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         Homosexuality has been a part of post-war pop since its very inception in the 1950s. Until the early 1970s, however, it wasn’t talked about openly in that world: it was coded, hidden, secret. This paralleled the status of homosexual men and lesbians in the wider societies of England and America – then the epicentres of mainstream pop – where, during the 1950s and ’60s, they were outcasts, harassed by the police, demonised by the media and politicians, imprisoned simply for being who they were.

         This book is called The Secret Public because for so long the topic of homosexuality and the realities of homosexual life remained secrets, albeit open ones.* The title also makes the point that gay men and xlesbians were the public, a part of societies that, for a long time, desired to erase their existence. It also recognises that, in the early 1970s, what had once been secret became public knowledge, which was ultimately liberating for all. 

         This change from secret to public began after the partial decriminalisation of homosexuality in the UK in 1967 and the liberation politics that followed the Stonewall riots of late June 1969. It was the structural change of the former and the utopian energy of the latter that prompted an ambitious pop singer called David Bowie to be honest about the whole topic, declaring in the now famous interview with Melody Maker on 22 January 1972 that ‘I’m gay, and always have been.’ In turn, his success and obvious influence upon a generation of British teens gave extra confidence to the still embryonic British gay media and subculture.

         Bowie thus stands at the pivot point of this book. It begins in late 1955, with the extraordinary success of Little Richard, the outing of Johnnie Ray and the ambiguous superstars James Dean and Elvis Presley; continues through early-1960s pop and pop art; and then moves on to Bowie and the omnipresence of that gay-derived style, disco, in the late 1970s. It ends with the success of the first openly gay superstar, Sylvester, whose cosmic genderfuck was paralleled by his ties to America’s foremost gay community, the Castro in San Francisco.

         With Bowie, what had once been implicit became explicit.

         
            ———

         

         With The Secret Public, I am not attempting a definitive survey of gay culture in pop music; rather, I aim to focus on its influence as demonstrated through five particular moments in history, the themes that arise during those periods and the events that led up to them. For those wanting a first-class survey of who was or wasn’t LGBTQ during this period in popular music and beyond, I would xirecommend Martin Aston’s Breaking Down the Walls of Heartache, which has a comprehensive list of gay male and lesbian performers and is the standard work on the subject.

         There are a couple of caveats I should start with. It is not my purpose to out anyone, so I have not included performers who are still alive and who wish, as is their prerogative, to be non-specific about their sexuality. I have also taken care to be sympathetic towards people’s declared orientation and the human ambiguity that surrounds the topic; indeed, the history of performance and pop culture throughout the centuries shows a spectrum of gender and sexuality that seems to both reflect and shape the human condition. Sharp readers will also note the preponderance of male homosexuals, as opposed to lesbians and trans people. To today’s eyes, the attitudes towards gender and sexuality during the period covered in this book seem extremely archaic, and this was reflected in the pop charts and the pop media, which were overwhelmingly male-biased. In accordance with the gay politics of the time, women were under-represented and rarely had the same latitude to experiment given to men. Openly lesbian pop stars were thin on the ground.

         The explosion of diversity in pop music and pop writing over the last twenty to thirty years is extremely welcome. When I started writing about pop music professionally in early 1977, the climate was still overwhelmingly male. Despite the fact that punk seemed to offer the possibility of new gender roles – the assertiveness of female performers like Siouxsie, Poly Styrene, Pauline Murray and the Slits; the non-macho stance of Buzzcocks and the Subway Sect – homosexuality in general was rarely discussed.

         While working at Sounds, I was very friendly with another writer, Jane Suck. We were both same-sex attracted, but we never talked about it, ever. When I went to San Francisco in early autumn 1978, I interviewed the pioneering synth punk group the Screamers, two of whose three members were gay. We talked about technology and the souring of punk rock, but about our mutual homosexuality, not a word. The music industry, apart from the brave stance of Tom Robinson, was still very closeted and averse to addressing the topic. I wish we had all been more open then, but that wasn’t the time, for me at least.xii

         This wall of silence began to crack in the early 1980s, when I met the gay writers Peter Burton and Kris Kirk. This was also the moment when pop began to encompass a new androgyny, with stars like Boy George, Grace Jones, Annie Lennox, Marc Almond and Phil Oakey. I wrote about this new trend in the June 1983 issue of The Face, in which I tried to articulate my thoughts about what I saw and felt was the play of pop music, both at that time and throughout the 1960s and ’70s:

         
            If pop’s attitude to all kinds of sexuality has been confused and contradictory, then its expression of sexual divergence has been in part the history of the androgyne principle – the breaking down of society’s codes of what is ‘masculine and ‘feminine’ in favour of a less rigid, forced sexuality – making itself heard in one of the only places it can: exactly where it is thought not to matter, because it’s only pop.

         

         This was an attempt to articulate my own experience of pop music, one that is shared by many: namely, that it is a performance, an arena of play, alternatives, visions of the future. In my case, I was shaped as an early teen by the severe androgyny of the 1960s beat groups – the long hair and foppish dress of the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, the Kinks, the Byrds – which was so different from the images of masculinity I saw elsewhere in the culture, the short back and sides in particular.

         Apart from being both exciting and reassuring, these images and feelings helped me to begin to come to terms – at least – with my own sexuality, which I had settled on at the age of thirteen. Throughout my teenage years, there was almost nothing positive in my family or the wider culture about the topic; just sneers, prejudice, bigotry. This was why David Bowie had such an impact. He was a total contrast: open, glamorous, playful, sexy, successful and a cultural leader.

         The disparity between what came up through pop culture and what was propagated by the mass media remained throughout the timeline of this book. In the late 1970s, the images in mainstream culture were hostile or insultingly caricatured: the extreme camp of Larry Grayson and John Inman; the disastrously closeted Liberal politician Jeremy Thorpe. In contrast, Patti Smith – as captured by Robert Mapplethorpe on the xiiicover of her first album, Horses – Siouxsie, Buzzcocks and the like seemed beamed in from an ideal future.

         As I engaged with performers, fans and other writers during the early 1980s and beyond, I realised that the topic was wider than just homosexuality. That might have been the key that unlocked the door, but the real play of pop was that it had the ability to liberate everyone: not just gay men, lesbians and trans people, but young heterosexual men and women who didn’t accept the standard definitions offered, indeed imposed, by the dominant culture. It wasn’t just about freedom for gay people; it was about freedom for all.

         The stories in this book are dispatches from a different world, one that is revealed most noticeably in some of the language, which reflects the prevailing pejorative attitudes of the time. There are recurring themes – of demonisation, othering and prejudice – that, after years of progress, are unfortunately returning. The people depicted in this book displayed courage in insisting on being who they were, and by doing so they helped to bring about an easier future for LGBTQ people. It’s an inspiring story, but a cautionary one, as these battles will have to be fought all over again.

         
            * In late 1977, New Hormones – Buzzcocks’ record label, run by manager Richard Boon – published an all-image montage fanzine compiled by myself and Linder Sterling that we called The Secret Public. The images inside explored various aspects of consumerism, urbanism, gender and sexuality. Although it didn’t sell that well at the time, it has had a longer life than either of us expected back then. The images within now look like manifestos for the direction our work has taken in the intervening years.
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            The young were living mostly in exile, but exile gave them possibilities of which they had seldom dreamed before. Everything around them became slightly abnormal, the new occupation, the environment, the dress they wore, the physical and emotional climate. The concrete things of the past, like post addresses, time-tables, road-signs, became less probable and friendships became all-important because it was unlikely they could last. Nearly all of them, willingly or unwillingly, became creatures of the moment, living in an everlasting present: the past had vanished, the future was uncertain.

            Adam de Hegedus, writing as Rodney Garland, The Heart in Exile, 1953

         

         4On 29 October 1955, Billboard – then the leading music industry magazine – included a release by the little-known Little Richard in its ‘Reviews of New R&B Records’. These were ranked in order: at the top came Piano Red’s jump boogie ‘Gordy’s Rock’, followed by the Cadillacs’ tricksy doo-wop song ‘Speedoo’; sixth down, ‘Tutti Frutti’ was awarded 76 points – ‘Good’ in Billboard terms, ‘a cleverly styled novelty with nonsense words delivered rapid-fire. The singer shows a compelling personality and an attractive vocal style.’

         This partial hedging of bets indicates that although the anonymous reviewer – no doubt skilled in the pop and R&B idioms of the day – detected some potential, they didn’t quite know what to make of the song. There was no sense that this would be a record that entered the pop charts, which were, at the end of October 1955, still dominated by solo singers and close-harmony numbers, with a smattering of more uptempo rock ’n’ roll tunes – usually covers by white artists.

         ‘Tutti Frutti’ was Little Richard’s first single for Specialty, a New Orleans-based independent label that by 1955 had become a major player in the R&B market. It was recorded at the city’s J&M Studios, which, under the ownership of Cosimo Matassa, had been the engine room for hits by Fats Domino, Smiley Lewis and Lloyd Price. The New Orleans sound was very current in October 1955, but ‘Tutti Frutti’ was as different from the city’s insinuating, sly groove as it was a departure from the Specialty roster of R&B, blues and gospel.

         From the first eruption to the final exclamation, ‘Tutti Frutti’ had a harsh, relentlessly driving sound, with an unrestrained vocalist who punctuated the simple lyrics with gospel shrieks and weird outbursts. The song was barely explicable, but Specialty owner Art Rupe took a punt: ‘The reason I picked it wasn’t solely for the tempo. It was because of the wild intro, it was different – you know, Be Bop A Lop Bop, all that in front. You didn’t hear things like that much on a record. I just thought it was a record that would sell very well in our Black market.’

         
            ———

         

         5‘Awop bop a loo mop a lop bam boom.’

         The song’s hook is just ten syllables, eight short and two long, although Richard is so eager to get going that he elides the first ‘A’ in the intro. They add up to nothing but apparent nonsense – ‘a cleverly styled novelty’ – but, like the whole record, they represent a sophisticated synthesis of Black music past and present, a history and a tradition that Richard had lived. Although only twenty-two in autumn 1955, he had already been performing for nigh on a decade, travelling backwards and forwards through the byways of the American South.

         ‘Wop’ was the second word in the term ‘doo-wop’, a major trend in Black American music during 1955. A vocal style that ranged from street-corner glossolalia to smooth ballads, it contained sounds and syllables that appeared to make no sense individually but which contributed to a full, percussive overall sound. The Cadillacs’ ‘Speedoo’ was only the latest example, while the Platters’ ‘The Great Pretender’ – released on 3 November that year – would become one of 1956’s biggest pop hits.

