August 1967


Canned Heat – The Incredible String Band – Captain Beefheart and His Magic Band – John Mayall – Moby Grape – Tim Hardin – The Mothers of Invention – Big Brother and the Holding Company


The National Coal Board meets to formulate a response to the report into last October’s Aberfan colliery disaster. The report finds the NCB guilty of negligence and blames it for the deaths of 116 children and twenty-eight adults.





One night in June, Peel told his listeners a distressing story about a man in Slough who had boasted of killing 700 sparrows, claiming to be ridding the town of vermin. Peel, the champion of God’s creatures, was disgusted by the slaughter. He said ominously: ‘I’m a sparrow, and perhaps you are too. And just think – we may be the next ones.’


He then went on to play ‘Sparrow’ by Simon & Garfunkel, an allegory of a society overrun by greed. One by one, onlookers shrug their shoulders as a hungry sparrow begs for food and shelter. The oak tree puts its own priorities first. The swan is too concerned about what its friends will think. The field of wheat has no food it’s prepared to share. Finally, the sparrow runs out of options and dies. Peel calls it ‘our song’ and plays it on The Perfumed Garden every night.


But if the shotgun that slays sparrows is an affront to Peel as a human being, a more urgent threat to Peel as a broadcaster – and Radio London as a station – can be traced to another shotgun. It belonged to a former Liberal Party candidate and war hero, and in June 1966 he used it to kill a business rival. The moment he pulled the trigger, the pirates’ days were numbered.


Peel isn’t alone on the high seas tonight. Keeping him company is a small flotilla’s worth of pirate ships, including Radio 270, Radio 355, Radio Caroline North, Radio Caroline South (whose manic American disc jockey Emperor Rosko has taught his mynah bird to say ‘Sounds fine, it’s Caroline’ between records) and Radio Scotland. All of these ships are dotted around the British coastline, from Frinton to Fife Ness. They’re all in motion, and yet they’re not. Radio London’s MV Galaxy is officially en route to Holland – and has a crew of Dutch seamen to take her there – but her journey has lasted thirty-two months and she’s still no nearer her destination. Her anchorage, crucially, places her outside British jurisdiction. She sails in international waters. Radio London has been playing all-day pop music to Britain’s teenagers and housewives since December 1964, with neither a licence nor a government-approved frequency, and it hasn’t broken a single law.


But after two years of pressure from the BBC, Harold Wilson’s government has acted decisively to put an end to the pirates. Eight days from now, Radio London will cease operations. The Perfumed Garden is to be demolished by the bulldozers of the Marine Broadcasting Offences Act.


The first pirate pop station, Caroline, was launched in March 1964, when an Irish businessman named Ronan O’Rahilly found himself unable to secure airplay on Radio Luxembourg for any of the pop singers he managed. BBC radio was no better: its pop output was limited to Saturday Club on the Light Programme and Alan Freeman’s chart rundown, Pick of the Pops, on Sundays. Hoping to circumvent what he saw as a record-company cartel and a near-total BBC disregard for pop’s cultural significance, O’Rahilly bought a Danish passenger ferry, converted it into a radio ship and boned up on his maritime law. Caroline was an immediate success, attracting an audience of around 10 million pop fans.


In the summer of 1964 Caroline merged with another pirate, Radio Atlanta, to create two stations, Carolines North and South. A year after that, Caroline South planned a further merger with Radio City, a pirate that broadcast from a disused army fort in the Thames Estuary. The merger collapsed, with bad feeling on both sides. In June 1966 Radio City’s owner, Reg Calvert, visited the home of a Caroline director, a retired major named Oliver Smedley, and the two men had a violent argument. In the struggle, Smedley shot Calvert dead. That month, the House of Commons held its first debate on whether pirate radio stations presented a hazard to shipping. By November 1966, the Marine Broadcasting Offences Bill was being introduced to Parliament. Many pirate DJs smelled a conspiracy, and their suspicions were not allayed when Smedley walked free from court after being acquitted by a jury.


Tonight, Peel tells the listeners emotionally, there are ‘waves of stained-glass colours’ crashing through The Perfumed Garden. They must all look forward, as he does, to the moment when they can sing at the tops of their voices and ‘crack the very roof of heaven itself’.


The Perfumed Garden has been a place of safety. Now there are just eight days to go until the bailiffs move in. What’s to become of them? While they wait to find out, Peel reads a poem about a sparrow by Gaius Valerius Catullus, in the original Latin.




The Perfumed Garden


Radio London


14 August 1967


The Beatles – The Attack – The Byrds – The Misunderstood – Tyrannosaurus Rex – The Velvet Underground – The Electric Prunes – Cream – Elmore James – Roy Harper – The Grateful Dead – Love


Michael Miles, the presenter of ITV’s Take Your Pick, is fined £16 at Uxbridge Magistrates’ Court for being drunk and disorderly on a Heathrow shuttle bus. When apprehended, Miles abused police officers and gave his name as Hughie Green.





