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Introduction



The ends of my fingers are coming off. The tips crack. The friction ridges of the epidermis fragment and the skin starts to bleed. This is an allergic reaction and, of all things for a writer, it’s to ink. Specifically it’s to laser-printed documents and to newsprint. That black smear that can cover your hands when you read. In the Victorian era broadsheet news was hot ironed downstairs before delivery up. To remove the paper’s creases I’d always imagined. But no. It was actually to dry and seal the ink.


I’m supposed to wear rubber gloves when I handle print but it can be so distracting. Sitting there like Donald Duck with yellow kitchen gloves holding the paper’s edge. I do it. Then I don’t. I forget myself. I read the Western Mail again, like a native, skin to print. My fingers blacken. The itch and scratch restart. I wash it off and apply one of the many creams my hopeful dermatologist has prescribed for me. But it is generally too late. Buggered again.


In the background I’ve got Jeff Beck playing. No longer fashionable but to my ears still absolutely on the spot. He’s reviving rock and roll with great swooping guitar licks. What is this music? Where did it come from? How did it take over the world?


Back in the days when I was an aspiring guitarist I owned a copy of the late Bert Weedon’s seminal guide, Play In A Day. Everyone owned a copy of this. I’d have it open in front of me as I attempted to strum. C, D and then the truly awful F. It was all such a painful process. The strings made the ends of my fingers ache. I read that over time the tips would thicken, like trumpet players’ lips. This couldn’t come soon enough. I wanted to do this guitar stuff and do it with ease. I persevered.


I’d heard The Outlaws’ Ambush and the twang of The Shadows’ Apache. I wanted some of that. Bert Weedon, it turned out, had actually recorded the original account of Jerry Lordan’s world-stopper. Everyone I knew, however, preferred the one The Shadows had done. Play them back-to-back today, fifty years on, and they still sound good. Yet something still remains uncool about the Weedon take. Weedon the youth worker, full of non-stop smiles. Marvin, king of The Shadows, greased back hair, craggy jaw and a vaguely underfed look.


Things are all relative, of course. Smooth, black-rim bespectacled Marvin was hardly what you could describe as a non-conformist. He wore a suit on stage and shined his shoes. But compared to session musician Herbert Weedon he was nothing short of James Dean.


The guitar and I didn’t go far. I took up listening instead. On my racks I’ve got a copy of Apache Mania1. It’s a CD that contains twenty-two versions of the great guitar instrumental sequenced one after the other. The Ventures, The Surfaris, The Jordans, The Spacemen, Les Guitares Du Diable, The Jet Blacks, The Cousins, The Shadows and then Bert himself. They all take the tune through its twangy paces. Listening to it in a single sitting is a Zen experience. You are intrigued, engaged, impressed, lost, bored, and then finally engaged again as Apache reasserts its crisply British sound.


The odd thing is that it is the French who have compiled and pressed this CD. Obscure guitar instrumentals of the 1960s are a Gallic obsession. In the UK we’ve long moved on from such things. Other than at The Shadows Club in Penarth, that is. But going there is another story2.


With my damaged fingertips enmeshed with plaster and thick with Liquid Bandage I’m on a journey and The Roots Of Rock From Cardiff To Mississippi And Back tracks where it goes. It follows the music back to the American Southern States, driving in a great ellipse. It bowls through Tennessee, Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia. It drives across the Appalachian Carolinas, both of them, and then returns to the heartland state of Tennessee that seems to go on in straight historical lines forever.


I’m tracing an obsession.


I want to find out where the material I listened to as a young man and which became the backdrop to my life came from. I want to discover where it lived. How it was. How it is. How it got there. I want to find out on the ground how the blues, hillbilly, old time dance music, bluegrass, Hank Williams country and western, rockabilly, Nashville slick and straight ahead Rocket 88 rock and roll came about. I want to discover what drove the folk song fanatic Cecil Sharp to roam the Appalachians in search of British roots. I want to discover why it was so important that the Lomaxes, Alan and John, father and son, set out across America armed with a primitive recorder to capture the country’s primitive music before it vanished. What were the components of all these musics? How did they cross the Atlantic? What parts came from England, Scotland, Ireland and Wales? Most importantly I want to discover how the magic all this became made the transition back to rain drenched Wales. How did it flow across the Bay of Tigers to manifest itself in the bright blue drape jackets of Valleys’ born Teddy Boys? How did it appear amid the banjos plucked in folk clubs in pub back rooms on the Welsh capital’s Broadway and Charles Street? How did it rock in the dance halls of Sophia Gardens, Cowbridge Road and Death Junction? And, in particular, how did it inform the taste of more than one Welsh generation? Mike Harries, Man, The Sons of Adam, Amen Corner, The Sun Also Rises, Edward H, Meic Stevens, The Manic Street Preachers, Cate Le Bon, Richard James, Georgia Ruth, Gruff Rhys, Trampolene, Baby Queens, Climbing Trees, and Euros Childs.


Roots. Where are they and how do they grow?


The Roots Of Rock From Cardiff To Mississippi And Back is a record of finding out. It’s an expansion of the music, a delving into it and beyond it, at tangents to it, underneath it and on top.


I don’t much like researching at libraries where time slows down and the world without music in my ears can be so cold. I’m not keen, either, in dragging data up in great Wiki sweeps, informational dross accumulating against my keyboard, holding me down in a clunk of ordered and numbing stats. Data: it’s simultaneously the stuff and the bane of life. Fly with it and you’ll crash because you’re too heavy. Ignore it and you won’t take off at all. But use it when you must.


I prefer to walk, that’s when the eyes and the brain are most attuned. I take photographs constantly – as aide memoir, as illustration, to capture detail, to collect bits of a place’s soul. I make notes. They arrive when it’s raining and the pen ink smears on the notebook’s pulp. I record them speaking into my iPhone, can’t decipher when I listen later, for the drumming of the air.


The Roots Of Rock is a travel book because it recounts a journey. And it is also not one, simply because it spends much space and time not actually going anywhere at all. It is full of diversions and recollections and the recounted voices and sounds of others. There are guides, opinions, casual conversations, overheards, read abouts, listened tos. Stuff recalled and forgotten stuff remembered after all.