         The word ‘bop’ had a long history in Black American music. It originated in scat singing – the often humorous and sometimes deliberately unsettling use of rhythmic vocal syllables, which went all the way back to ragtime. After Louis Armstrong’s 1926 recording of ‘Heebie Jeebies’, improvised scat singing became a major trend in the late 1930s, on records by Slim & Slam, Duke Ellington and Cab Calloway – the latter of whom Richard saw play live in the 1940s, when he was working at the Macon City Auditorium.

         Slim Gaillard was an avatar of the style, with his wild rhymes, surreal vocal explorations and warm, tricksy style. Together with bassist Slam Stewart, he hit big in 1938 with the tongue-twisting ‘Flat Foot Floogie’, a much-covered classic. The follow-up was ‘Tutti Frutti’ – an entirely different song to Richard’s – which made #3 in the charts. In 1945, he re-recorded it in a fuller band version, featuring a bebop-style trumpet solo. It was, as the title suggested, about eating ice cream: ‘Don’t like vanilla, strawberry voodoo …’

         ‘Bop’ also had a specific post-war use, referring to the new, dissonant type of jazz that valued powerful riffs, complex melodic treatments and lightning-fast improvisation by featured virtuoso soloists like Dizzy 6Gillespie and Charlie Parker. Thanks to the big swing bands, jazz had become mainstream pop. Not caring if it threw off the casual listener, bebop was directly opposed to this perceived dilution, becoming a byword for wild esoterica. In 1955, the emergent hard rhythm and blues style was often called ‘bebop’.

         Little Richard’s chant continues in rhyming variations, like a Slim Gaillard scat improvisation: ‘mop’, ‘a lop’. The final two syllables are something else, however: ‘bam’ and ‘boom’ have the force of a fist, a blow, an explosion – a caption from a superhero comic – and they leave no doubt as to Richard’s intention. Growing up in Macon, Georgia, he had not only seen the stars of the day passing through the city, he had also been exposed to anonymous, unrecorded street performers, who became imprinted on his brain.

         ‘I remember Bamalama,’ he told his biographer Charles White, ‘this feller with one eye, who’d play the washboard with a thimble. He had a bell like the schoolteacher’s, and he’d sing, “A-bamalam, you shall be free, and in the mornin’ you shall be free.” See, there was so much poverty, so much prejudice in those days. I imagine people had to sing to feel their connection with God. To sing their trials away, sing their problems away, to make their burdens easier and the load lighter. That’s the beginning. That’s where it started.’

         Born on 5 December 1932, Richard Penniman was the third of twelve children – and by far the most troublesome. With his right leg shorter than his left, he was partially disabled and, as he soon discovered, not the most normal male, becoming a target for the local boys because of his preference for playing with girls. He recalled that he felt like a girl and, after his first homosexual experience at a young age, Richard was known, as he remembered it, as ‘a sissy, punk, freak, and faggot’.

         Richard sang all the time, both inside and outside church, and predominantly gospel. When he was around thirteen or fourteen, he got a part-time job at the Macon City Auditorium, where he saw the major performers of the day. One day, he caught the attention of Sister Rosetta Tharpe, who was performing at the venue. Hearing Richard sing before the show, she invited him to open for her and paid him $40. It was his 7first time in front of a big audience – and his first pay cheque – and he took to it like a duck to water.

         Matters were difficult at home, however. His father constantly criticised Richard for his appearance and his effeminate friends, calling him ‘only half a son’. To escape his father’s regular beatings, Richard took off and joined a travelling troupe called Dr Hudson’s Medicine Show. His wanderings had started, and they began in the folk origin of America’s popular entertainment. Beginning in the late 1880s, medicine shows evolved out of the old minstrel shows and usually involved about eight to ten people, maybe a couple fewer, with musicians, comics and dancers who were often, but not always, Black. The songs – often variants on blues tropes – were interspersed with comic skits, bawdy double entendres and ruthless put-downs of the inevitable hecklers. A fast tongue and a good sense of how to read the crowd were all-important, as were the hard-sell commercials for whatever product the show was promoting – usually some cure-all concoction, cheaper than in the shops.

         After a stint with B. Brown and His Orchestra, Richard joined Sugarfoot Sam’s minstrel show, which was the first time he appeared in a dress. After short-lived stints with aggregations like the Tidy Jolly Steppers, Richard ended up in Atlanta with the Snakes Variety Show. There he met his first big inspiration, the blues singer Billy Wright, whose first record, ‘Blues for My Baby’, was a big R&B hit in autumn 1949.

         Like Richard, Wright was born in 1932 and had also worked as a female impersonator in the medicine shows – among the very few places that were sympathetic to gender or sexual deviance during that period. A star at seventeen, Wright specialised in dramatic blues sides. Openly gay, he was flamboyant and unashamed when Richard met him, and made a considerable impression. Richard was so taken by his make-up, he began to use it himself.

         It was through Wright that Richard got his hairstyle and his first recording contract, with RCA. In the space of just one year, between November 1951 and 1952, he released four singles, all of which show a strong vocal presence, including on occasion a certain sibilance, although they remain firmly within the blues/jump R&B style. ‘Every Hour’ got some local airplay, but none of the releases made the R&B charts. The 8title of his third single might well have described his situation: ‘Ain’t Nothin’ Happenin’’.

         After encountering the pianist Esquerita in the bus station in Macon, Richard started to focus on the piano. A skilled instrumentalist, Esquerita influenced his slightly older friend in his use of shock piano: rapidly repeating, very loud passages, with chords in the high register. His outrageous appearance – heavy make-up, sequinned sunglasses, hair teased right up high – also reinforced Richard’s tendencies in that direction, as did their shared interest in male-on-male action.

         The Macon bus station, where Richard worked, washing dishes, was a venue that allowed him to explore his penchant for homosexual encounters, voyeurism and orgies. In one of the frank declarations of his homosexuality in his memoir, he remembers: ‘I used to sit around the all-night restaurant at the Greyhound bus station in Macon, watching people come in and trying to catch something – you know, have sex. I’d sit around there till three or four in the morning. Wasn’t nothing else to do, ’cos everything was closed.’

         By the age of twenty, Richard was thoroughly steeped in the secret codes of the gay underworld, with its own patois and upside-down world. Richard’s recollections of his experiences in the entertainment underbelly of the Deep South are full of this sliding between gender and sexuality, of men who address each other as ‘she’ and ‘her’, or the ubiquitous ‘Miss Thing’. Doubly outcast in 1950s America, Black homosexuals simply got on with it and did as they pleased.

         After a brief spell at Peacock Records, Richard formed a new group called the Upsetters to play hard-driving R&B. His third attempt at having a recording career happened as the result of him meeting another R&B star, Lloyd Price, who had had a smash in 1952 with ‘Lawdy Miss Clawdy’, recorded at Cosimo Matassa’s J&M Studios in New Orleans. Although it stayed in the R&B charts for half a year and sold over a million copies, it didn’t make the pop charts – such was the climate of the time. Nevertheless, it was an era-defining record.

         When Richard met him in Macon, Price was still a big star. Struck by the fact that he had a black-and-gold Cadillac, Richard struck up a conversation with the singer, who told him to send a tape of his material 9to his label owner, Art Rupe, at Specialty Records in Los Angeles. After sending off a demo of two songs, Richard sweated it out in Macon, waiting for a response from Specialty.

         The Upsetters were on the road in Tennessee when the call came from Specialty to meet in New Orleans. Instructed by Rupe to find another Ray Charles, Specialty A&R man and producer Bumps Blackwell had finally got round to playing the demo tape and knew that he was hearing star quality.

         On 13 September 1955, Richard arrived at J&M Studios in Rampart Street. He was following in the illustrious footsteps of Lloyd Price and Fats Domino, but there was culture shock on both sides. The musicians were taken aback by his appearance – the singer wore ‘his hair in the air and a lot of mascara and stuff’, saxophone player Red Tyler remembered – while Richard himself was inhibited by the atmosphere. He remembered that the band thought him crazy and that Blackwell wanted him to sing the blues – not his bag.

         Over two days they recorded eight sides, which were very much in the contemporary blues/R&B mode, albeit slightly behind the curve. They are not without merit – there is some great guitar in ‘Wonderin’’ – and Richard is as riveting a vocalist as ever, but they weren’t what Blackwell was looking for. As he remembered it: ‘The problem was that what he looked like, and what he sounded like didn’t come together. If you look like Tarzan and sound like Mickey Mouse it just doesn’t work out.’

         So much recording in this period was done on feel. Sharp A&R men and label owners could taste the change in the air, but they didn’t know what it was until they heard it. They were seeking something that had yet to be done, that was still to be caught. Sam Phillips had done it the year before, when he heard Elvis Presley fooling around with an old blues tune, and now Bumps Blackwell was about to have his eureka moment.

         Nobody had considered ‘Tutti Frutti’ a candidate for being recorded, despite the fact that it was a live favourite. Rather underwhelmed by what they had recorded so far, the musicians and the producer took a break in the nearby Dew Drop Inn. Richard found the bar’s piano and, with a ready audience, accessed his inner ham.10

         Honed in the dives and drag bars of the American South and informed by his thorough knowledge of the sexual underground, Richard’s lyrics were a deliberate provocation: ‘Tutti Frutti, good booty / If it don’t fit, don’t force it / You can grease it, make it easy …’ In the volatile climate of 1955, they were also a barrier to any kind of wider exposure. Blackwell knew that a verse about sodomy would create such a storm as to kill both the record and Richard’s career. Substitute lyrics were needed if the record was ever to get a chance of airplay.

         Attending the session was a young songwriter called Dorothy LaBostrie. When Blackwell asked her for some alternative lyrics, she baulked. At the same time, Richard was too ashamed to record the song in its original form. After some ferocious persuasion from Blackwell, everyone went back to the studio, while LaBostrie cobbled together some blues phrases. It was crunch time: after two days on this try-out, Richard felt the opportunity was slipping away. Sitting down at the piano, he went hell for leather.

         The recording was quick and explosive: fifteen minutes, two takes, and that was it. The musicians were confused: they thought it sounded either stupid or completely uncommercial. Bumps Blackwell got it, however. A couple of days after the session, he wrote to Art Rupe, comparing ‘Tutti Frutti’ to Chuck Berry’s ‘Maybellene’ in terms of crossover potential; that week, ‘Maybellene’ was at #5 in the Billboard Top 100, its highest position. This was a major breakthrough: an authentic slice of black R&B shading into the big beat of rock ’n’ roll.

         The popularity of Black R&B with white teenagers engendered a huge backlash in the media and among local lawmakers in 1954 and 1955. America was still a highly segregated country, founded on racism, and to many people this new and unexpected turn of events threatened nothing but miscegenation. Both Billboard and Variety – the house magazines of the American music and entertainment industries respectively – conducted campaigns against what they deemed to be distasteful music.