This time tomorrow, it will be a criminal offence to broadcast or advertise on a pirate radio station. The Caroline South ship has promised to flout the law by continuing past the deadline, but Wonderful Radio London is shutting down and falling silent at 3 p.m. The final day begins with an unprecedented Peel marathon, a five-and-a-half-hour edition of The Perfumed Garden that starts at midnight and ends at dawn. By the time the sun has risen, he tells the listeners, ‘all of us are just going to be part of the wind’.


In an exceptional send-off, Peel plays ninety pieces of music, reads two stories about Winnie the Pooh, moves studios twice due to equipment malfunctions and pours out his heart in a way that seems very genuine. In spite of its risqué name, which Peel unwittingly lifted from a sex manual, The Perfumed Garden has always been a platonic environment where people’s boundaries are respected. But nobody visiting the garden tonight is likely to forget it. For hour after relentless hour, they’re on the receiving end of a love avalanche.


In sheer statistical terms, it’s probably the most bohemian radio show ever broadcast to mainland Britain. Peel opens with the first of nine songs by the Beatles. Three months ago Radio London was the first station in the world to play Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, scooping America by three weeks and risking a colossal lawsuit from EMI. Peel, who was on the air with Ed Stewart that day, burst into tears as soon as Sgt Pepper started. Sensing that Peel was having an epiphany, Stewart kindly let him continue with the programme alone. ‘I felt like the man who conducted Beethoven’s Eighth for the first time,’ Peel tells us. ‘And people have said, “That’s ridiculous, it’s not that important.” It is. It really was.’


Sgt Pepper has been at number 1 in the album charts for more than two months. It will stay there until the penultimate day of November. But Peel isn’t playing Pepper because it’s popular. The Beatles, to him, are superbeings whose songs are sacred texts to be pored over in awe. Their record releases are pivotal events in the second half of the twentieth century and landmarks in mankind’s evolution. One night in June, as he introduced ‘I’m Only Sleeping’ from Revolver, Peel found the words he’d been grasping for. He described the Beatles as ‘our leaders’.


But tonight’s five-hour swansong is also about the marginal figures, the oddballs, loners and dissidents who will dominate Peel’s programmes in the years ahead. Tyrannosaurus Rex are an acoustic duo with a nineteen-year-old frontman who writes Tolkienesque stories and sings them in a curious alien bleat. His name is Marc Bolan and Peel thinks he’s a rare talent. (‘He’s bound to have all kinds of marvellous things happen for him.’) Captain Beefheart is a growling blues singer from California with an amazing avant-garde brain. (‘I think he must have been originally intended for another planet.’) The Misunderstood are a band that Peel briefly managed during his time at KMEN in San Bernadino. Their guitar player Glenn Campbell, he feels, is up there with Hendrix and Clapton, ‘searing with fiery intensity as he does, and then turning round and bubbling like mountain pebble streams very gently, very quietly’.


And then there are the Velvet Underground, who come from New York, where their eerie drones and cacophonies send most DJs running for the off-switch. This summer, Peel has been playing songs from their album, The Velvet Underground & Nico, that would scare the living daylights out of any flower child. ‘Those are the Velvet Underground with their strange, haunting and sometimes frightening things,’ he says. ‘That was called “Venus in Furs”. I went up during that record to have a look at the night, which incidentally is very beautiful. So if you’re anywhere near a window, go out and look at it and breathe and perhaps say “I love you” into the night.’


Five years ago this man was working for an insurance company in downtown Dallas. It’s been an astonishing transformation.


But whither John Ravenscroft now? He isn’t the kind of DJ they employ at the BBC. He waits for eight-minute songs to end before he goes to the news. He sometimes starts reading the weather but gives up because he finds the idea of rain upsetting. He’d rather sound real and ridiculous than polished and phony. Will there be any work out there for a DJ like him?


‘Perhaps,’ he says, contemplating an uncertain future, ‘in the perfumed garden if it expands a little bit, you’ll be able to sail around from island to island in beautiful Greek boats and things like this. There will be huge ships, you know, with great big sails and cargoes of jade and rubies and sweet wine, and it will be something very nice indeed.’ As radio goes, this is abdication into desperate fantasy.


It saddens him that Melody Maker and New Musical Express, who should be allies of the pirates, haven’t written more – haven’t complained more – about Radio London’s closure. Tonight’s show is a valediction to the dream and the reality that have been Peel’s day job and nightlife for six months. In the NME, it’s a two-line story.


But if someone could ‘feel the vibrations’ of The Perfumed Garden and ‘become aware’ – and if that someone could be sufficiently moved by Tyrannosaurus Rex and Captain Beefheart to bang on his neighbour’s door at 3.45 a.m. and tell him that he loves him – well, in that case Peel believes the show will have more than succeeded in its aims. We begin to see the NME’s predicament. This isn’t someone trying to change pop radio. This is someone trying to rescue humanity. How on earth are they supposed to write about that?