The book starts in SouthWales, in the place I come from. The Cardiff delta. The flood plain made by the three city rivers – the Ely, the Taff, the Rumney – aided ably by the Roath Brook, the Nant, and that long lost waterway, the Tan. Cardiff is not the centre of the music universe by any means but it has had its moments. Bill Haley came here in 1957 and played the Cardiff Capitol. Lynyrd Skynyrd did the same thing in 1975. John Lee Hooker was here in 1964 at a surf club on the Wentloog flatlands. Jerry Lee played Sophia Gardens in 1962. Dion wandered to the Capitol in 1964. Chuck Berry duck walked there a year later. Johnny Cash visited in 1966. Elvis never. How and why? I want to know.


The book flies the Atlantic again and again to hire cars and to drive and drive and drive. It traverses a great arc, full of plains and wooded hills. Here there are conifers, high harmonies, fields of rolling corn and rocking rhythms, flatlands bustling with the white tails of cotton, shacks and dust, bent strings, steels, overalls, Stetsons. Where you from, Honey? Cardiff, huh? Never heard of that place.


The Roots of Rock hears the music, considers its history, and sees how the disparate bits fit together. And if you keep listening for long enough, then you’ll discover that they do, indeed, fit. From Cardiff to Mississippi, from the Bay to the Delta. Ain’t nothin’ shakin’ sang Eddie Fontaine in 1958. How wrong he turned out to be.
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1 • Howlin’ Wolf In City Road



I’ve come up through the light drizzle on my blue Raleigh. I’ve turned the sit up and beg handlebars upside down to give the bike a vaguely contemporary, cruiser look. I’m convinced even if my peers are not. It’s 1964 and such things can prey on the mind. Stay cool. Cord jacket, hush puppies, tight straight trousers, slim jim tie. Parka, fishtail, Italian insignia on the shoulder, fur trim round the hood if you can afford one. I can’t. I’ve an old mac, belt, double-breasted, just like my father wore. I go up Albany, swing the corner into City Road. This is the land of car showrooms, places where you can get your radio fixed, and shops stacked high with used furniture3. There it is, my destination, Freeman’s Records, full of light. There are racks holding twelve-inch covers tacked to the wall. They have listening booths. There’s a woman lacquered blonde hair behind the counter. Red nails. White cardigan. Fag in hand. You could do that then.


The past is populated by smokers. In the sixties half the world streamed smoke behind them as they walked. They carried lighters in their pockets and they had that smell about them. The one you can only sense when you don’t partake yourself. Balkan Sobranie, Kensitas, Senior Service, Park Drive, Woodbine, Embassy, Gold Leaf, Players Navy Cut. Their voices were etched by hacking and their fingertips were stained nicotine brown.


If that time was this time then we’d deconstruct that list of brands to trace their maritime beginnings. We’d check the tobacco for additives, density, moisture content and country of origin. We’d go out and visit the plantations. We’d review the tobacco workers’ hourly rates and conditions of employ. We’d write up the fate of the mills that provided the papers and the saltpetre manufacturers whose product kept the cigarettes smoulderingly on fire. We’d investigate the tricks of the marketing men. And we’d close down those suburban corner stores that would sell you a single cigarette drawn from a packet of twenty, at an inflated price naturally, age no barrier. But back then no one cared.


Today, amid the fear that smoke drift can infect us and within five years turn our lung linings to stone, we have regulated the cigarette almost out of existence. It’s heading for the same heap that holds flick-knives, DDT, asbestos, Codeine in bottles of a 100, helmetless cyclists, and contact adhesive that actually works.


These things, they are the preserve of the poor, the knuckle tattooed and hoop ear-ringed, the unredeemable ancients in bright white Asda trainers and half-mast terylene pants. We rush from them. Unless we are newly young, of course, and filled with cheap vodka, hedonistically spinning, lit fags in hand, down the night-time streets of our towns.


I’m young. In my early 60s incarnation. I have ten Consulate Menthol Fresh hidden where no one can find them, in a bag under the hedge. Cool as a mountain stream. The only brand I can cope with that doesn’t make me retch. All the long-trousered boys smoke. You just have to keep up. This is a world full of big dresses, tight slacks, beehives, combs and the tail end of rock and roll. A place that’ll soon be spinning with change. But not yet.


I cycle down the road that in time will become the most multi-racial in the whole of the Welsh capital, a place of itinerants and immigrants and constant shift. City Road, the thoroughfare that runs right on into the city. Home of the Park Conservative Club where men in sheepskin coats leave their string-back gloves on the counter and women with necklaces laden with charms sit on high stools. They tap their packs of Bensons with the ends of their golden lighters. City Road, land of dreams.


Freeman’s Records is opposite. My bike I park in a heap against the wall. I leave it unlocked. I’ve never had it stolen. These are the early sixties and the world here is a different place. In the shop they know me. I’m a regular. I buy a single every week. It’s about all I can afford.


It’s autumn and the Tories have lost the election by a margin as thin as Alec Douglas-Home’s hair. In my blossoming youth I’ve just discovered how socialism really works. Forget equality, that’s full of smoke, if what you need isn’t out there then offer money to make it so. Do that and the world will jump. Do I want Pat Boone, Mark Wynter or Craig Douglas, anodyne domineers of the British hit parade? I don’t. I’m after recordings by the Wolf. I want I Ain’t Superstitious backed with Just Like I Treat You. I want the Chess original.


The Wolf, how can anyone be called that? In reality he’s Chester Arthur Burnett and he’s been powering out guitar-led, roaring blues now for at least twenty years. I discovered him when Manfred Mann, who recorded his Smokestack Lightning, came to Cardiff to perform it at Sophia Garden’s now long gone Pavilion. “Smokestack lightning, shinin’ just like gold, don’t you hear me cryin’? Stop your train. Let her go for a ride”. So hip it shimmered although in reality I didn’t understand a word. I wasn’t inside the pavilion, either. I just couldn’t afford the ticket. I was in the fresh air between the rear wall and the river where I thrilled to every note.


Manfred Mann might have been high in the British hit parade and a band which for a time were the smartest new thing on the block but they were in Cardiff as support act. They were warm up for a resilient Bill Haley, still touring, still rattle and rolling, still on stage trying to make his kiss curl work. Mann just walked on and blew him away.