         In its April 1955 story about the new music – typified as rock ’n’ roll rather than R&B – Life magazine observed the growing controversy created by the adoption of this Black musical form by white teenagers: ‘In New Haven, Conn, the police chief has put a damper on rock ’n’ roll parties and other towns are following suit. Radio networks are worried 11over questionable lyrics in rock ’n’ roll. And some American parents, without quite knowing what it is their kids are up to, are worried that it’s something they shouldn’t be … But hardly a teen-ager afoot had time to listen.’

         With its roots in R&B, rock ’n’ roll was becoming a ubiquitous symbol of the generation gap. Most adults did not understand its codes, its sound or its origins. It was the first instance in about twenty years – since the start of swing in the mid-1930s – that contemporary Black American styles had a direct influence on the pop charts, and it happened at a time when the campaign to end segregation and demand equal rights was building up a head of steam in the political sphere.

         Nineteen fifty-five was the year of Emmett Till’s brutal murder in Mississippi, a terrible event that galvanised the Black community into protest. It was after attending a meeting that addressed this case that Rosa Parks would refuse to give up her seat to a white person on the bus – a stand against segregation in the public transit system that would became a national cause célèbre. Things were on the move in the country, and they spilled over into pop music.

         This was the climate into which ‘Tutti Frutti’ emerged. Specialty catalogue number SP-561-45 caught the lightning on seven inches. Even in its bowdlerised state, the essential elements of ‘Tutti Frutti’ were all there in the title phrase and hook line – ten syllables that held a powerful, albeit hidden, meaning for its performer. In 1952, Richard’s father had been shot and killed just outside the bar that he ran, the Tip In Inn. Richard was forced to become the family breadwinner and took on a mundane job. He hated being subservient and answered back in a coded curse.

         ‘I was washing dishes at the Greyhound bus station at the time,’ he told David Dalton in 1970. ‘I couldn’t talk back to my boss man. He would bring all these pots back for me to wash, and one day I said, “I’ve got to do something to stop this man bring back all these pots for me to wash,” and I said “Awap bop a cup bop a wop bam boom, take ’em out!” and that’s what I meant at the time. As so I wrote “Tutti Frutti” in the kitchen, I wrote “Good Golly Miss Molly” in the kitchen, I wrote “Long Tall Sally” in that kitchen.’12

         Riffing off this basic phrase, Richard pounded the piano, yelled, shrieked and testified over just under two and a half minutes, and in doing so opened up the underground that he had inhabited. On one level, ‘Tutti Frutti’ was a nonsense heterosexual pop song, with a relentlessly repeated title and catchphrase. But, prepped by the dirty-lyrics scandal and listening to the singer’s intense, slippery vocal, you could read a sexual subtext into its lines, particularly when Richard shrieked: ‘She knows how to love me / Yes, indeed / Boy, you don’t know what she do to me.’

         And the song’s gay origins are in there as an unseen foundation, hinted at in the title, ‘Tutti Frutti’ – all the fruits, the word ‘fruit’ being a popular slang term for gay men at the time. In 1955, very few people knew of the hidden history encoded in ‘Tutti Frutti’’s scats and shrieks, and Richard was canny enough not to make them too obvious: if he wanted a Cadillac, he knew he had to play the game. He was not put under intense scrutiny: there was very little pop coverage outside Billboard and Cashbox, and the scandal sheets left him alone. Too marginal, too weird.

         But all you needed to do was look. With his pancake and his pompadour, Richard was hardly a shrinking violet. In his autobiography, written thirty years later, Richard equivocated around the question of his sexual orientation. He talked at length about his homosexual experiences, but at the same time emphasised his heterosexual voyeurism. In the end, though, the actual specifics of what turned Richard on are irrelevant. By his sheer presence in 1955, he opened up a world of difference, revealing a subterranean realm of great complexity and great vigour that was beginning to claim its time, along with teenagers and Black Americans. Liberation was in the air, and the freaks wanted in.

         By early November, ‘Tutti Frutti’ had sold 200,000 copies, entering the R&B charts in the middle of the month at #12. It was the breakthrough sound of freedom, couched in an extreme androgyny. The game was on.
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            Johnnie Ray
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            For sheer unorthodoxy, the Johnnie Ray story probably has no parallel in entertainment history.

            The Complete Life of Johnnie Ray: A Pocket Celebrity Scrapbook, 1955

         

         14The biggest star in the UK in 1955 was not a rock ’n’ roller – it was too early for the new music to have reached the UK – but a twenty-eight-year-old American singer who had been making hits since early in the decade. Tall, partially deaf and bisexual, Johnnie Ray was an unlikely teen idol, but during his spring tour of the UK, young female fans besieged his hotel and screamed their hearts out at a set list that included hits like his cover of the Drifters’ ‘Such a Night’ and standards like ‘Alexander’s Ragtime Band’. In one instance, they bunched together for ‘an ecstatic rush’ to the stage.

         Ray’s residency at London’s Palladium that spring was marked by an unprecedented level of teen mania. Nothing like this had been seen before for a singing star. Outside the theatre, the police had to be brought in to control the kids trying to break down the stage-door barriers. For some young Brits, Ray was the first real taste of the pop explosion to come: as the eleven-year-old Londoner and future Rolling Stones manager Andrew Loog Oldham later remembered, ‘Ray took music to a whole other level.’

         Oldham was one of the crowd in Argyll Street that spring. ‘I had bought his latest single, “Such a Night”, and counted down the days until the “Cry Guy” arrived in town. I was among the hundreds of fans gathered outside the Palladium waiting for Ray when he arrived to rehearse his performance. I watched gobsmacked as Ray, flanked by ten soldiers he had befriended just that afternoon, was ushered into the venue. Then I hung around until he appeared later at the stage door to sign autographs.’

         The American scandal sheet Anything Goes published a sensational report on Ray’s Palladium residency: ‘Johnnie Ray walks off to roaring applause. But now see what happens. As he steps through the curtains one hand reaches up convulsively and rips open his tie. Gasping for breath, he brushes past various busybodies and heads for his dressing room. Sweat pours from his forehead. As the fever heat of his stage appearance wears off, collapse takes over.’

         Despite the fervour, this was not rock ’n’ roll. Ray had begun his career by covering contemporary R&B and blues – and making it his own – but by 1955 his records were mainstream pop fare. Yet when he returned in September for his second UK tour of the year, his concerts were marked by an intense fan mania that had adults baffled. In Newcastle, a city 15councillor called the singer’s police escort a publicity stunt, while the veteran columnist/curmudgeon John Gordon inveighed against Ray’s ‘exhibitionism’ as a public nuisance.

         Ray’s star might have faded in the US, but in the UK he was hot, with five records in the Top 20 during 1955, including ‘Hey There’ and, coinciding with his autumn visit, ‘Hernando’s Hideaway’. In early November, he appeared at the Royal Command Performance, alongside a raft of talent that included Lena Horne, the comedian Benny Hill, the actress Diana Dors and the popular singer Ruby Murray. The event was presided over by an apparently delighted Queen Elizabeth II. Ray had achieved the ultimate UK show-business accolade.

         Ray’s rabid fanbase was galvanised not so much by his material but by his vocals and his performance style, which he’d developed over his long years as an isolated teenager. Both aspects of his act drew on underground sources – Black American music and the gay underworld – which he honed into an impassioned frenzy that exhausted both his audience and himself. It was a paroxysm of repressed emotions that burst out all over.

         
            ———

         

         Born in January 1927, Johnnie Ray was raised in the Oregon countryside. With Native American ancestors in his bloodline, he retained an affinity for natural forces and the cycles of nature all his life. His childhood was happy enough, but a freak accident at the age of thirteen resulted in the loss of half his hearing: he was tossed in a blanket and landed heavily on his head in a prank that went wrong. Telling no one of his injury, Ray became an extreme introvert. His schooling suffered and he became, as he remembered it, ‘the loneliest boy in the world’.

         Like Little Richard, he got the impetus to go into show business after a chance encounter with a powerful female performer. He met his avatar Kay Starr backstage in Portland in 1947, and she offered him encouragement. Moving to Los Angeles soon afterwards, Ray tried to get a break but failed. ‘I was starving to death in Los Angeles, working in 16night clubs and just trying to keep a job,’ he said later. ‘And I couldn’t keep a job, people kept saying “You’re too weird for us”, and they’d fire me on the spot.’

         Persevering, Ray began to write songs that were a metaphor for his own situation, like the nature-saturated ‘The Little White Cloud That Cried’: ‘Have faith in all kinds of weather / For the sun will always shine / Do your best and always remember / The dark clouds pass with time.’ The upturn for Ray came in early 1951, when he got a regular gig at the Flame Show Bar, a prominent Black and Tan (Black and mixed-race) club in Detroit that had showcased names like Billie Holiday, Louis Jordan and LaVern Baker.

         Performing in front of an integrated audience of Blacks and whites, Ray began to go deeper. R&B was becoming popular then, and he would interpret its liberating message in his own way. After cutting some demos in April 1951, Ray was signed by Okeh, a subsidiary of Columbia Records that specialised in Black R&B acts like Maurice King & His Wolverines and Chuck Willis. Ray’s first single was a self-composed lowdown blues with a hint of burlesque called ‘Whiskey and Gin’, which he sang in a high, husky voice. When label head Danny Kessler played it to the Columbia salesforce, they thought the singer was a girl ‘who sounded like Dinah Washington’.

         ‘Whiskey and Gin’ was released on a Black artist-oriented label, but it quickly became obvious that it was selling to a white audience. In Cleveland, the record got the endorsement of key disc jockey Bill Randle, and when Ray arrived in the city he was mobbed by kids. He played at Moe’s Main Street with Tony Bennett, who later remembered: ‘He smashed all the rules. He did everything. He jumped up and down, jumped onto a curtain. He hit the audience with that piano, standing up at the piano, no-one ever did that.’

         By then, Ray was bold enough to act on his homosexual impulses. His teenage alienation had been compounded by the knowledge that he was as attracted to men as he was to women, if not more so. In June 1951, he encountered a prime occupational hazard of his chosen life: entrapment. After finishing his set at the Flame that evening, he headed to a burlesque theatre called the Stone. He was still in his all-black stage clothes and was 17wearing full make-up – base, powder and lipstick. Going downstairs to the men’s toilet, he propositioned a likely-looking fellow in plain clothes.