About a month ago Peel played a tune by the folk guitarist John Renbourn and dedicated it to a listener named Shirley Anne. Few would have guessed that this is Peel’s wife, an American whom he married two years ago when she was just fifteen. Shirley has accompanied him to London, where they live together during his weeks of shore leave. Their marriage already failing, they’ll split up within a year and divorce in the early Seventies. Something of a tragic waif and faceless ghost haunting Peel’s American prehistory, Shirley is to suffer a wretched life in England, going to prison for drugs and fraud offences and committing suicide in the Eighties. Peel, finding her painful to discuss, will claim he married her because her parents were dead and she didn’t want to be sent to live with distant relatives. That may be true. However, her age will prove controversial when the media examines the personal lives of DJs following the Jimmy Savile scandal in 2012.


The disintegration of Peel’s marriage in the summer of 1967 goes some way towards explaining why he valued the offshore asylum of the Galaxy and the tranquillity of The Perfumed Garden. It is small wonder that he yearned to prolong his time with the listeners and talked of moving the garden to somewhere they could all feel safe. It’s a fair bet that he needed a sanctuary just as much, if not more, than they did.


‘A man who stepped into its social atmosphere felt as if he had stepped into a written comedy,’ G. K. Chesterton noted of Saffron Park, the dreamlike suburb where red-haired poets were lured into wondrous conspiracies in The Man Who Was Thursday. There was a whiff of Saffron Park in The Perfumed Garden (‘More especially this attractive unreality fell upon it about nightfall’), and a little of Frances Hodgson Burnett (‘And the secret garden bloomed and bloomed and every morning revealed new miracles’). Who knows, maybe even a smidgen of Alan Whicker. This floral phantasm. This anthropomorphic Arcadia.


‘It simply can’t just disappear,’ Peel protests as time begins to run out. Then, with a puff of smoke, the garden is gone. The weather forecast at 5.30 a.m. predicts a cloudy day with occasional showers.

















1968: THE LORD’S DAY







‘We’d all really forgotten about the bells and beads and Hare Krishna. It was the Psychedelic Left by then.’ MICK FARREN







Top Gear


Radio 1


4 February 1968


Jimmy Cliff – The Bee Gees – Tyrannosaurus Rex – The Moody Blues – Captain Beefheart and His Magic Band – H. P. Lovecraft – The Pretty Things – Albert King – Buffalo Springfield – Phil Ochs


The UK’s entry into the European Economic Community is inevitable sooner or later, says Foreign Office minister Lord Chalfont. After a first application for EEC membership failed in 1963, a second was submitted last year. Both were vetoed by France.





A sleepy Sunday afternoon in Britain. The working man, exhausted after his labours during the week, enjoys a day of rest. No sport, no trading on the Sabbath, nothing to disturb God or man. Feet up, Sunday roast and back from church. Family Favourites on the wireless: Rosemary Clooney and Patti Page. Britain is a Christian country with a great many lessons to teach the world about how to kill time. The BBC’s popular-music stations do their best to make it an event-free afternoon.


When Family Favourites ends at 2 p.m. and the waltzes and mambos and songs about doggies in windows subside, two stations – Radios 1 and 2 – divide and go their separate ways. Radio 2, the easy-listening successor to the Light Programme, offers Semprini Serenade, a selection of popular classical music played on the pianoforte. Over on Radio 1, the choice is different. A lot different.


‘EEEEEEEEE-LECK-TRISSI-TAAAAYY,’ bellows a monstrous voice from some superelastic nether region of the throat, sounding like an indignant Dick Dastardly being shot out of a cannon. This is Top Gear, a two-hour review of the British and American underground-rock scenes. ‘Electricity’ is one of four songs this afternoon from Captain Beefheart and His Magic Band, recorded when they were over from Los Angeles a fortnight ago. Top Gear’s presenter John Peel, who is on friendly terms with them, reveals that they were ‘incredibly jazzed’ to come to England, although ‘the trendies didn’t receive them quite as warmly as I would have liked’.


Beefheart and his band sound like they’ve spent the last three years listening to Howlin’ Wolf LPs while injecting psilocybin into their eyeballs. They’re a blues band, but an outlandish and telepathic one, and they appear to be under the influence of forces undetectable to other humans. The imposingly otherworldly Beefheart, whose real name is Don Van Vliet, claims to write a novel a day and has been known to answer telephones before they’ve started ringing. It’s not clear if he’s a visitor from the future or a fugitive from the desert by way of a 1920s Berlin Dada exhibition. Peel has been a fan since his KMEN days and can’t understand why everyone else is taking so long to catch up.