The Wolf’s original, recorded back in 1956, had come out over here on the Pye International label and I’d already bought my copy. I’d got his amazing Down In The Bottom too, cut in the distant past of 1961 when the world’s highlights were Petula Clark, The Temperance Seven and The String Alongs. You paid your money and two days later the Wolf arrived. The shop assistant smiled at me indulgently. “Do you really like these songs?” You could tell from her tone that she didn’t. The Wolf wasn’t one of us. The sound he made was anarchic, barbarous, and electrifying, right to the core. Unreal. Unsafe. I nodded my head.


Chester Burnett, born 1910, West Point, Mississippi. Died at Hines, Illinois, 1976. Gravestone at Oak Ridge Cemetery, paid for by Eric Clapton. But at the time I’m writing about he was still very much alive. His blues were of the city where amplification was the norm. He had his own six string Fender which he wore high above his belly and on which he’d thrash out chords. It was the nimble Hubert Sumlin who gave us those memorable soaring runs.


There were two Wolfs. The first was the electrifying shouter who roared out Spoonful, Tail Dragger, Red Rooster and Going Down Slow, staples of what was to become the British Blues. This was the singer who came here in October 1964 as part of the American Folk Blues Festival tour. In the company of the now forgotten Sugar Pie Desanto, the bowler-hatted Sony Boy Williamson and the jug blowing Hammie Nixon and his partner, blind guitar wizard Sleepy John Estes, he brought the real blues to the British stage. I witnessed all this at Bristol’s Colston Hall. Wolf, the mighty Wolf, the 300-pound rival to Muddy as the leader of the blues, he stole the show. His best was on an album called Howlin’ Wolf which had a picture of a rocking chair on the cover. We all owned copies.


The second was the earlier Wolf, the one whose rough-edged 1950s work was, now he’d found 60s fame, indiscriminately shoved out by the record companies as if it were the latest thing. The Wolf’s origins, like that of so many rediscovered blues men, lay in a place where recording techniques were rather more primitive and where the things we’d all come to love – Jeff Beck rippling stretched-string leads, electric bass and a drum-driven beat – had yet to form.


In the matter of the blues time blurred as its passage became unavoidably compressed. I had the idea that everything I was listening to came from years ago. The records mostly sounded as if they’d been recorded vaguely under water. The fact the Wolf himself was there on the dusty Bristol stage fresh from laying down tracks for Marshall Chess back home in Chicago made no difference at all.


In Cardiff we had the blues in our blood. No idea just what it was but it was there rushing round our bodies all the same. The love of it hadn’t come from Tommy Steele, even if he had recorded a song called Singing The Blues. It hadn’t come from Cardiff’s Shirley Bassey who sang Blues In the Night in the style of Dinah Shore. Nor, for that matter, had it come from the very British named-named Gale Warning and The Weathermen. They’d made an unaccountably awful big band cover of Heartbreak Hotel in the style Barbara Windsor might have managed if she’d been a singer at the time. There had been loads of this kind of thing coming out of my grandfather’s great wooden steam radio during my formative years. It was situated in our Ty Draw Place upstairs communal lounge. I would glue myself to it when I was allowed. I listened to Don Lang and Tony Crombie and even, for God’s sake, to Lita Rosa. I suffered any amount of early rock around the block, stay awhile crocodile and beat beat that drum boogie woogie. Big Ben Boogie. Dixie Boogie. Left Hand Boogie. Even Bygraves Boogie. Honestly. We love to rock. We do. We love to Boogie. The blues, they haven’t arrived quite yet.


Actually I didn’t know what they were, the blues, but that didn’t prevent me from having an opinion. Just like the twist in 1962. I didn’t know what that was either but I won the school twist contest nonetheless. The judges, a bunch of twist fanatics if I ever saw one, sat in a line – Mr Thomas History, Miss Gregory English and the thin-faced ever so distant headmaster, Mogg Morgan. With apposite style on came Joey Dee and The Starliters’ Peppermint Twist, part one naturally.


Felicity Jenkins and I swung at it, arms and legs flailing in a rhythm-driven free form. I ducked and dived. Shuddered and shimmied. Since I’d never actually seen anyone twisting made it all up as I went. Felicity followed my every step. By the time we’d rolled right through Peppermint Twist (Part 2) followed by a raft of distinctly non-twist numbers from people like Victor Sylvester, Ray Ellington and Beryl Bryden, we reached the second twist record on which the school had somehow laid its hands. This was Mama’s Doing The Twist by old-style big band blues singer, Linda Hopkins. How something as obscure as this had ended up on the Cae’r Castell Secondary Modern record player I’ll never know. But it had and it was good. Hopkins knew how to rock. Felicity and I excelled ourselves. We weaved, we wound, we swirled, we shook.


Everyone else on the floor was eliminated apart from us. I’d abandoned my jacket and in some sort of prefiguring of the future 40 years distant my shirt was flying outside my trousers in a ballooning swirl. We did a victory stalking shiver right round the dance floor to wild cheers from our assembled classmates. We were the only ones left. We’d won, God we had. What had I ever won before? A book token for a shilling for attendance at Sunday school in 1954. The prize this time was a headmaster delivered handshake, a bottle of Coca-Cola each, and recognition throughout the school that someone there from Cardiff’s eastern suburbs knew how to bop.


But the blues, which is what all this is really about, what were they? Something that black men could play but white men could not. That was what the world was given to understand. Out there in the music papers argument raged. How can anyone from south London make genuine blues music? The blues are only possible if you are born in Mississippi. John Lee Hooker he can do it, he’s a sharecropper’s son from Coahoma County. Long John Baldry must be faking it. He comes from East Haddon, Northampton. I waded in. I sent letters to The Music Echo, Disc, NME, Melody Maker and the Teenage Post section of the South Wales Echo. I knew what the blues were, didn’t I? “The blues have jazz,” I wrote to Melody Maker. They picked that as their star letter, festooned it with pictures of the Wolf and Sonny Boy and awarded me a lp token. Delighted I exchanged that for a rare Hooker album recorded by Atco, New York and issued here on London Atlantic. John Lee was on the cover looking suitably moody. The real stuff. Baldry took exception and wrote back to the Melody Maker saying how could he know what the blues were as he’d only been singing them for a dozen years. He would bow, he said in a fit of vitriol, to the views of those who clearly knew more about the music than he. The maelstrom of what the blues were. The debate rolled and rocked.