         This turned out to be one Officer Demmers of the Detroit Police. Ray was quickly booked and charged with soliciting and accosting. Brought to court the next morning, he pleaded guilty and was convicted. The police took a mugshot of the twenty-four-year-old, who looked dishevelled and furious: he had fought back vigorously when arrested. The sentence was a choice between thirty days in prison or a $25 fine (about $240 today). Ray paid and left Detroit as soon as he could. That was, to all intents and purposes, the end of it. He was still barely known.

         This would soon change. In October 1951, Ray recorded his second single, a song called ‘Cry’, which had already been released by a singer from Boston, Ruth Casey. The gender switch did not faze him at all. Embedded in the warm sound of the Four Lads backing group, he began quietly in his own inimitable style, stretching out the words and phrasing on each syllable. There’s a slight crack in his voice around eighty-five seconds in, then a short jazz-guitar break, before Ray ups the ante on the last verse, sliding all over the words, reaching the top of his range.

         It’s an impressive rendition that hints at strong emotions beneath the surface. As befits a song originally sung by a woman, Ray’s performance is both sensitive and powerful, reminiscent of Dinah Washington and Billie Holiday, but definitely masculine. Released in November 1951, it entered the US chart of record, the Billboard Top 20, during the first week of December, climbing to #1 on 29 December. There it would remain until March 1952, selling over three million copies.

         Suddenly, Johnnie Ray was the hottest pop star in America, with screaming female fans and the consequent media attention. On 14 March 1952, Life magazine ran a story on ‘a tearful new singer’ who ‘leads his young followers to the brink of frenzy’. The accompanying photos showed Ray getting mauled and mobbed by a mass of young women. The text announced him as an era-defining performer for a new generation, a Sinatra for a more unbuttoned decade. ‘He pants, shivers, writhes, sighs, and above all, cries. He is America’s No. 1 public weeper.’

         In early-1950s America, this was shocking. Real men did not cry. Overshadowing most aspects of life was the bitter Cold War with Russia, 18carried on by proxy in the nuclear arms race and the ground battles on the Korean peninsula. The political and social tenor was paranoid and vengeful. Riding a populist, nationalist wave, the senator for Wisconsin, Joseph McCarthy, instituted inquisitions to root out communists and homosexuals from public life.

         In the years following 1945, serving men were expected to adapt to civilian life by becoming fathers and company people. But, in the reality of seemingly permanent war, soldierly virtues still held sway: pragmatism, pugnacity, unquestioning loyalty to the nation, the lack of any overt emotional expression. At the same time, the recent world war remained powerful in popular culture, with films like Flying Leathernecks, a story about US Marine Corps pilots starring he-man actor John Wayne and directed by Nicholas Ray, perpetuating the requisite tough masculinity.

         In contrast to this hard-edged militarism, Johnnie Ray’s freakishness was accentuated. It wasn’t just his complete absence of emotional restraint, his use of make-up or his identification with Black American female performers; in the Life article, he is photographed wearing his hearing aid – not hiding his disability but making it an important part of his image. This desire for self-revelation went hand in hand with his whole approach of emotional honesty and nakedness: by displaying it so openly, he expressed a vulnerability unique in popular culture.

         Ray’s determination not to hide his disability added to his strangeness, which, combined with the speed and scale of his popularity, resulted in a plethora of interpretations. In a New York Times review of Ray’s April 1952 Copacabana residency, the critic Howard Taubman observed how ‘this young man’s style speaks for young people beset by fears and doubts in a difficult time. His pain may be their pain. His wailing and writhing may reflect their secret impulses. His performance is the anatomy of self-pity.’

         But Ray knew exactly what he was doing. From his deep exposure to contemporary Black American styles – which he acknowledged where possible, itself an act of defiance in early-1950s America – he realised that emotion was all-important. That was the gift; that was the key. ‘I just show people the emotion they’re afraid to show,’ he said in April 1952. 19‘People are too crowded inside themselves these days. They’re afraid to show love. And boy, what is the primary existence for existing? It’s beauty and love.’

         Beauty and love: men sang about these topics, but they were not encouraged to inhabit them to the extent that Ray did every time he stepped on stage. The comparisons to Frank Sinatra were apt: Ray’s fanbase was comprised almost entirely of young women, and they were attracted not to any machismo but to his vulnerability and intensity. Unlike Sinatra, however, his whole persona was unthreatening, androgynous – an archetype for almost every major post-war pop star to come.

         
            ———

         

         The phenomenon of massed fandom at Ray’s concerts, like those of Sinatra at the Paramount in 1943, brought public attention to the power of teenage girls and women in general. Despite the contemporary American mood of monolithic masculinity, women were at the forefront of consumerism in the post-war years, just as they had been since the 1890s. The economic boom of the 1950s and the drive towards the family re-emphasised their importance in American social and domestic life, but it was not fully expressed in the public sphere.

         Johnnie Ray had several nicknames in the first flush of his career: the Nabob of Sob, the Cry Guy, the Prince of Wails and the Atomic Ray. The last was, perhaps, the most apt: America had focused its attention on the importance of the teenage market just as the Second World War was coming to an end with the dropping of atom bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. As the reverberations of those apocalyptic events went round the globe, America was poised to dominate Western Europe, economically and culturally.

         The latest American product to come off the production line in August 1945 was the teenager, defined as a new type of youth shaped by the war against fascism, a social democrat who was, at the same time, a hedonist and a consumer – not just a passive consumer, but one who was consulted by producers, who in 1944 began to use them in focus groups 20in order to shape their products. This was a delicate balance between exploitation and autonomy, one that was as subject to manipulation as it was to spontaneous manifestation.
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         In the years following the war, it was clear that the atomic bomb and the more powerful hydrogen bomb had changed consciousness. If the world could be blown up in an instant, then the only sane thing to do was to live for the day, to live for pleasure and damn the future. Very few Americans lived that way in the early 1950s, but homosexuals and teenagers were two groups that did. Neither was fully invested in American society. Whether by choice or by forced exclusion, their interests would coincide more than anyone wished to admit at the time.21

         In 1952, hydrogen bombs were being tested regularly as the post-war teenager began to fully emerge in America. Indeed, Johnnie Ray was the first trigger. Peter Stackpole’s photos in Life of screaming, massing, devouring young women show them having a very good time. The fans are joyous, revelling in their temporary release and collective power. All of them are focused on Ray, but in one shot, a young woman catches the eye of the camera with a huge smile on her face, as if to say: ‘This is just wonderful! Don’t you wish you were here?’

         However, becoming a teen idol carried a price. It was precisely his appeal to young women that had rendered Frank Sinatra’s masculinity suspect in 1943 and 1944. Classified 4F – unfit for military service because of an ear injury sustained at birth – Sinatra was constantly attacked by the press for not being in uniform and resented by serving GIs for attracting female attention at home. As it happened, Sinatra didn’t have any skeletons in his closet, or if he did, they weren’t career killers. He appealed to women, but he was all man.

         Ray definitely wasn’t, and his lack of conventional masculinity was a matter of criminal record. He was haunted by the fear that his 1951 arrest would be made public. Realising in the intense scrutiny that followed his success that he was in danger of being exposed, he quickly married Marilyn Morrison, whom he had met in New York nightclub the Mocambo; she was the daughter of the owner. She knew of his attraction to men but had hopes of straightening him out, particularly as she was pregnant with his child at the time.

         This apparent conventionality delayed the inevitable by only a few months. During 1952, Ray’s pop career began to stall in the US. While audiences were still rabid, his records began to slip in the charts. After ‘Walkin’ My Baby Back Home’ made #4 in the summer, ‘All of Me’ – together with its near-the-knuckle flip, ‘A Sinner Am I’ – only reached #12. Ray had long been a heavy drinker, but it started to become a problem, and he began using Dexedrine to cope with his still busy concert schedule.

         In September 1952, Marilyn fell down a flight of stairs and lost her baby. Rumours about the marriage started to swirl. In December, an insider subscription sheet called The Hollywood Life Newsweekly of the 22West printed the front-cover story ‘Johnnie “Cry” Ray Arrested on Homosexual Charge’, in which the singer was called a dangerous drunk and, repeatedly, a ‘homo’. Although this was potentially damaging, the publication had a small circulation and could, in theory, be shrugged off.

         But the damage was done when, in its second issue, dated April 1953, Confidential magazine ran a story titled ‘Is It True What They Say About Johnnie Ray?’ The copy was vicious: ‘There were scores of persons in Detroit who could swear they had seen this youngster cavorting on the stage of a nightclub made up and outfitted down to the last scarlet fingernail in a girl’s attire. A suave, sophisticated audience in New York’s internationally known Copacabana Club had also seen him “in drag,” a cynical Broadway term for a man who dresses as a woman.’

         In its desire to police masculinity, Confidential went to the heart of the matter: Ray was simply not a man. In the claustrophobic sexual and gendered atmosphere of America in the early 1950s, any perceived deviancy was automatically suspect, and simply by who he was, Ray had handed the scandal magazines their story on a plate; indeed, he represented a social and psychological problem. As Confidential asked, ‘Could a skilled psychiatrist revamp his personality to eliminate these outbursts of femininity?’

         Such a suggestion was dynamite, and Ray struggled to deny the truth. While his pop career revived in America – ‘Somebody Stole My Gal’ made the US Top 10 in spring 1953 – he started to have greater success in Britain, where the lack of scandal magazines meant his sexuality and perceived lack of masculinity were not common knowledge. Between spring 1953 and spring 1955, he had four UK Top 10s (including the chart-topping ‘Such a Night’) and a fanbase as rabid as in his US glory days.

         Yet spending more time in Europe did not bring surcease from the American scandal sheets. In August 1955, Confidential’s competitor Lowdown revived the four-year-old story of Ray’s arrest, exposing the singer as having paid a $25 morals charge in Detroit; to add insult to injury, they printed his feral mugshot on the cover, together with his rap sheet. The magazine cloaked the exposé in fake concern: ‘Lowdown Demands Michigan Governor Pardon Johnny Ray’, but in order to be pardoned you had to have been convicted, and there were the details for all to see.23

         The capper came with the November 1955 issue of Confidential, which published an article entitled ‘Why Did Johnnie Ray Try to Break Down Paul Douglas’ Door?’ The piece referred to an incident from that April, when Ray, high on his triumph at the London Palladium, had got extremely drunk and at 3 a.m. banged on the door of what he thought was his suite, stark naked. In fact, it was occupied by the gruff, liberal actor Paul Douglas, who told him he was on the wrong floor and sent him away.