With Peel in the studio is Marc Bolan of Tyrannosaurus Rex. They too have four songs in the show: brief, ethereal, witchy incantations performed on acoustic guitar and bongos. Bolan sings like a young sheep and talks like a Beat poet amused by a private joke. Peel asks him about a character called Scenescof who crops up in some of his lyrics. ‘Well,’ Bolan says, ‘he was a prophet cat who was very straight at one time but went through lots of hang-ups, and he just got zapped and became a sort of very bad guy now, and I use him like as just a villain in all the songs, y’know, ’cos he’s real mean.’ Peel doesn’t even attempt to follow that.


Hang-ups are a recurring theme for Bolan. One of his songs is about ‘people who are hung up with outward things’. Again Peel says nothing, letting the listeners imagine how serious a hang-up might be if outward things were involved. He introduces a song by the Pretty Things (‘Talkin’ About the Good Times’), which is saturated in LSD and sounds as though they managed to press the record button with seconds to spare before their sense of space and time evaporated. And he plays ‘The White Ship’ by H. P. Lovecraft, a baroque psychedelic group from Chicago whose music is almost as chilling as the fiction of the author who inspired it. Is anyone from the BBC listening to this? Top Gear is like a rogue hippie detachment planting dosed sugar cubes in enemy territory.


This time last year, the BBC’s disdain for pop was seen as a key reason for the pirate ships’ continued need to exist. But in September, with the pirates scuppered by government legislation, the BBC reluctantly bowed to the inevitable. It committed itself to a new pop station – Radio 1 – and employed almost the entire Wonderful Radio London workforce to help run it. Peel, Tony Blackburn, Ed Stewart, Keith Skues, Dave Cash, Pete Drummond and Tommy Vance were all handed jobs.


The pirates may be sunk, but they can look back and say they won vital battles. They revolutionised music radio in Britain. They broke up the cartel of record companies – EMI, Decca, Philips – whose tyranny over the Light Programme and Radio Luxembourg made it impossible for new groups to get heard. They lit a fire under the BBC and forced it to rethink its antiquated attitudes towards teenagers. ‘The pirates were the biggest boot in the arse the BBC ever had,’ former Radio London DJ Kenny Everett was quoted as saying last year. And he should know. He’s been snapped up by Radio 1 too.


Five months after making the switch from the MV Galaxy to Broadcasting House, though, life hasn’t been quite so smooth for Peel. Other ex-Radio London presenters have slipped comfortably into daytime schedules, carrying on as though nothing has happened. But the BBC, like the trendies with Captain Beefheart, is taking longer to make up its mind about Peel.


For one thing, Top Gear is not exclusively his show. He’s one of five DJs to have co-presented it since October, including Drummond, Vance and Mike Ahern. The short-lived Radio 1 career of Ahern, a Liverpudlian who rose to stardom on the Caroline ships, has already become a cautionary tale, lasting for just one programme (Top Gear on 8 October) before the BBC decided it had heard enough. With limited opportunities for a DJ in the UK, Ahern has had to move to Australia to start a new life.


Peel has been luckier than Ahern, but he’s yet to find many allies at the BBC. One of them, however, is an important one. Forty-four-year-old Bernie Andrews is Top Gear’s producer. Top Gear, meaning ‘fab groovy’, is a pet project of Andrews’s and was originally the name of a pop show he produced for the Light Programme in 1964. Andrews is a workaholic, a contrarian and a forward thinker. He wears a shirt and tie, but he smokes dope and takes rock music seriously. Believing Peel to be a diamond in the rough, Andrews has been lobbying energetically on his behalf. The result is that today’s Top Gear is Peel’s ‘first solo flight’, as he puts it, an experiment by Andrews to see if he can handle the two hours without a co-presenter.


Peel has toned down his style since last summer. The trance-like voice has been dropped. The monologues about sparrows have gone by the wayside. He can still be twee (on politicians: ‘We’re going to talk to them and tickle them and feed them iced buns until they become considerably less horrid’), but at least he’s stopped telling the listeners that he loves them. The word ‘beautiful’ has been replaced by ‘nice’, lending Top Gear a woozy, amiable, Dylan-in-The-Magic-Roundabout feel.


Whereas surviving tapes of The Perfumed Garden are a bit like stumbling on recordings of a lost civilisation, Peel on Top Gear sounds a lot more like a capable DJ from a world that looks quite similar to our own. His superiors evidently think so too. His lone flight safely completed, he will remain Top Gear’s sole presenter for the next seven and a half years.




Night Ride


Radios 1 and 2


7 March 1968


The Misunderstood – The Incredible String Band – Adrian Mitchell – Iron Butterfly – Domenico Scarlatti – Simon & Garfunkel – Fleetwood Mac – unidentified North Vietnamese musicians


Diplomatic relations between Britain and Rhodesia hit a nadir when three men are hanged for murder in Salisbury after being reprieved by the Queen. Britain’s Commonwealth secretary calls the executions ‘an outrage’.