The music press turned out to be a great proving ground. Rarely a week went by without a Finch letter appearing somewhere. I learned to court controversy. In life it doesn’t all have to be real. Expound opinions that you don’t necessarily agree with. Make it up. What’s happening to that great rhythm and blues singer Ray Charles? With I Can’t Stop Loving You he’s lost his genius touch. I think it’s about time Juke Box Jury had panellists who either liked pop music or knew something about it – get rid of the no hopers they use now. It’s the loud music that makes girls scream not the singers – it’s nothing to do with sex. The only authentic R&B groups in Britain come from London. Irish show bands are rubbish and they all have silly names. Jet Harris should play things that have melodies like he used to. Studio gimmicks will be the death of beat music. Brenda Lee has hits because of her girl next door appeal. I won tickets to go see her with that piece of perceptive musical analysis. A free seat and a bag of popcorn. Brenda Lee backed by Sounds Incorporated on stage at the Cardiff Capital. Support came from Tony Sheridan, Mike Berry, and those housewife-friendly smiling kings of analgesic pop, The Bachelors. Amazingly The Bachelors turned out to be not bad at all.


I was usually paid in record tokens, my early remuneration as a professional writer. At 6/8d a time these were just enough to buy a 45. This was the vinyl seven-inch single, an iconic piece of plastic first marketed by RCA as a replacement for the shellac ten-inch in 1949. They were thinner and easier to hold and considerably more durable. They might not have spun round as fast but their fidelity was good. The sound would be just like the real thing. They stormed the world. Bill Haley, Elvis and a few of their rock and roll fellow travellers were there at the time of transition. For a very short period you could go into record stores and be offered the same song in either shellac or vinyl format. Which you bought depended on what sort of gramophone you owned.


As these discs couldn’t hold much more than five minutes of music songs did not last that long. The radio loved them. Short, sharp, get in and out in as fast as you can. According to Billboard the average length of a song in the 50s and at the start of the 60s was 2’20”. Irresistible hooks in the first twenty seconds ensured the listener’s attention. Tutti Frutti, Heartbreak Hotel, Ready Teddy, Well Alright – these wonders were all almost over before they’d begun. It took until 1964 when The Animals released their organ-led recording of House of the Rising Sun for songs with room to manoeuvre to become the norm. House of the Rising Sun lasted an amazing 4’31”. Bob Dylan took this trend to its logical conclusion with his Sad Eyed Lady of the Lowlands which took up an entire twelve-inch vinyl side of 1966’s Blonde on Blonde. This masterpiece didn’t get played that much on drive time radio but who cared. Arlo Guthrie went further the following year with Alice’s Restaurant, a talking blues which at 18’ 34” lasted almost as long as a Welsh vicar’s sermon. But the real blues, the genuine stuff, the abrasive, badly-recorded stomps and squeaky hollers recorded in the back woods of the southern American States, they had no truck with any of this innovation. With the blues nothing ever lasted longer than 3 minutes. They were simple, they were primitive, and they were repetitive. They got inside your skin.


The blues seeped slowly into Britain. From my outpost on the northern end of City Road I ordered Sonny Boy, Jimmy Reed, and Little Walter. Downtown amid the 12” vinyl racks at that centre of classical excellence, City Radio, albums with the world blues in their titles had started to arrive. Ray Charles in Rhythm & Blues Greats on Oriole, The Blues Vols One and Two on Pye International, Livin’ With the Blues on Realm Jazz, The World’s Foremost Blues Singer Memphis Slim on Fidelio High-Fidelity and Blues In the Night from Hal Cornbread Singer. Some of this material was actually okay. Most of it featured singers with Christian names I hadn’t ever come across. In my school people were called things like Trevor, Martin, Terrence and Ronald. At Cae’r Castell Secondary Mod there was no one called Bo, Pee Wee, Sunnyland, Peppermint, or even Big Joe. The nearest we had to a blues nom de plume was the sports master and Harlequins rugby player who went under the name Cowboy Davies.


In the City Radio racks, at sale price, I discovered Brother John Sellers, Willie Wright and Big Bill Broonzy. The first two, despite having albums out with the word blues in their titles, were pretty poor. Big Bill, on the other hand, turned out to be something else. The album I found came from the series of Library of Congress recordings he’d made in 1957. Big Bill, the country backwoodsman, solo voice and guitar, rambling, tambling, pure blues where you could hear every word. In the listening booth at the store’s rear I sat on the high stool and leant against the plywood partition. I was entranced. For once the assistant was kind. I was allowed to listen to every track.


Big Bill, who was born Lee Conley Bradley in Lake Dick, Arkansas in 1903, had risen to success among black Americans as a fully-fledged, combo-fronting rhythm and blues shouter. During the 1930s, first for Paramount and later for Bluebird and to the accompaniment of piano, saxophone and drums Broonzy knocked out dance music and rocking blues in the black clubs of New York and Chicago. Robert Hammond thought him good enough to have him substitute for the recently deceased Robert Johnson at the seminal 1938 Spirituals to Swing concert at Carnegie Hall. This was an early and, as it turned out, highly successful attempt to bring black American music over to white audiences. Broonzy, asked to take the role of a Mississippi backwoodsman played the part to perfection. One man one guitar. Louise Louise, Done Got Wise, In The Evening When The Sun Goes Down – rhythm and blues classics delivered as 12-bar folk. He went down a storm.


Spotting a good market when he saw one Big Bill gave up his Chicago sophistication, donned a pair of bibbed denim overalls and became just what white audiences wanted to see – a traditional black country blues singer. On the back of the European folk revival he was brought to Britain in the early 1950s by promoter Chris Barber. Big Bill the genuine article. One man and one guitar. The blues ain’t nothing but. He died of lung cancer in 1958. By the time I got to his records he was history.


Big Bill opened my ears to tales of the American South– floods, railroads, whiskey, misery and women. His mamas would rock. They had great big legs and they caught southbound trains. They were called Willie Mae and Louise and Alberta. They never did Big Bill right and they always ended up gone. How could I relate to this? None of the women I fancied had any fat on them, this being shortage-ridden early post-War Britain. None of them rocked for that matter, not that I was really quite sure just what that meant. And mama, well she was usually back home making us meatless dumplings for dinner.