         Confidential twisted this mistake into something eye-poppingly salacious. Calling Ray ‘a strange Yankee creature who’d made millions out of being maudlin in front of a mike’, they alleged that he was drunk and cruising for men. This ‘secret urge’ meant that his success was built on a lie: ‘Hundreds of thousands of bobbysoxers wouldn’t have believed their eyes if they’d witnessed the incident. For two weeks they’d mobbed the Weeper during his record breaking engagement at the Palladium. Their idol … the tenor with a million tears … making a pass at a man. Never!’

         This was a deadly attack deliberately aimed at the heart of Ray’s appeal. In fact, the singer was bisexual, but it was his homosexuality that mattered in late 1955. The question remains, however, of how much his teenage fans knew about his sexuality, or how much they cared. Confidential had a US circulation of over three million in 1955 and was popular among teenagers and fan-magazine addicts. Some would have been horrified, but for others it wouldn’t have mattered at all, because their fandom involved a degree of mutual understanding.

         For his female fans, Ray was already not as other men. He wasn’t like most of their fathers or brothers. He was different, not just in terms of his sexuality, but in his vulnerability, his ability to tap into their secret thoughts and surging emotions. Ray wasn’t a sex symbol; he was a vehicle that allowed them to act out, to explore who they were individually and collectively. He was at once thrilling and completely safe. If he was homosexual, bisexual or asexual, it didn’t matter. He wasn’t a predator but a product, an object, and if he was feminine, then he was just like them.

         The question of his sexuality, in the end, was moot. Ray’s teen career did begin to recede from late 1955 onwards, which could have been a result of Confidential’s revelations, but could equally have been due to his 24advancing age, the fact that he had had his allotted three years at the top and the simultaneous emergence of rock ’n’ roll. Within three months, a new star would emerge to soak up the passionate screams of teenagers and the outraged insults of adults.

         In November 1955, however, Johnnie Ray was still at his summit, poised between glory and humiliation. As Confidential went on sale in America, spreading its poison, he was on the other side of the Atlantic, playing to packed houses, soaking up the adoration of screaming fans and being photographed in a friendly exchange with the Queen, every inch the perfect American with his perfect complexion and shining white teeth. Privately, he was undone. Nevertheless, his influence would be profound, not least on his immediate successor, Elvis Presley.
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            I made a critical survey of the bar. Of the six other male customers, I knew two to be gay. Since the remaining four were unknown to me and presented no cause for speculation, I assumed they were not. The point was that nothing in the behaviour of the lot of them made any one seem different from the rest, or from the hundreds of males you would pass on the street.

            James Douglas Margin, ‘The Margin of Masculinity’, ONE magazine, May 1955

         

         26Mid-1950s America was full of stars who were not how they seemed – indeed, were not how they were promoted. Despite its monolithic appearance and rigid constructs, American masculinity was much more porous and fragile than anyone could have admitted at the time. It’s as though the effort to keep up the hypermasculine appearance was shadowed by real lives that were full of doubt and insecurity and always poised on the edge of calamity. The more intense the effort to keep up appearances, the greater the lie, and there was an industry in exposing those lies.

         It wasn’t just in pop music. On 9 November 1955, the Hollywood leading man and sex symbol Rock Hudson married Phyllis Gates in a ceremony arranged by his manager, Henry Willson. It was a publicity stunt. Hudson was under extreme pressure to dispel persistent rumours about his homosexuality – exacerbated, if anything, by the 3 October Life cover story that termed him ‘Hollywood’s Most Handsome Bachelor’. As the text inside ran: ‘Fans are urging twenty-nine-year-old Hudson to get married – or explain why not.’

         Hollywood insiders knew how fake the marriage was. Hudson was gay, and so was Willson, who, as one of the most powerful agents and managers in Hollywood, often used his position to sleep with potential clients. He specialised in good-looking men – all of whom, as the film writer Gavin Lambert wryly observed, displayed ‘that impeccable American sexuality and body structure, factory packed and returned to makers if not in perfect condition’.

         Willson’s ‘boys’ included actors like Tab Hunter, Nick Nolte and Nick Adams. The process was akin to a conveyor belt: Willson would spot the young men, sometimes seduce them, and then begin remodelling them into potential movie stars – a process that usually involved a heroic change of name. So Francis McCown was transformed into Rory Calhoun, Carmine Orrico into John Saxon, and Robert Moseley into Guy Madison. It was very American and very pop in its transformative and mythic aspects.

         Willson put extra effort into Roy Harold Scherer, whom he renamed Rock Hudson in 1947. Hudson had been a truck driver and had the rugged look, but there was one major problem: he was obviously homosexual, 27and had to be intensively reprogrammed into an all-American masculinity. As Willson’s biographer Robert Hofler writes: ‘Rock got his wrists slapped when they went limp, his hips smacked whenever they swayed. Legs were never to be crossed or pressed together when he sat down … any trace of effeminacy was identified so it could be eradicated.’

         It was common for Hollywood actors to be physically remodelled. Even so, Willson’s regime sometimes involved permanent damage. Deciding that Hudson’s natural speaking voice was too high-pitched for his macho image, the agent hired a vocal coach to make the requisite change. Waiting until Hudson had a cold, the coach made him scream for hours until his vocal cords were permanently altered to produce a deeper – and hopefully more seductive – register.

         The campaign slowly paid off. Hudson began getting small roles in 1948, but it wasn’t until Douglas Sirk’s Magnificent Obsession that he became a star. His stock rose further during 1954 and 1955 with two adventure films, and two melodramas: One Desire and Sirk’s All That Heaven Allows, in which he played a young gardener who falls in love with an affluent widow. The drama of the piece lay in the conflict between personal freedom and societal expectation, and the heart won the day.

         It wasn’t all plain sailing. It was common knowledge in Hollywood – and certainly mooted among the actor’s gay fans – that he was homosexual, and once he became famous the threats started. Hudson had been photographed having sex with men, and in late 1954, Willson was told that Confidential magazine was offering money to ex-friends and colleagues for any material that might expose the star. Two of his former clients were offered $10,000 to tell their story, but loyally refused. The matter wasn’t over, however.

         In May 1955, Mike Connolly ran a blind item in his Hollywood Reporter column, stating that a major star was being blackmailed over what he termed a ‘silly escapade’. The blackmailer was threatening to expose Hudson in flagrante, and the affair was the talk of the town. Willson was terrified that Confidential would get hold of the photos. Although he hired muscle to beat up the blackmailer and recover the photographs, the magazine was so powerful that he felt forced to do a deal. So to protect Hudson he snitched on another of his clients.28

         Knowing that exposure was imminent, Willson opted for a pre-emptive strike in the May 1955 issue of Confidential, which ran the story ‘Rory Calhoun, But for the Grace of God, Still a Convict’. In the late 1930s and early 1940s, Calhoun had been a teenage tearaway, robbing jewellery stores and hot-wiring cars – activities that resulted in a three-year prison term. By 1955, he had become a prominent actor, playing tough-guy roles in westerns and thrillers, reaching co-star status in films like How to Marry a Millionaire.

         The Calhoun story was organised by Willson and the Universal–International studio, which obviously thought Rock Hudson more important. His career didn’t suffer, partly because his criminal past had already been exposed two years previously. At the same time, his juvenile delinquency was well behind him and suited his tough-guy image. After some very public repentance, his co-starring role in his latest film, The Spoilers, was well received on its release in December 1955.

         However, the second betrayal was far more serious. Tab Hunter – Arthur Andrew Gelien – had been a client of Willson’s since 1950. The agent had renamed him and placed him in westerns and war films, where his clean-cut, blond good looks helped to make him an American archetype. His breakthrough roles came in the 1955 war films Battle Cry and The Sea Chase; both would make the top ten in the end-of-year listings in America.

         Hunter was hot in summer 1955, but by then he was no longer represented by Willson. In early September that year, the Hollywood Reporter noted that the actor had sacked his agent, changing representation to Dick Clayton, who also represented James Dean. Willson was furious at this defection to a bitter rival and fed Confidential the details of Hunter’s October 1950 arrest at a gay party in Los Angeles – an incident that completely undermined Hunter’s all-American, upstanding image.

         Confidential duly published the story in its September 1955 issue: ‘That “Disorderly Conduct” Charge against Tab Hunter!’ Subtitled ‘The Truth About Tab Hunter’s Pajama Party’, the magazine recounted the events of 14 October 1950 in salacious detail. After being picked up at a gay bar, a detective in plain clothes arrived at a ‘queer romp’ in Walnut Park. ‘Milling around him were two dozen of the gayest guys 29the vice squad had ever seen. There was one lone pair of women but their mannish attire and baritone voices only added to the novelty of the evening.’

         Arthur Gelien, as Hunter was then known, was one of those arrested and booked. On 6 February 1951, he was fined $50 and placed on probation for a year. Just like Johnnie Ray, he was completely unknown at the time and received no publicity. But the conviction was there, like a ticking time bomb, ready for the unscrupulous to expose. Although supported by Warner Brothers, Tab Hunter’s film career never quite recovered. Instead, he became a pop star: in early 1957, his first record, ‘Young Love’, stayed at #1 in the US for four weeks.

         
            ———

         

         These high-profile exposés of prominent homosexuals like Tab Hunter and Johnnie Ray occurred at the height of the scandal magazines’ influence. By 1955, they had become a major force in American publishing – Confidential sold five million copies per issue. Homosexuality wasn’t their only focus: the November 1955 Confidential issue that exposed Ray also contained salacious stories about Liz Taylor and Mae West. But it was a major preoccupation, if not an obsession.

         Confidential was the originator of the scandal craze. Founder Robert Harrison had made his name in the late 1940s by publishing very soft porn ‘cheesecake’ magazines. After some success with Whisper, a magazine that mixed true crime and scandal with pin-ups, he decided to launch an exposé publication that went all the way in revealing the secrets of the stars and, by direct implication, the depths of depravity and deviance that lay under the surface of American life. As the magazine’s cover tagline went: ‘Tells the secrets and names the names’.

         Confidential regularly covered the topic of homosexuality in the most pejorative of terms. Its principal focus was TV and film, which they pursued in stories like ‘The Lavender Skeletons in TV’s Closet’ (July 1953), ‘Hollywood, Where Men Are Men – And Women, Too’ (January 1954), ‘The Untold Story of Van Johnson’ (September 1954) and ‘The Untold 30Story of Marlene Dietrich’ (July 1955), about Dietrich’s alleged lesbian affairs with Margo Lion and others.

         For a while, the magazine was untouchable. As the prime locus of mass popular culture during the period, Hollywood was a scandal magazine’s prime target, and Confidential in particular worked to extort hush money from the studios. It was certainly fed stories by Hollywood insiders like Mike Connolly, who was a close friend of Henry Willson and had slept with a few of Willson’s clients.