For the past few months on Radios 1 and 2, long-distance lorry drivers and insomniacs have had a show they could call their own. Starting just after the midnight news on Tuesdays to Fridays, Night Ride keeps the conversation mellow and plays jazz from a swinging quintet with a sultry singer. The two hours are a comfort to the lonely when all outside is dark and still.


Now, however, Night Ride’s Thursday edition has been turned into an arts programme more suited to intellectuals and customers of radical bookshops. The idea is to combine modern verse with indigenous recordings from around the world and share them with anyone who happens to be still awake. Peel, in an unusual split, presents the first hour of the show before handing over to Radio 2’s John Dunn for the second half.


‘This is the first in a new series of programmes in which you may hear just about anything,’ Peel promises. The old anything-can-happen cliché – how many presenters have used it over the years? But the breadth of music in Peel’s Night Ride justifies the blurb, from a south Indian raga to a Scarlatti sonata to a North Vietnamese zither piece that he found in the BBC Sound Archive. There are some blues and rock records as well, but they seem to be the least important elements in the mix. On first listen, Night Ride is going far beyond any notional parameters of what Top Gear is trying to achieve.


Even the identity of the featured band is significant. The Incredible String Band are Scottish, but they could just as easily be nomads pitching their tents in Nepal, Morocco or the Gobi. They point their faces to the east and see a horizon without borders. A sitar isn’t just an exotic instrument in their hands, it’s a magic carpet that can transport them to a far corner of the globe. Future editions of Peel’s Night Ride will include more ethnic sounds – what will later be termed ‘world music’ – from Azerbaijan, Ceylon and the Khyber Pass. Peel in the Sound Archive: kids and candy stores come to mind.


But Night Ride, or at least his hour of it, is fated to be contentious. Adrian Mitchell, a poet and campaigner for nuclear disarmament, has come to the studio to read from his new book. His first poem has an allusion to a vagina (‘you’ve got a mouth that’s whispering between your thighs’) and a stanza that mentions President Lyndon B. Johnson and Adolf Hitler in consecutive lines. For Radios 1 and 2 in 1968, this is provocative stuff.


Mitchell and Peel have a discussion. Mitchell sounds like a man trying to hold his anger in. He talks about an action group that splatters buildings with red paint as a symbol of the blood being spilt in Vietnam. Peel murmurs noncommittally. He attended an anti-war rally himself in March, and on a recent Top Gear was heard to say that ‘in some countries there’s a great possibility there will be no children for the next generation’. It’s been obvious to anyone listening to him since last summer where his sympathies (and politics) lie.


But not everyone has been listening to him since last summer.


Peel will write in his column for the underground newspaper International Times that Night Ride received ‘a flood of angry and bewildered letters’ following this edition, most of them enraged by the interview with Mitchell. Some correspondents took exception to Peel specifically. ‘Many of these were of the “I-fought-the-war-for-the-likes-of-you” variety and I was variously described as “effeminate”, “ignorant”, “gushing” and “Communist”.’


Night Ride is off to a memorable start.




Top Gear


Radio 1


30 June 1968


Fairport Convention – Eclection – Savoy Brown Blues Band – Buffy Sainte-Marie – Deep Purple – Fleetwood Mac – Traffic – Cream – Tim Rose – David Bowie – The Beach Boys – The Nice – Pink Floyd


Enoch Powell, the controversial MP who made the ‘rivers of blood’ speech about immigration in April, compares the Labour government to the Nazis. He accuses them of ‘lawless bullying’ for pledging to investigate a large pay rise awarded to the chairman of Hambros Bank.





Peel went to a free concert in Hyde Park yesterday. Thousands of people sat on the grass and listened to Tyrannosaurus Rex, Roy Harper and Jethro Tull. A peaceful atmosphere held sway and nobody got hung up on outward things. The headliners were Pink Floyd, who face uncertain times after ousting Syd Barrett, their troubled leader, in March. When they took to the stage yesterday evening, Peel had a sudden idea. He hired a boat, rowed it out to the middle of the Serpentine, lay down and listened.


‘They finished their set with “A Saucerful of Secrets”,’ he says, referring to the long title track of their new album, ‘which at the time sounded like a sort of hymn to the open air … I don’t know what it was. It must have been the people there, the feelings that everyone was generating, because they played superbly.’


Peel must surely have approved of the whole bill. It had the look of an outdoor version of Top Gear. He may not have been the first DJ to play Pink Floyd – recordings of The Perfumed Garden don’t confirm it – but he was definitely the first to play Tyrannosaurus Rex, and later this summer he’ll be the first to play Jethro Tull. And we can be fairly sure that right now he’s the only one playing Roy Harper.


Top Gear is unchallenged on British radio as the number-one ally and spiritual home of underground rock. And as underground rock begins to creep overground, yesterday’s events suggest that people will come in their thousands to listen. Peel hopes more Hyde Park concerts will be organised. They have to be free, though. No commercial interests must be allowed to desecrate the open-air hymns.