The blues were full of things we didn’t have around here. Mojos, Little John the Conquerors, black cat bones, crawdads, cotton pickers, and hollerin’ in time to swinging hammers. Big Bill made it all float over a fluidly played acoustic guitar. Compared to the amplified twang of Duane Eddy Big Bill’s acoustic mastery was a revelation. This man didn’t just play tunes or strum a rhythm he did the whole composite thing. His up-tempo instrumental boogie wobble tagged onto the end of the classic Joe Turner Blues was about the best bit of guitar work I’d heard. Until I came across Davy Graham’s Angi, that is, but that’s for later.


This music had roots, that was for sure. And they were not mine, at least I didn’t think they were. Somehow or other this music had evolved from sources that did not include insurance salesmen with home counties accents, the Royal Family, Churchill, Nye Bevan, Owain Glyndwr, the Light Programme, valley’s choirs, Welsh coal mines, endless drizzle and pale bitter beer.


In Womanby Street, that most ancient of Cardiff streets, stood a bulwark of old fashioned value – a safe, sure, rule-following place where they wouldn’t let you in unless you were both a member and wearing a jacket and tie. This was the British Legion Club. The Royal British Legion, founded in 1921, organiser of the annual poppy appeal, and a bastion for ex-servicemen and women of which in the city at this time there were a goodly number. The Legion’s premises were large and leaky and they cost a lot to keep up. To balance the books they rented out space. In 1964 their largest room, which had a small stage at one end, had been leased by the Middle Eight Jazz Club. This was a home for sensible mainstream local jazz with fans who smoked pipes and wore sleeveless knitted jumpers. Music came from the residents, The Tim Watcher Jump Band. They featured trumpet, clarinet, two saxes and one trombone. There was nothing electric and there were certainly no guitars.


Revolution came when the Middle Eight, as part of its policy to bring in guest jazzers to the city, booked the diamond earring wearing boogie pianist from New Orleans, Champion Jack Dupree. Dupree’s background was as exotic as they come. He was an ex-boxer who had a father from the Belgian Congo and mother who was a Cherokee Indian. He’d honed his blues piano in Chicago in the company of Leroy Carr and Scrapper Blackwell. He’d found Europe congenial and had settled in Switzerland. On this side of the Atlantic we liked his music and we paid more than they did back home. At the Middle Eight he was introduced as a jazz pianist but the hip among us knew that actually he was a black American blues singer from Louisiana. The pipe-smokers were joined by great crowds of dope-using youths wearing parkas and Mod jackets. “There are some of you here smoking Mary Jane,” announced the club’s MC in a strained voice. “You’ll have to stop that or we’ll be all asked to leave.” The audience cheered.


Champion Jack came on and went straight into a sequence of rocking piano blues delivered with verve and considerable style. Junker’s Blues, Shake Baby Shake, Mean Old Frisco, Rock the Boogie Woogie, and How Long, How Long. As long as it takes, I guess. People bought him pints and he stacked them along the top of his piano. The joint was rocking, certainly was.


At ten o’clock, for reasons of which no one is quite sure, a blazer wearing Legion official came on stage just as Champion Jack was pulling his ever-rolling set to a tumultuous climax. “You’ll have to stop,” he proclaimed. “Our licence doesn’t allow for this.” He waved vaguely in the direction of the rocking Champion Jack. The pianist was giving off a wide white-toothed smile and rippling his dexterous hands from one end of the keyboard to the other. “Mama don’t allow,” sang Jack, boogie woogie foot stomp, smile, “no piano playing round here.” We were all on our feet. There was loads of applause. These blues, even delivered on an old fashioned piano, weren’t they terrific. Then the lights went out. The Middle Eight Jazz club moved across the city to what was to become the Moon Club not long after that.


Down on the flatlands, the levels, where if SouthWales had a delta then this would be it, a surf club in a crumbling warehouse on the outskirts of Newport was hosting a Waikiki waxing your surfboard Beach Boys recycled rock and roll night. Surf music, an early Beatle-era American import designed to lift the endless Welsh greyness and replace it with big smiling joy was high in the charts. Some of us in town had been seen wearing brightly coloured shirts. There was a move in the sealess suburbs to have surfboards leaning casually against garden sheds and the Morris Minor Estate, doubling as a surfer’s woodie4, had become highly desirable. I was at the Newport club expecting to hear the local bands bashing out slightly off key versions of Surfing USA, Surfing Safari, and Surf City. Instead, amazingly, what the Hawaiian-shirt wearing resident band played was electric guitar led rhythm and blues.


It was a cramped place with everyone standing shoulder to shoulder. Most of the audience were smoking and half of them were tensed up tight on bombers. On came the special guest. A thin, handsome-faced, suit-wearing black man with close-cropped hair and a guitar slung around his neck. He plugged in and began to beat out a rhythm. I’d heard this stuff before, on record, the Animals did it and so did Canned Heat. Electrifying, exhilarating material. Blues wrapped in a primitive sheet but with power underneath. “I love the way you walk. I like the way you switch. You my babe, I got my eyes on you. You got Dimples on your jaw”. John Lee Hooker.


The crowd surged forward almost jostling our man off the tiny stage. Amid a sea of coloured parrots and pictures of pineapples the mike swung away from Hooker’s mouth. He flicked it back with a confident gesture, pointing first at it and then at himself. I’m in charge. Boom Boom. He was.


In a sense Hooker, primitive though his music often sounded to our beat music ears, was the link. He merged the faux country blues of Big Bill Broonzy with the full-blooded electric band sound of Chicago R&B as exemplified to perfection by Wolf and Muddy. With its walking bass his guitar work held echoes of not only the boogie pianists but the finger work and chords of Robert Johnson, Blind Lemon Jefferson and Charley Patton. The age of scratchy recordings, muffled guitar and screeching harmonica was that much nearer with Hooker.