         The success of Confidential inspired a plethora of imitators, many of which launched in 1955: Hush Hush, Inside Story, Exposed and On the QT. These magazines acted as informers and agents provocateurs, ruthlessly exposing and ridiculing anyone who was different. Using private investigators and a whole raft of researchers and informants, they would amplify the basics of a story – to the limits of the libel laws and beyond – in order to boost sales and make their subject look as depraved and ignoble as possible. The whole idea was punishment and humiliation.

         There was, however, a paradox at their heart. They did track those who were different, those who bravely stood outside the norms at a time when the topic of homosexuality and gender difference was rarely covered in the mainstream media. There is evidence in the archives to suggest that these publications were consumed by gay men for that very reason: among the few visible outlets to mention homosexuals at all, they inadvertently provided news and commentary on aspects of gay life for gay people during the period.

         
            ———

         

         As well as stars like Hunter and Ray and Dietrich – who were icons within the gay subculture – the scandal magazines went after other non-conforming figures. In September 1955, Confidential ran a story about Christine Jorgensen, under the title ‘Jimmy Donahue’s Private Peek at Christine’. Dripping with salacious glee, Richard Donaldson span out the thin tale of how Donahue, the gay playboy and Woolworth’s heir, had tried to seduce actress Jorgensen, principally to find out what was going on ‘down there’: ‘Was she a he, or was he a she?’ 31

         It was only the latest in a series of scandal magazine stories that sought to humiliate a young woman who had been through hell and back to find herself. Born George Jorgensen in May 1926, Christine had been, by her own admission, ‘a frail, tow-headed, introverted child’ with feminine mannerisms and ‘sissified ways’. As she grew into adolescence, she admitted to ‘acute feelings of loneliness. I felt like an outsider.’ She fell in love with another boy but suffered anguish about her perceived homosexuality.

         Drafted into the army at the age of eighteen, Christine began to experience intense gender confusion. She felt as though she were living in a ‘strange, infernal limbo’ as George. Since as far back as she could remember, she had felt she was a woman in a man’s body. ‘I – I’ve tried for more than twenty years to conform to the traditions of society,’ she told a psychiatrist whom she hoped would cure her problem. ‘I’ve tried to fit myself into a world that’s divided into men and women … to live and feel like a man, but I’ve been a total failure at it.’

         After a series of false starts and disappointments with doctors and psychiatrists in America, she heard about ‘sex transformation’ cases in Sweden and Denmark, and went to Europe in April 1950. In August that year, she began tests and treatments in Copenhagen’s Statens Serum Institut with Dr Christian Hamburger, who told Christine that she was ‘the victim of a problem that usually starts in early childhood, an irresistible feeling that you wish to be regarded by society and by yourself, as belonging to the opposite sex’.

         This was the beginning of a long process that involved high doses of oestrogen, the removal of testicular tissue and a penectomy in November 1952. At each stage, there were careful assessments and documented formalities to be gone through. Meanwhile, Christine prepared for her transformation in stages. After building up her courage, she began wearing women’s clothes in public in spring 1952, and shortly afterwards announced her change of sex to her parents. Remarkably for the time, they were supportive.

         Thus far this had been a private matter, but in December 1952, Christine Jorgensen became a phenomenon, not for what she did, but for who she was. The story of her ‘sex change’ was leaked to the American press, who promptly and collectively lost their heads. In her autobiography, Jorgensen 32quotes headlines like ‘Doctor’s Six Operations Turn Man into Woman’, ‘Ex-GI Who Became Girl Has Boyfriend’ and ‘Ex-GI Becomes Blond Beauty’, and makes her disgust clear for the ‘disgraceful degraded behaviour from news hawks’ who threatened her parents.

         Under intense pressure, Jorgensen did a deal with American Weekly to write six exclusive articles telling her own story. Naturally, this decision incensed the rest of the press, with three hundred reporters mobbing her when she arrived back in New York on 13 February 1953. Nothing would be the same again. ‘In my long, painful search for a normal life,’ she later wrote, ‘I had created a paradox: a life that was to be, for me, abnormal and unconventional.’ She became an instant celebrity, but with a twist: she wasn’t famous for her achievements or her stardom but for her operation. She was regarded as a freak, an oddity, an indeterminate hermaphrodite who caused disturbances in theatres and was gawped at in restaurants. As an outlier, the level of incomprehension and insult she had to endure was intense.

         Jorgensen was at once famous and notorious, a torturous situation which resulted in both a strange kind of privilege and a less surprising ostracism. When she decided to parlay her notoriety into a nightclub career, she was banned from several clubs on the grounds of immorality. She was told by the police in Washington not to use women’s toilets. She was banned in Boston and had her hair yanked in Miami.

         In May 1954, she had her final surgery, an extremely complicated operation that left her drained. Three months later, in August, she arrived in the UK, only to be viciously smeared in the English press, with quotes like ‘what an amazing country is ours, [in which] … an act can be presented in which the prime attraction is the performer’s sexual abnormality’. The American scandal sheets merely compounded this cruelty with headlines like ‘Is Christine Slipping Back?’

         Jorgensen’s decision to go public was thrust upon her, but her decision to continue in the public eye was brave, if perhaps precarious with regard to her mental health. However, the press coverage of her inner struggle to achieve her true nature said more about the eye of the beholder than it did about her. Jorgensen was totally clear about her situation all the way through, but the idea that a man could change sex and become a woman 33was so alien to American and British culture in the mid-1950s that the only way the press could interpret it was in terms of disgust and rejection.

         
            ———

         

         The culture of fear and shame around sex and gender forced those who did not or could not conform to wear masks despite hiding in plain sight. In November 1955, another non-gender-conforming human was facing bad press. Liberace’s first film, The Man Who Played God, opened in New York to poor reviews: ‘Liberace spends an hour and fifteen minutes oozing dimpled sincerity from the screen,’ wrote the New York Times, ‘frequently skimming the glistening keyboard and bestowing his smile like a kiss.’

         These coded, unmanly slurs were by no means the worst example of the abuse that the superstar pianist attracted after his rise to fame in 1953. Born in May 1919, an identical twin whose brother died at birth, Władziu Valentino Liberace was a child prodigy who, as an effeminate, poor youngster with a speech impediment, took refuge in the piano. As he honed his act in his early twenties, he decided to fuse his classical experience with contemporary pop modes.

         A showman and a consummate master of publicity and his own iconography, Liberace developed an elaborate stage set, including his trademark candelabra, to go with his energetic mix of classics, show tunes, film melodies, Latin rhythms and boogie-woogie. By the time he found fame with his syndicated television show in 1953, he had refined his act down to an art, involving his family, talking to the audience through the camera and embracing a dizzying array of costume changes and dramatic gestures.

         Schmaltz it might have been, but it was a sincere and technically dazzling experience, with Liberace as the consummate ringmaster. During 1953 and 1954, he reaped the rewards, with successful seasons in Las Vegas and massive viewing figures for his television appearances. An early highlight was a triumphal performance at Madison Square Garden in late May 1954 in front of an audience of 14,000, with a record-breaking gross of $138,000 (roughly $1.3 million in today’s money). 34

         The news reports noted that 75 per cent of the audience at Madison Square Garden were female, and therein lay the rub. Liberace’s hypnotic appeal to women aroused male envy, compounded by the fact that the pianist was very obviously flamboyant and effeminate during his public performances, which in the mores of the time translated into a clear case of homosexuality. Insult and innuendo were brought into play, concentrating on the pianist’s core appeal, which, in the twisted logic of the time, became his Achilles heel.

         In spring 1954, Time magazine called his phenomenal success ‘musical momism’ – an explicit reference to Philip Wylie’s best-selling book Generation of Vipers, which had bemoaned, inter alia, the adoration of the mother and the consequent emasculation of the American male. The Los Angeles Mirror questioned ‘the sanity of the nation’s women – particularly those in the middle and late years – who idolise him’, calling Liberace ‘the Candelabra Casanova of the keyboard, the musician actor who makes millions out of Momism’.

         Within an intolerant climate, Liberace tried, rather fitfully, to dispel any rumours of his homosexuality by dating several women, including Joanne Rio, to whom he was briefly engaged, Mae West and, rather surprisingly given the climate of the time, Christine Jorgensen. He even gave an interview to TV World in December 1954, with the headline ‘What I Want in a Woman’. All to no avail, as the slurs were unrelenting: ‘Liberace: Don’t Call Him Mister!’ (Rave, August 1954); ‘Liberace’s “Forbidden Fruit”’ (Secret Life, January 1955); ‘The Men in Liberace’s Life’ (Uncensored, March 1955).

         This ‘masculine contempt’ was hysterical stuff, full of envy and spite, almost an incitement to violence, but it reflected the scandal magazines’ confidence and their explicit modus operandi: if you are in the public eye, you are fair game; step out of line and we’ll harass, caricature and intimidate you. This was, and remains, a media mainstay, but perhaps the worst thing about the scandal magazines was the fact that they reflected and reinforced America’s dominant values, albeit in an extreme and unpalatable form. They were the period’s paranoid id.

         The sexual and gender roles that these magazines were ruthlessly policing for men and women – in terms of homosexuality, their targets were mainly men – were constructed to be immutable, yet at the 35same they were fearful of change, seeing threats and nonconformists everywhere. Christine Jorgensen had observed ‘the many variations and combinations of masculinity and femininity … that exist side by side in the world’, but any understanding of this complex reality was way beyond most of Britain and America in the mid-1950s.

         This social pressure only amplified the vortex of concealment and betrayal that swirled around gay men during the period, as the pressure to be conventionally masculine seemed overwhelming. As Rodney Garland wrote in his 1953 novel, The Heart in Exile: ‘The invert’s whole life is spent hiding his real passion from the enemy. A double life becomes second nature to him; he learns the technique in his teens.’ This double life had to be rigidly patrolled at all times; the penalties for a mistake could be severe.

         This was parodied in the period’s pioneering gay activist, or homophile, publication, ONE, which fearlessly proclaimed itself ‘The Homosexual Magazine’. In the May 1955 cover story, ‘The Margin of Masculinity’, James Douglas Margin evolved his ‘Theory of Masculine Deportment’, in detailed phrases that could have come straight out of Henry Willson’s remodelling of Rock Hudson. Setting the tale in a gay bar, the writer gave programmatic instructions to a fictional friend, Johnnie. In order to hide his homosexuality, Johnnie was advised ‘to avoid the limp wrist as you would the plague’, while cultivating a firm handshake and watching out for any tendency of the little fingers to wave about. Butchness could be achieved by learning how to strike a match and letting the cigarette dangle loosely from the mouth in ‘a brutally tough effect’. He was to watch his language: no gushing, and cut the fizzing superlatives. Most importantly, he was to learn the upright position of masculine males and at all costs to avoid the hands-on-hips position.