David Bowie, a singer from Bromley, has been given the chance to sing a few songs on today’s show. A Hyde Park rock festival would be the wrong venue for this young man’s curious hybrid of mysticism and music hall. Next to Deep Purple and Cream, his chirpy orchestrations sound as old hat as George Formby’s ukulele. But he’s good at wordplay and writing melodies, and Peel sees a spark of potential in him, much as Bernie Andrews sees a spark of potential in Peel.


Tyrannosaurus Rex have completed work on their first album. It’s coming out next week with a stunning title, My People Were Fair and Had Sky in Their Hair … But Now They’re Content to Wear Stars on Their Brows. Three weeks ago they topped the bill at the Royal Festival Hall, a prestige night for Marc Bolan. He sat cross-legged on a rug, strumming his guitar and baa-ing away in his peculiar lamb-like voice, while his stoned-looking bandmate tapped away at a pair of bongos. Peel came out and read a couple of stories in the intermission.


Bottom of the bill was David Bowie from Bromley, performing a mime inspired by China’s invasion of Tibet.




Top Gear


Radio 1


11 August 1968


Pink Floyd – The Doors – Leonard Cohen – Traffic – John Dummer Blues Band – Earth Opera – Tyrannosaurus Rex – Buffy Sainte-Marie – Cream – Duster Bennett – Jerry Lee Lewis – MC5


Britain’s last steam-powered passenger train, the 1T57 ‘Fifteen Guinea Special’, runs from Liverpool to Carlisle and back. A British Railways ban on steam trains comes into effect tomorrow.





Since its launch last September, Radio 1 has had to abide by strict regulations laid down by the Musicians’ Union forbidding it from exceeding a pre-agreed number of records (singles and albums) per day. Needle time, as it’s known, is an ongoing headache for producers with seven days of schedules to fill. What’s a groovy pop radio station to do?


One solution is to stockpile music in advance. What this means for Top Gear is that the likes of Donovan, Traffic, the Moody Blues and Fairport Convention – and many more – are commissioned to go into a BBC studio and record songs in batches of four or five, which Peel plays on the air a week later. These are called sessions.


One benefit of sessions is that they often feature songs that are unavailable on record. This suits the bands, who get a chance to road-test their new material at the BBC’s expense, and it also suits Peel and Andrews, who get to play exclusive music that can’t be bought in the shops.


Today’s session from Pink Floyd is so spontaneous that a couple of songs don’t have finalised titles. One of them, which fluctuates between ‘The Murderotic Woman’ and ‘Careful with That Axe, Eugene’, will be re-recorded as a B-side in the autumn, hitting the streets some four months after Top Gear’s listeners first heard it. Floyd’s next session, in December, will include a song – ‘The Embryo’ – that won’t be released in an official capacity until 1970. And so on.


Thanks to Radio 1’s needle-time quandary, a music-radio institution – the Peel session – has been born. And any artist who is in the country can participate. Seen in the UK recently was Leonard Cohen, a Canadian poet-turned-singer whose album of dark infatuations, Songs of Leonard Cohen, has been an improbable sensation since emerging earlier in the year. Peel in particular is a huge fan. Cohen recorded a session for the show while he was in London.


In keeping with what is becoming Top Gear protocol, Cohen sang two songs – ‘Bird on the Wire’ and ‘You Know Who I Am’ – that are destined for his next album, Songs from a Room, which he hasn’t started making yet. Another – ‘Dress Rehearsal Rag’ – will be on the one after that, Songs of Love and Hate, which won’t be available for the general public to buy for another three years. With a Top Gear session, you really do hear the future before anyone else. 




Top Gear


Radio 1


27 October 1968


Family – Taste – The Pretty Things – David Ackles – Jeff Beck – Brian Auger Trinity – Steve Miller Band – Muddy Waters – Jefferson Airplane – The Scaffold – Richie Havens – Steppenwolf – Duster Bennett – Savoy Brown – Blossom Toes


Around a thousand students have seized control of the London School of Economics ahead of today’s anti-Vietnam War rally. With the students promising an extended sit-in, seminars are held on ‘Bourgeois Culture’ and ‘The Sociology of Revolution’.





Asked in 1995 to explain what caused him to write ‘Street Fighting Man’ in 1968, Mick Jagger will comment that although he attended the March ’68 anti-Vietnam rally that turned violent outside the American embassy in Grosvenor Square, he generally felt London to be a much less febrile centre of protest than Paris. However, the estimated 30,000 people mobilising themselves for this afternoon’s march from Charing Cross to Hyde Park may have a different perspective. Serious violence is anticipated. Tariq Ali, one of the organisers, has been fielding questions from journalists about whether he thinks the state can be overthrown.