But in the context I was hearing him – band-fronting, hollering, guitar wielding – Hooker came over as a blues machine of rocking sophistication. Boogie Chillen never sounded so good as it did then with the South Wales crowd milling around it. Hooker was to inspire a whole way of playing the electric blues. One where the twelve bars of the blues actually often got by on less than a dozen, where rhythms stopped and started at will, lead runs flicked and flipped as their creator chose and one where accompanying musicians had considerable trouble following the master’s line.


Boogie Chillen, his first hit from way back in 1948 would follow me around for the rest of my music listening life. From that original high-voiced solo version recorded for Modern where Hooker beats out an irregular but completely compelling rhythm; through the mass-market 1952 version recorded for Chess as Walking The Boogie and featuring an over-dubbed speeded-up guitar part pasted back into the middle; to the thoroughly thumping and greatly extended version recorded as Boogie Chillen No 2 with a rocking Canned Heat in 1971.


“I was laying down one night and I heard mama and poppa talking. I heard poppa tell mama, let that boy boogie woogie. It’s in him and it’s got to come out. I felt so good. I felt so good. I wanna do the boogie woogie,” sang Hooker. I felt like that too.


Hooker’s SouthWales appearance seems to have vanished from race memory and hasn’t contributed much to our collective consciousness. Hooker sang in Wales? He did. What worked here in the place where the industrial valleys tipped themselves into sea wasn’t so much Jimmy Reed and John Lee Hooker but Elvis and Jerry Lee. Long after the rest of the western world had turned away from rock and roll the SouthWelsh teds were still bopping. But I’m getting ahead of things.


I got back home from Newport and put The Blues Vol One, my much-cherished compilation on Pye International onto the Dansette. And there it was – somewhere between Little Walter’s My Babe and Muddy Waters’ Hoochie Coochie – Hooker’s Walkin’ The Boogie complete with that high speed guitar part which made my teeth rattle. Bliss.
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2 • Back In The 1950s UK



There’s a photo of me in one of the family albums taken in 1961. I’m sitting in an armchair with my hair brylcreamed back like Cliff Richard’s. Although you can’t see it I have that mark of the real cool cat, a steel comb, in my back pocket. I’m at Ralph Thomas’s house in the heart of Roath. Ralph’s parents are fervent Plymouth Brethren. They have little truck with fashionable hair. They clap in rhythm and they gospel chant. Most days they attend services. Round here in East Cardiff you just can’t get enough of the Lord. On Sundays praising Him is all Ralph does.


In an arc around me are displayed LP sleeves from the 1950s. Pat Boone’s Hymns We Love, Bobby Darin’s The Bobby Darin Story, then Pat Boone Sings. Just out of shot, stacked against his parents’ shiny walnut radiogram, are orchestral discs by Mantovani and Cyril Stapleton, Sing Alongs with Max Bygraves and sweet and heavenly dancing with Guy Lombardo. On the covers everyone smiles. The world here is in glorious High Fidelity. The oily face of Lombardo, dinner jacket, black bow tie, his hand wielding an overlong baton, leers out of his album’s Capitol cover. Ralph’s parents were hot on this tosh.


“What on earth is high fidelity,” I’d asked Ralph? “No idea,” he’d replied.


We’d taken the shot on Ralph’s Brownie Box camera. Photographs in those days were rare things. This picture of ours with the album sleeves was an attempt to have some of music’s inherent hipness rub off on newly teenage us. The 1950s, the decade of balloon skirts, swirling petticoats, Blue Nun and austerity, has just drawn to a close. The new world is arriving fast. Moon rockets, teenagers, the hit parade. Rock and roll in its Bill Haley manifestation has rocked the joint since 1955. Now change was imminent. We all felt we were on the edge of something. You could feel it in the air. We wanted to be there when it happened.


Nobody I knew could afford LPs. Ralph and I poured over the ones his parents owned as if they were alien artefacts just arrived from Mars. We held them out and marvelled at how narrow the tracks were. We made the light from the front room window bounce off their sexy black microgrooves. One day soon we too would own wonders like these. Did we then play the ones we held in our hands and be overcome by Pat Boone’s diction or Cyril Stapleton’s saccharine swing? We did not.


“We’ll wear the stylus out,” said Ralph. “My father checks these things and he’ll know if it’s been used.” 1950s radiogram owners watched their styli like hawks. Sapphire wore down. Diamonds were forever. It was always a great occasion when one was replaced. Sapphire were affordable. Diamond cost the earth. Suddenly your entire record collection took on a renewed sonic life as the bright new chiselled point slipped its micro way along the grooves.


“So what are they like then, these albums,” I asked. All I’d heard to date were singles, hit singles or attempts at that, emanating from my parent’s radio. Shake Rattle and Roll. Behind the Green Door. Last Train to San Fernando. “What they mainly do,” Ralph informed me knowingly, “is to make versions of other people’s hits. You get Elvis singing the songs of Little Richard and then Marty Wilde doing Elvis. And then Pat Boone doing everyone.” “Are they any good,” I asked. No. Ralph was a font of wisdom. His taste was the best there was.


Back in the 1950s the album had not been around for long. It had only been invented in 1948. Before that the world of recorded music consisted of stacks of fragile shellacs whizzing round and falling down the auto-changer with an air displacing thwack every two minutes or so. The 78 might have served as the essential format for the rock and roll revolution but it was really far too brittle for daily use. If you dropped it or stood on it then you were stuffed. I can remember when this happened with my Aunty Joan’s copy of Frankie Lane’s Jezebel. All I did was put it down on the bed and accidentally sit on it. Five useless pieces. She went up the wall.


Not that I owned a record player on which I might have spun my aunt’s 78. My mother didn’t believe in music. In the Daily Sketch she’d seen photographs of Elvis gyrating and on the Home Service heard about rock and roll being truly the devil’s music. She introduced a total ban on anything resembling it in our house. In my case if it was in him then it certainly would not be allowed to come out. “Why can’t you like Bing Crosby?” She’d demanded this of me on a day when I’d been discovered using the bathroom as an echo chamber and singing Be-Bop-a-Lula into the cupola of the toilet. Bing? Who is he? White Christmas. God.