         The article was half serious, half a spoof on the degree to which homosexuals assumed the most extreme forms of masculinity, simultaneously as a method of concealment and a code of sexual attraction. Despite the oppressive nature of the times, Margin’s conclusion was utopian: ‘Such terms as “better half” and “weaker sex” … will disappear, while the words “masculine” and “feminine” become obsolete for sheer lack of meaning.’ This would become a principal play of pop, but in the meantime, gay men and lesbians had a mountain to climb.36
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            How do homosexuals themselves feel about their situation? As one man put it, ‘I’m not going anywhere and I know it. There’s no future in this kind of life. No one is basically satisfied with it, so the relationships never endure. It’s a kind of quicksand that people are stuck in together. In their hearts, most of them would like to get out, if they knew how.’

            Ted Berkman, ‘The Third Sex – Guilt or Sickness?’ Coronet, November 1955

         

         38Pop and movies did not exist in isolation. During the mid-1950s, homosexual men were stigmatised as America’s enemy within. Demonised as outcasts and, even worse, traitors in the Cold War panic of the period, they were denied access to government employment, arrested and sent to mental hospitals, regularly harassed and beaten by the police, and routinely vilified by the press. They were deemed the lowest of the low and were expected to accept their lot. Some did not.

         The prevailing American attitude towards homosexuality was amply rehearsed by an article in the November 1955 issue of Coronet, a popular, digest-size monthly magazine owned by Esquire. The subhead promised frank answers to the perplexing question of whether the homosexual was ‘an adult with child-like emotions, the victim of a physical imbalance – or a dangerous non-conformist?’ Over five pages, Ted Berkman – an experienced journalist and screenwriter – explored all the angles in a prime example of mid-century masculine panic. His tone hovered just one notch above that of the scandal magazines, citing drag queens and unofficially designated gay beaches as examples of more open proliferation. He noted the homosexual’s status in law: ‘simply and flatly a criminal to be punished; a violator of the common human code’. However, by citing Freud and his successors in the article, he reflected the mid-decade shift towards a more medicalised model of treating the problem in America. In this view, homosexuality was not just a criminal activity, but an illness. Berkman’s article rehashed contemporary pseudoscience in support of this thesis: a deficiency in hormones produced by the pituitary gland; a feminising malfunction of the adrenal gland; stunted emotional growth; a deep mother fixation. He then went further, into the malaise of post-war life: high-tension city living, the aggressiveness of career women and the environmental factor – ‘the frequency of homosexuality wherever large groups of men are confined together, as in prisons, army camps’.

         Ending with an eight-step advice programme for parents to safeguard their children against homosexuality, Berkman conflated various then-current patterns of anti-homosexual prejudice: the seduction of minors; the mother fixation; the lack of conventional masculinity, shading into drag, transvestism and even gender confusion; and, finally, 39arrested development – ‘In the psychiatric view, the homosexual suffers from stunted emotional growth; he has a child-like emotional equipment in the body of a grown man’.

         Berkman’s article broadcast the period’s prejudice: the homosexual as bogeyman and scapegoat, a total pariah. And, despite the considerable difficulties faced by lesbians and trans men and women, it was male homosexuals who still bore the brunt of this institutional and social prejudice. This was partly due to numbers – the millions revealed by Alfred Kinsey – partly due to the increased visibility of gay men, and largely due to a particularly vicious phase of power politics.

         Kinsey had documented the increasing prevalence of homosexuality, but his research had the unintended consequence of it increasingly being seen as a threat. In 1955, ten years after the end of the Second World War, there was another war being waged, not against fascism but against communism. This time it was partly internal, and the enemies were not just home-grown communists, but homosexual men. The November 1955 Coronet article was only the latest in a series of ideological statements that, on the ground, translated into extreme legal repression. These were well publicised in the press, reinforcing a spiral of hatred, fear and hopelessness.

         In early September 1955, there was a purge in Sioux City, Iowa. ‘Crackdown on “Queers” Has Begun’ ran the headline in the local press. Using agents provocateurs – a process they called ‘fruit picking’ – and applying heavy pressure on the gay community to name other homosexuals, the local police netted twenty-two men in a concerted operation. This sweep was triggered by the unsolved murders of two young children in the area in 1954 and 1955. None of those arrested had anything to do with the murders, but the local authorities’ inability to solve the case made them useful scapegoats.

         In a series of trials throughout the month, the twenty-two men were deemed ‘criminal sexual psychopaths’ and committed to the Mount Pleasant State Mental Hospital. This was enacted by a law passed in late January 1955 by the Iowa House of Representatives ‘to provide for the confinement of persons who are dangerous criminal sexual psychopaths’. Anyone convicted of this crime would be committed to the state 40mental hospital, then detained and treated indefinitely or until certified as ‘cured’.

         By late September, all twenty-two men – in occupations ranging from businessman and management trainee to hairdresser – had arrived in Mount Pleasant for an indefinite stay. In one sense, they were lucky. They were all confined in the same ward and were not subjected to the ‘treatments’ used by other institutions: ECT, hormone treatment and aversion therapy. All of them would be quietly released within a few months, but in the meantime Judge O’Brien crowed in the Des Moines Register: ‘The word is out they [sexual deviates] are not welcome in Sioux City anymore.’

         Small-town America was prone to purges. In early November, the city of Boise, Idaho, erupted in a gay scandal, with headlines such as ‘Crush the Monster’, phrases like ‘evils of moral perversion’ and talk about how the city had to be ‘thoroughly cleaned and disinfected’. This was a complex affair involving local politics and the use of homosexuality to smear opponents and create a moral panic. One of the men arrested had been accused of ‘an infamous crime against nature’ with two males aged seventeen and fifteen, and that was used to justify a purge of all the city’s homosexuals.

         There had been several recorded incidences of underage sex in Boise in 1955, most of them involving young male prostitutes aged between fifteen and seventeen; some were indeed gang members turned blackmailers. The problem was not just the individual cases, but the automatic conflation of homosexuality with the seduction of minors. It was this that coloured events in Boise, even though almost all of the ensuing cases had nothing to do with underage males. It was enough, in the eyes of the city council, to be living outside of the law.

         Open season was declared on the city’s homosexuals. There were public meetings on the topic, curfews for teenagers aged sixteen and under, denunciations and cases of entrapment by plain-clothes policemen. In his trial for an alleged homosexual act, one of those arrested, Gordon Larsen, gave evidence to the effect that he had been led on by the policeman concerned, and that during his interrogation one of the officers had claimed: ‘I could tell when you were walking in the door you were a 41homo by the way you walk.’ You had only to look like a homosexual to be guilty.

         The affair made the national press. In its 12 December 1955 edition, Time magazine published an article called ‘Idaho Underground’, which revealed ‘a widespread homosexual underworld’. This hyperbolic prose perfectly summarised the mainstream American attitude towards homosexuality in 1955: it was unmanly, predatory, underhand, covert and, above all, omnipresent. Like the plot of a contemporary, paranoid science-fiction film, America was under threat from a shadowy, alien presence. This was the true invasion of the body snatchers, and it could be you and yours next. Within such a climate, it was hardly surprising that most of the men arrested in Boise went to prison for up to ten years.

         
            ———

         

         How had things got to this point? The demonisation of homosexuals began with opportunistic politicians riding the wave of reaction and retrenchment under the guise of the Cold War. An inquisitorial momentum developed into a full-blown attack on anyone who was seen to be un-American: first of all communists, then left-wingers, then homosexuals, who, with their perceived weakness, softness and feminine ways, were considered a threat to the ideal of martial masculinity – ‘lavender lads’, as the right-wing senator Everett Dirksen called them in 1952.

         During the Second World War, conscription had brought together gay men and lesbians from all over America. Many had found freedom away from their home environments and, realising that there were many others like them, togetherness in these new possibilities for association. The carpe diem atmosphere of wartime also loosened sexual constraints. This in turn fostered the basic building blocks of the post-war gay world: sympathetic venues, insider code language – the Second World War saw the term ‘gay’ begin to replace ‘homosexual’ – and ideas of equality and freedom.

         America was at war against fascism, therefore its democratic qualities were propagandised at every turn: not just in military propaganda, but in the mass consumer ideal of the teenager. Fighting against a common 42enemy and risking their lives, the minorities – African Americans, homosexual men and lesbians – could have been forgiven for thinking they deserved an equal share of the American pie once the conflict was over. Indeed, in 1945 a few gay veterans formed a social and campaigning organisation called the Metropolitan Veterans’ Benevolent Association. By 1950, however, that was shown to be a vain hope. The hardening of the Truman government’s policies towards Russia resulted in a suspicious and vindictive approach towards dissidence and nonconformism. Government and State Department employees were under particular scrutiny, with the first dismissals for homosexuality – thirty-one in all – occurring during 1947. With the rise of McCarthyism and the deepening involvement of the FBI, these snowballed after the turn of the decade.

         In February 1950, Senator Joseph McCarthy gave his famous speech about the infiltration of the State Department by communists. The figures changed, but the numbers were significant. Shortly afterwards, he gave another talk, in which he singled out two cases of ‘sexual deviance’ in government, thus helping to link homosexuals with communists in the public eye as political subversives. As a correspondent wrote to President Truman that March: ‘The best thing for our country and our foreign policy is for you to get rid of … the “Reds” and “Homos”.’

         Things escalated quickly. In April, the FBI got involved when J. Edgar Hoover forwarded the names of nearly four hundred people arrested in Washington on ‘charges of sexual irregularities’ to the State Department and initiated the ‘Sex Deviates Program’, created to root out homosexuals at every turn. In May, the Wherry-Hill subcommittee was formed to investigate the ‘Infiltration of Subversives and Moral Perverts into the Executive Branch of the United States Government’. When the liberal New York Post columnist Max Lerner interviewed Senator Wherry that June, he found a man who, thumping his desk, vowed to ‘take full responsibility for cleaning them all out of the government’.

         Sympathetic journalists amplified the message. In the November 1950 issue of Coronet, one Ralph H. Major lifted the lid on ‘This New Moral Menace to Our Youth’, equating the homosexual with the psychopath. The next month, the Wherry-Hill subcommittee delivered its report, 43recommending that homosexuals were not to be employed in government as they were security risks: ‘such behaviour is so contrary to the normal accepted standards of social behaviour that persons who engage in such activity are looked upon as outcasts by society generally’.

         From 1951, the FBI stepped up its policy of informing the government about known homosexuals in its employ, while slowly expanding its field of operations to universities and the public sector in general. In 1953, President Eisenhower signed off on Executive Order 10450, which barred homosexuals from working in federal government. This also included every department and agency, and – in a major expansion of the state’s role – every private corporation with a government contract, thus placing millions of gay men and lesbians at potential risk of losing their livelihoods.