Ever since returning to England, Peel has been signalling his support – both implicitly and explicitly – for the peace movement and the alternative society as a presenter of The Perfumed Garden, Top Gear and Night Ride, and as a columnist for International Times. He stuck up for Jagger and Richards when they were imprisoned for drugs. He kept The Perfumed Garden’s listeners informed of rallies for the legalisation of cannabis. He denounced heavy-handed police tactics in a raid on London’s Middle Earth club. He aligned himself with students staging sit-ins at Manchester, Exeter and other universities. And he went on the March ’68 rally.


Today’s Top Gear has been pre-recorded. There are concerns that violence on the march’s route may spill over and lead to central London being closed, including roads to Broadcasting House. Peel is in a funny mood as the show starts, sarcastically congratulating the Great Britain team for winning more medals than South Korea at the Mexico Olympics, which end today. Unimpressed by jingoism, Peel has been voicing anti-Olympics sentiments for the last fortnight. ‘Countries like Mexico could do much more useful things with the money,’ he says, ‘like stopping people from starving to death.’ A nice little grenade to throw into the proceedings.


Peel doesn’t tell us whether he’s planning to go on today’s demo himself. He may have been warned not to talk about it. Recording his links before a single marcher has left Charing Cross, he worries that people ‘may be getting hurt or damaged’ by now. He has no way of knowing whether Top Gear will harmonise with events on the ground or clash horribly.


The Steve Miller Band sing ambivalently of their homeland (‘Living in the USA’), muttering hippie homilies about politicians and freedom. Jefferson Airplane’s ‘Crown of Creation’, from their new album of the same name, sounds much more like a song in sync with today’s protest (‘They cannot tolerate our minds … We cannot tolerate their obstruction’). But then the Airplane always did sound like they could find their way to the barricades without difficulty.


The show is notable for its real-time news updates. ‘About 500 to 1,000 people have marched through [Grosvenor] Square shouting various slogans,’ reports a BBC newsreader. ‘A few minutes ago thousands of supporters of a breakaway group, the Britain–Vietnam Solidarity Front, arrived at the Square to be met by a line of police on foot …’ As yet there has been no violence, but there will be. Stones and fireworks will be thrown at police as Maoist protesters attempt to storm the embassy. Some 6,000 people will be involved in three hours of clashes.


Before the last song in the programme – ‘Peace Loving Man’ by the psychedelic band Blossom Toes – Peel makes a short speech. ‘The whole point of these [marches] is … completely destroyed as soon as somebody hits somebody else. Because that way you’re joining their side and playing their games, which is very bad and very dangerous.’ Let’s hope he’s not in Grosvenor Square.


Blossom Toes, given the task of encapsulating the feelings of Peel and the unpredictable nature of the day, take the pacifist line where Jagger, months ago, hungered for militancy. Blossom Toes will not be joining in the violence. Even when ‘things ain’t right’, they emphasise, they ‘don’t wanna fight’. They’d rather ‘go and sit in the rain’. Long live the paisley-umbrella revolution.


But ‘Peace Loving Man’ is not some passive hippy-dippy daydream. A dramatically heavy rock song, it includes a war chant and an apocalyptic crescendo. At the end of this, a long scream is followed by a disembodied voice intoning a staccato message: ‘Do you … ever have the feeling … that there is nothing you can do … to save the world … we do … we do.’


It might be preaching a policy of stoned inertia, but ‘Peace Loving Man’ sounds purposely designed to freak with people’s heads and leave them dumbfounded. One wonders just how closely Peel listened to it before choosing it, and what kind of lesson he wants his listeners to take from it. It’s a powerful way to end a unique Top Gear.


‘Be very, very careful this week,’ Peel counsels. ‘Be gentle with one another.’ The peace-loving man hands over to Alan Freeman for Pick of the Pops. 




Night Ride


Radios 1 and 2


12 December 1968


John Lennon and Yoko Ono – John Martyn and Harold McNair – The Deviants – Jacqui McShee and John Renbourn – Christopher Logue – Lonnie Donegan – Spike Jones and his City Slickers


Northern Ireland’s prime minister sacks his minister for home affairs, William Craig, accusing him of planning a Rhodesian-style unilateral declaration of independence. Craig warns of ‘greatly disturbed times ahead’ for Northern Ireland, which has seen civil rights marches and fierce rioting.





In a terrific coup for Night Ride, Peel’s studio guests tonight are one of the world’s most famous couples. He’s a musician and songwriter at the top of his profession. She’s an artist and filmmaker on the verge of an international breakthrough. Together they are John Lennon and Yoko Ono.


But it has all the hallmarks of a very tough interview for Peel. A fortnight ago Lennon pleaded guilty to cannabis possession – the first Beatle drug bust. Early last month he divorced Cynthia, his wife of six years – the first Beatle annulment. Yoko, his Japanese girlfriend, has been demonised in the newspapers, well on her way to becoming a true hate figure for the times. Three weeks ago, under severe stress, she miscarried Lennon’s baby. Yesterday the two of them spent the evening at the Rolling Stones’ ‘Rock and Roll Circus’ in Wembley, performing in a big top alongside acrobats, tigers and fire eaters. It was a rare day of sanity in the lives of John and Yoko.