From a used goods store in Canton I’d bought a pre-war gramophone. “We buy, sell and exchange almost anything in the second-hand world” it said in the window. They hadn’t wanted much for it. No one is playing these big records anymore, they complained. I took the wind-up monster home and set about adjusting its speed control. It took a lot of experimentation, chewing gum, and the use of one of my father’s hammers but I got there. More weight on the flywheel meant a turntable spinning at a slower speed. Mine ended up going round at something like 52.


I rigged up a great cone made from newspaper and attached this with cellotape to a biro from which I’d removed the ink tube. There was a sewing needle through the top. I fixed one end of the cone to the wall with a drawing pin and had the other dance among the microgrooves on the first real 7 inch single I ever owned. Where Have All the Flowers Gone by the bright and fresh-faced American college boys, The Kingston Trio. O Ken Karanga, on the flip, was the test track. I wound up the gramophone and let it spin. I put the needle in place and, after a deal of crackle, out of the paper cone came the tinny and slightly high pitched sound of the Kingston Trio. O ken Karanga, o ken karangoa, yea, yea. O ba ro bo, o ken Karanga. It’s no wonder I ended up as a sound poet. But there they were. In my room. Singing African material that not even they understood. Brilliant.


I turned the record over and got the start of Where Have All The Flowers Gone. It was only the start because the sewing needle had now begun to remove black vinyl in curling slivers. I watched in disbelief as my first and brand new 7-inch was turned into a table mat before my eyes.


Things did get better. Rock and roll ban or no rock and roll ban I was eventually given the money to buy a real record player. I chose a Dansette. This was for my birthday. Or perhaps it was reward for helping my father build yet another of his hardboard on wooden frame constructions, this one the airing cupboard in the bathroom. These things were all over the house. Hardboard was the medium of the decade. We owned hardboard shelves, hardboard tables, hardboard bedside lamps, hardboard door fronts, hardboard pelmets and hardboard bath surrounds. Every single one was painted regulation cream.


The Dansette had a red Formica lid which lifted to reveal a stylus bearing playing arm and an electric deck complete with auto-changer and speed control. I could rack up eight 7-inch hits in a pile and have them spin one after another or I could select a single record and have it play over and over again. The Venture’s Walk Don’t Run once and then the Venture’s Walk Don’t Run for the tenth time. This was what young people did. The age of the bedsit had begun.


Before rock and roll came along the music market had been dominated by the middle-aged. Who else had the money? In the years before the war when more homes had pianos than gramophones it was sheet music that shifted. You could hear Caruso singing his latest on the radio and then get the self-same song knocked out on a jingling piano by Aunty Bess that evening at the Old Bull and Bush. Recordings were specialist items. Even as late as 1960 Ralph Thomas’s parents were very much the exception. Owning a collection of albums and a gramophone on which to play them was rare. My mother had no interest in such devices. “Why would we want a gramophone,” she said. “It would only get in the way”.


The roots of the new incoming rock music were not as distant from listeners as they are today. My grandfather would have been around when he first gramophone records went on sale. My aunts would have been able to attend concerts given by Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong had they wanted to. They could even have gone to Paris in 1949 to thrill to the songs of Lead Belly. Not that I have any evidence that they did. New was new but nothing was that old.


How did rock and roll start? With Jackie Brenston and His Delta Cats’ recording of Rocket 88 is the one you read in the official histories. That was made in 1951. Brenston was an alias of Ike Turner although we didn’t know that then. Or know anything at all, actually. Rocket 88 would only emerge to British ears fifty years later. It featured in the great rush of copyright-free material5 put out in the 2000s to squeeze just a little bit more profit out of the rusty stuff that had excited us all so long ago. Rocket 88 became the star of any number of roots of rock and roll compilations: The Music That Inspired Elvis, The Greatest Rock and Roll Album Ever, Rock and Roll – Where It All began. Playing it today Rocket 88 still rocks and sounds amazingly advanced for something from so long ago as the dark, shortage-filled year of 1951.


Rocket 88 could well be a lode. But so too could Ella Fitzgerald doing Rock It For Me back in 1937 or the Andrews Sisters giving it one with Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy in 1940. “Rock” goes back to the practise among blacks of giving all kinds of new names to the activity of getting it on. “My man rocks me (with one steady roll)” sang Trixie Smith in 1922. “Rock Me” sang Sister Rosetta Tharpe in 1938. Neither lady was referring to jigging round on the dance floor.


The music is a combination of sassy black attitude, blues song styling, rip it up boogie piano playing, and upbeat white country and western. To that has been added staccato drumming in the style of Gene Krupa who featured so brilliantly on the recordings of swing band leader Benny Goodman. It took time to gestate and decades to form. Somewhere between the birth of recorded sound and the emergence of Wild Bill Moore, Wynonie Harris, Louis Jordan, Arthur Big Boy Crudup, and others in the 40s what became known as rock and roll started to come together.


Elvis didn’t go into the studio until 1954. Bill Haley and Fats Domino both made records with a rock and roll edge before 1949. Early in the 50s in Britain there was skiffle. This was one of the few things we produced that actually raised the bar. This was Lonnie Donegan’s seminal Rock Island Line.


Skiffle was like punk. You needed no particular musical ability to play it. Instruments could be found out the back – combs and paper, kazoos, washboards, basses made by running a piece of string from the top of a broom to the edge of a wooden tea chest. Your skiffle group would be better if it also had a guitar in the line-up but the ability to thrash only a few simple chords was all that was required. Donegan’s record, an up tempo version of an old Lead Belly song from the 1930s, was a revelation. With its echo and its feet shifting rise in tempo it became a great hit, first here and later around the world. Donegan had recorded it as a sort of side project, part of his residence with Chris Barber’s Jazz Band. In 1954 with Barber on bass and Beryl Bryden on washboard he cut Rock Island Line and John Henry for Decca. The legend goes that he was paid a mere £3 for the session and that’s all he ever earned even though the record went on to be a million seller. He did one wangle, however, and got himself listed as the song’s composer although clearly he was no such thing. This brought him in a steady income stream over the years as copyright holder. And considering how good the record was back then and how fresh it still sounds today who would deny him that.