As they arrive at the BBC tonight, Lennon has the professional satisfaction – if such things still mean anything to him – of seeing the Beatles’ new double album sitting at the top of the charts. But more provocatively, recent days have seen the release of Unfinished Music No. 1: Two Virgins, a record credited to Lennon and Ono. Slammed by music critics as an unlistenable farrago of avant-garde rubbish, it’s more striking for its cover, which shows John and Yoko standing with their arms round each other, looking bravely united, marginally solemn and jaw-droppingly naked. If it were possible for them to become more notorious than they already were, they’ve managed it with one photo.


Peel has always been nervous around pop stars. He bears the scars of a 1966 encounter with the Byrds in San Bernadino, when, compèring one of their gigs, he approached them for a friendly chat and was superciliously rebuffed. Humiliations from favourite musicians stay with a sensitive man like Peel. He still plays the Byrds on Top Gear, but he’ll never forgive them for that moment of rock-star hauteur. And tonight he’s up against a far more caustic opponent than any Byrd.


‘Our LP Two Virgins … is actually out in some hidden, underground-type, open-air shops at this moment, folks,’ Lennon hucksters. ‘And if they haven’t got it, excuse me! Hound them!’


Peel tentatively feeds him a gimme. ‘And it’s been selling in unprecedented quantities?’


Lennon holes it. ‘Seven hundred yesterday.’


Yoko is heard helium-sighing behind him as he adds: ‘Seven hundred obscene people.’


Peel tells him he’ll be playing an extract from it later.


Lennon: ‘I’ll be charmed if you did, John.’


Peel (laughing): ‘Would you? You’d be charmed at that?’


Few DJs on British radio in 1968 credit Yoko with being an artist of any merit, let alone make the effort to address her respectfully. Peel does both without making a big deal of either. He plays a demo of a song she’s brought in, ‘John, My Love’, which turns out to be rather sweet when you can hear her singing above the tape hiss. She makes gnomic interruptions as Night Ride trots along. ‘If the butterflies in your stomach die,’ she chirrups, ‘send yellow death announcements to your friends.’ Even when she’s silent, she’s like a presence or a perfume in the air.


Peel is holding his own with Lennon. He isn’t trying to probe the Beatle about activism or politics, a national talking point since the release of ‘Revolution’ in August. Instead he engages Lennon’s humorous side – his Liverpool side – resulting in some entertainingly agile banter. The two Merseysiders are beginning to sound relaxed in each other’s company, which one of them almost certainly isn’t.


Peel: ‘Incidentally, the John we were talking to just now was John Lennon. We were asked to clear that up because people were phoning.’


Lennon: ‘At the mouth.’


The Peel–Lennon–Ono conversational triangle is put on hold while we hear music from John Martyn and Harold McNair (a young folk singer with flautist accompaniment), the Deviants (a group of White Panthers from the Ladbroke Grove squat scene), Jacqui McShee and John Renbourn (two fifths of Pentangle) and Lonnie Donegan, whose ‘Wabash Cannonball’ has been plucked by Peel from a reissued 1956 LP, The Lonnie Donegan Showcase. That was the year that a Liverpudlian teenager named John Lennon formed a skiffle group called the Quarrymen.


‘That brought back tender memories,’ Lennon says after Donegan’s song. ‘My first Lonnie guaranteed-not-to-split guitar, which smashed in half.’


Peel plays an excerpt, as promised, from Two Virgins. Yoko, queerly pre-war in ambience, is heard making long shrill cries. It’s musique concrète – and to prove it, she sounds like she’s singing down a length of cement pipe. She goes for broke, giving it the full artistic psychosis, squawking hellishly to some random piano that might have been played by Lennon with his arse.


‘You feel that it’s unlikely that Two Virgins is going to get very many airplays,’ Peel suggests.


Lennon: ‘Yes, I can’t see it being a pop favourite, like.’


Squeamish retailers are already selling it in brown paper bags. As Night Ride takes up the theme of censorship, Peel brings in Christopher Logue, a poet who was banned from reading a poem entitled ‘He Was Very Good Looking’ on national television. He reads it now, taking deep breaths. It’s an intense ballad to an unnamed boy, ending with the lovers kissing ‘and other things not to be mentioned on a show like this’.


Peel, sounding more spooked by Logue than he is by Yoko, says he cannot comprehend why anyone would object to such beautiful words. Finally, the four of them – Lennon, Ono, Logue and Peel – conjoin in a poem of their own, reciting the lines like a game of Consequences.


Lennon: ‘Thinking is weightless.’


Ono: ‘Use words only for words / things only for things.’


Logue: ‘Wring your hands.’


Peel: ‘The revolution is over / we are all free men.’


Next week John and Yoko are at the Albert Hall, sitting in a white sack for peace.
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