Skiffle swept the airways. The Vipers, Chas McDevitt, Johnny Duncan. At first the groups were seen simply as providers of skiffle breaks included in the performance repertoires of trad jazz bands but they soon outgrew such restrictions. Ralph and I decided to start our own. All we need is a tea chest, I told him. But in resourceless 50s Britain such things were hard to find. Once we’d got ours, located out the back of Thomas & Evans the grocers, and contrived to obtain a broom and some string the craze had passed. There we were out my back garden, no guitar, a pretty ineffective bass and a dustbin lid instead of a washboard trying to make our way through Cumberland Gap while the rest of the world had discovered rock. Sometimes you are at the cutting edge. Other times you are not.


The British turning point was the emergence from the 2i’s coffee bar in London of full-fledged British rock and roll maestro Tommy Steele. Hard to credit it now. His early records have not aged well. They rock but they leak. They hold the line, just, but do little for the soul. At the time, however, it was a very different matter. Tommy Steele and The Steelemen’s first record, Rock With The Caveman, came out in 1956. He followed on with a stream of mainly cover versions of American originals, giving them his distinctive Bermondsey stamp. Elevator Rock, Singing the Blues, Knee Deep In the Blues. Teenagers loved him. It said so in the Daily Express.


Steele started out in life as Tommy Hicks but changed his name make himself more marketable to his newly emerging audience. Power, Fury, Wilde. These were the names of the age. Steele was managed by Larry Parnes who saw him as the British answer to Elvis, although it didn’t turn out like that.


Tommy Steele records flooded the airwaves. Outraged vicars around the country saw his work, as well as that of his mentor Elvis Presley, as a threat to public morals. Records were publically destroyed. Being 78s that was easy. You just stood in a small town square with a banner behind you and smashed the things on the ground.


Not that this stopped his popularity. Steele was our man. He was for a year anyway. After that Tommy and rock parted company. He went on to fame and fortune as a cockney stage and musical star. There’d be the British king of rock roll on stage singing about bulls, butter, flowers and half a sixpence. What could you do?


At this distance Britain seems such a pale, 30-watt place. The streets were poorly lit. There were no motorways. Television had a single flickering 405-line black and white channel. Where you had them carpets never went to the edge of the room. The music industry was a two dimensional unionised place with agreements set in I’m Alright Jack stone.


The musicians unions ensured that live musicians and, in particular, live British musicians would never lose out to visiting Americans. For every Buddy Holly and The Crickets performing this side of the pond America had to accept The Ted Heath Orchestra swinging their way through the Appalachians or else no deal.


What actually happened was the stars came but left their tight-knit bands behind. Little Richard had to rock with session Brits rolling behind him. Jerry Lee, Chuck Berry and Brenda Lee the same. Did we care? Not a bit. The fact that rock, genuine rock, had reached these shores was enough.


Hearing the new music was another matter. The BBC with its policy of British music first did the emerging teenage world no favours. The Home Service pretended rock and roll didn’t exist. The Light Programme would dabble, now and again. But largely it remained Ambrose and his Orchestra and Billy Cotton’s Wakey Wakey sweetly bouncing across the airwaves.


If you wanted to keep up with genuine rock then you needed access to a decent radio and could put the time in listening the wavery crackles and pops of Radio Luxembourg. Luxembourg was free-enterprise’s answer to the restrictive state broadcaster that was the BBC. Lux played rock, in fact by the time I got round to listening to it in the early sixties it played little else.


The station had been established as long ago as 1933 but had come into its own post war as a commercial opportunity for advertisers willing to plug their products relentlessly between the discs. We got adverts for cigarettes, for faith healers and, most memorably, for Horace Bachelor’s football pools scam, his infra draw method of getting rich quick. This gave his Bristol suburb address, Keynsham spelt K E Y N S H A M, country-wide fame. Keynsham, Memphis, Presley and Bachelor – they were all the same.


Radio Luxembourg broadcast almost exclusively in the evenings when the night skies helped propagate its transmissions. Music was largely derived from records, spun and introduced by the first DJs I’d ever heard. Keith Fordyce, David Jacobs, Pete Murray, Alan Freeman, Brian Matthew. The sound came and went, whooshing into inaudible fog and then swaying back6. It brought with it elicit pleasure – unadulterated rock.


And when Luxembourg failed me, as it did from time to time by giving air space to Hughie Green and his Double Your Money or to Billy Graham and his evangelical Christianity then there was always AFN. American Forces Network broadcast loud and strong out of Germany could always be relied upon for good music. Jazz, US teenage pop, rock.


The radio I used belonged to my aunt. So when she wanted to use it then I couldn’t. New records came out all the time. How could anyone ever afford to keep up? The answer for some was Woolworths. At Woolworths there was a different world. Each stores’ record department would present a lavish display of the entire hit parade all on offer at budget prices and all recorded by people you’d never heard of. You will not be able to tell the difference was the claim. But in reality you could. The label was Embassy. Buy it, spin it, love it but never tell anyone you had. The Embassy label was in the heartland of the unhip.


The Embassy label was owned by Oriole and would put out its fake rock discs at a furious rate. It had the entire hit parade to cope with. Songs were recorded with little time to spare, four per three-hour session, usually on a Thursday which would allow for production to deliver new discs to the shops by Monday. Embassy used a roster of professional session musicians and singers who, in turn, deployed a wide range of pseudonyms. Perfidia was made by Steve Stannard and his group. Are You Lonesome Tonight by Rikki Henderson. Beatnik Fly by The Gordon Franks Sextet. Handy Man by Johnny Worth. The label’s most recorded singer was Ray Pilgrim who covered almost 150 British hits in his time.


When you bought an Embassy single you got two songs for your money, often by two different artists, one hit each side. B-sides here didn’t exist. Great value though they were these things were not it. If you listened you could hear that the excitement missing. This was rock and roll somehow pasteurised, flattened, made clean and crisp. Made British in fact.


In Ralph’s parents’ broad collection there wasn’t a single item on the Embassy label. I might have been willing to give the idea of cut price rock and roll houseroom but not Ralph’s folk. Stay genuine. It’s good advice.
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3 • Bill Haley Reaches Cardiff General



In the UK on his first European tour Bill Haley finally reached Cardiff on the 21st February 1957. He arrived hot foot from his show the previous night at the Liverpool Odeon. He came by train. The South Wales Echo ran the story. The Cats Are getting Hep. Haley pandemonium. Teenagers go wild. “I’m coming back,” says Haley. And he’d only just arrived.
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