         It is estimated that around 5,000 gay men and lesbians lost their jobs as a result of this order, with the additional threat of exposure and potential ostracism. In the next couple of years, this punitive ambit was extended to state and federal government employees, pulling millions more into the climate of fear. Anti-homosexual legislation thus became a major policy thrust of the first Eisenhower presidency. As a prominent Republican senator stated in 1954, concerning the congressional election campaign, the ‘Republican battle this fall is against reds, pinks, psychopaths and homosexuals’.

         In January that year, Max Lerner wrote a series of articles in the New York Post about ‘The Ordeal of the Gay’. He noted the inconsistent maximum sentencing policy for homosexual acts in different states: possible life imprisonment in Georgia and Nevada; thirty years in Connecticut; sixty years in North Carolina; a year in New York, if both parties were consenting and over eighteen. He considered these punitive provisions ‘barbarous’ and lambasted legal terms like ‘sodomy, lewdness, carnal indecency’, etc., for including ‘most of the acts that a majority of Americans practise in private’.

         Lerner also criticised the drive against homosexuals in government as creating opportunities for blackmail: ‘the social penalty of exposure has become far more drastic than ever’. He concluded that gay men were ‘caught between the powerful sexual impulses which our society forbids 44and the hazards of predatory men who exploit their vulnerable situation. And they are helpless in trying to change the laws which hang over them, since to speak out openly would be to expose themselves to social penalties far worse than the legal ones.’

         However, by 1954 there was the start of a fightback, which Lerner noted in his article of 25 January. Under the pressures of an extremely hostile world, homosexuals tended to become ‘a combination of fraternal order, secret society, underground resistance movement, defence association, literary and artistic clique, and a minority group lamenting its state and asking for its civil liberties’. Rejection had the paradoxical effect of strengthening their bonds, as they associated together in their ghetto and thus promoted a new kind of homosexual consciousness.

         This was the slow forging of a discrete homosexual world. The FBI and the police might have driven it underground, but there were voices – right at the height of the purge – looking towards the future and speaking plainly about the gay experience. The first document from within was Donald Webster Cory’s The Homosexual in America, published by the specialist imprint Greenberg in 1951. A groundbreaking work, it was thorough and inspirational, yet written as if from within a tiny room, looking regretfully at the hostile, uncomprehending world outside.

         Cory began by self-identifying as a homosexual, a brave step, albeit understandably qualified, amid the climate of the time, by his use of a pseudonym. His work was a survey that moved from the personal to the general, giving information about a minority who were ‘outside the pale of the mainstream of life, unable to enjoy the benefits of civilisation side by side with their fellowmen’. Being a homosexual, Cory wrote, was to live constantly with the existence of something that was ‘inescapable’, that affected ‘every aspect of life’.

         ‘It is apparent that the condemnation of homosexuality is today almost universal,’ he stated, and went on to delineate the deep damage that this did to the psyches of gay men and lesbians: ‘Constantly and unceasingly we carry a mask, and without interruption we stand on guard lest our secret, which is our very essence, be betrayed.’ Cory argued that action was necessary: ‘Until we are willing to speak out openly in defense of our activities, and to identify ourselves with the millions pursuing these 45activities, we are unlikely to find the attitudes of the world undergoing any significant change.’

         While Cory was preparing his book, the second post-war homophile organisation was formed: the Los Angeles-based Mattachine Society, with founder members who included the long-time activists Harry Hay, Dale Jennings and the designer Rudi Gernreich. They took their name from the Société Mattachine, a medieval masque group that travelled around France dramatising injustice through songs and plays. It was used in the 1950s context to emphasise the fact that gay men and women were a ‘masked people, unknown and anonymous’.

         Mattachine aims included public education ‘toward an ethical homosexual culture paralleling the cultures of the Negro, Mexican and Jewish peoples’. The society gradually spread, with branches forming around the country – in Chicago, Washington DC, New York and San Francisco. After an ideological split in 1953 caused by the radical-left slant of the organisation, the various factions – defined along political and gender lines – began to publish their own monthly magazines: ONE magazine, founded in 1952 by Dorr Legg and Dale Jennings; the Mattachine Review, founded in 1955 by Hal Call; and The Ladder, formed in 1956 by America’s first organised lesbian group, the Daughters of Bilitis.

         These magazines had small circulations: ONE sold around 5,000 copies, the Mattachine Review 2,000, The Ladder 500. But they were part of something bigger: not just agitation, but the start of a gay consumer culture that would grow much larger in the decade to come. By the mid-1950s, there was a recognisable, if underground, gay subculture that centred on bars; one that, however dangerous and risky the location might have proved, offered a temporary safe haven from a hostile world outside.

         In 1957, Helen Pyle Branson published Gay Bar, a memoir about her own experience of opening a bar that catered to the homosexual community. Setting up on Melrose Avenue in Los Angeles in mid-decade, she carefully policed her clientele, looking out for off-duty cops, hustlers, dope dealers and flamers, such was the prejudice of the day. With a discreet entrance down a side alley, the bar catered to professionals, executives, motion-picture and TV people, composers and writers, bus drivers, mechanics and truck drivers. As she wrote: ‘I try to sell safety.’ 46

         While heterosexual, Branson’s observations on this underworld were sharp and sympathetic. She talked to her customers and entered their dilemmas: ‘John Bailey’s problem is one that many, many gay fellows have. He lives a lie. It keeps him constantly on guard. He has to … watch his speech and be ready with a quick explanation if he does let something slip.’

         By 1955, there was a small, underground but growing market for gay products, which sold to gay men in particular. ONE carried a small number of adverts for, inter alia, a Long Beach gay bar called the Rendezvous, Mr Raoul shampoo for men (‘Ladies use it too’), trinkets like gay bells and outré camp fashions from WIN-MOR: dubbed ‘the styles of tomorrow for the man of today’, these included thongs, bolero jackets and ‘harlequin sail cloth fancies’ in voodoo red, black, yellow or beige corduroy.

         There were also records aimed at the gay market, principally albums by risqué females like Ruth Wallis and drag queens such as Rae Bourbon, reflecting the importance of female impersonation bars such as Finocchio’s and the Jewel Box Revue as underground meeting places. Both artists were prolific in the early to mid-1950s. Wallis issued insider-code songs like ‘Queer Things’, while Bourbon kept up a dizzying sequence of albums – one of which was recorded at the Jewel Box Revue – containing cuts like ‘Queen of the Y.M.C.A.’, ‘Back in Drag Again’, ‘Peter Pan’ and ‘Queen of the Navy’.

         Female impersonation and various forms of drag were the prime agents of gender variance during this period, not just in the gay underground, but also in popular culture, with figures like Gorgeous George, the TV wrestler who wore his hair long in platinum curls and entered the ring in extravagant robes trimmed with sequins, lace and fur, realising that the way to fame was by enraging the audience. Although married and, to all intents and purposes, heterosexual, George hammed up the effeminate act to great effect, having an indelible influence on performers as diverse as Bob Dylan and James Brown.

         Nineteen fifty-five also saw the flourishing of the physique magazine market, led by the originator, photographer Bob Mizer. His quarterly publication, Physique Pictorial, specialised in photos of young muscle men and athletes clad in alluringly small posing pouches. Mizer’s innovation was to pepper these examples of soft pornography with details 47about his models – this one a wrestler, that one a law student, and even, in the autumn 1954 issue, a Hollywood star: a promo picture of a bare-chested and sultry Tony Curtis in the Universal swashbuckler The Black Shield of Falworth.

         If you looked further into the comments beneath the pictures, Mizer’s magazines also contained hard-nosed political comment. In the autumn 1955 issue, for instance, he wrote an editorial titled ‘Obscenity and Politics’: ‘It’s unfortunate that obscenity accusations and prosecutions are often used as a tool by grafting officials and petty politicians, who are not a whit concerned with the moral issues involved but will play on the taboos and prejudices of the populace for personal gain or perhaps to cover-up for their own scandalous behaviour.’

         In contrast, the consciousness-raising magazines shunned erotica. Mattachine Review was sober, while ONE was more radical and assertive, with excellent covers and design by Eve Elloree (real name Joan Corbin). It offered news about the legal and social status of the homosexual man and the lesbian – the latter in a regular feature called ‘The Feminine Viewpoint’ – while running stories, poems and articles that illuminated the gay condition. There were book reviews, adverts for gay-oriented products and a regular news column, ‘Tangents’, that collected gay-related stories from America and Europe.

         The magazine’s biggest coup was in hustling Norman Mailer – by then a famous author – to contribute in early 1955. Mailer’s article, ‘The Homosexual Villain’, was in part a mea culpa for his own unsympathetic treatment of gay men in his novels, and a stunned realisation – after reading Cory’s The Homosexual in America – that ‘homosexuals are people, too’. As he admitted: ‘For the first time I understood homosexual persecution to be a political act and a reactionary act, and I was properly ashamed of myself.’

         The regular letters page gave a window onto the readers’ fears and hopes. All were printed with a false name (e.g. Mr B, Mr D, Miss A, Miss L, etc.), and they oscillate between criticising the then more public world of gay bars – the falsity, the swishes; this was a common complaint in the mid-1950s, as many gay men tried to assume a conventional masculinity – and thanking the magazine for giving them a voice. As Mr E from 48San Diego wrote in late 1955: ‘Thank those who are responsible for being brave enough to hold the light that others may not be left in the dark.’

         In a huge country like America, resistance was, by necessity, localised. Nevertheless, it occurred. On 1 October 1955, a popular Baltimore gay bar called the Pepper Club was raided by the police, who found the place so crowded they could hardly get in. Inside, they found a completely dark back room, where they discovered several people having sex. It was a major operation, involving five police cars and six wagons. Everyone was arrested, including the bar staff, the owners and the patrons, both gay men and lesbians – 162 arrests in all.

         During the mass arrest, however, there were disturbances inside and also outside the club, where a large crowd – described as a ‘mob’ by one local paper – had gathered in the streets. In court the next day, the defendants were, despite the seriousness of the situation, unruly and defiant. As the head of the vice squad observed, ‘The majority of these people seem to regard the whole incident as a great big joke.’ All of the charges were dropped, except for those relating to three men and two women. Four were convicted of disorderly conduct and one woman was charged with resisting arrest.

         Shortly afterwards, the police were heavily criticised for the raid’s ‘nasty implications’ by a local legislator, who held that they had no right to set themselves up as ‘censors of community morals’. When the owners were put on trial for ‘keeping a disorderly house’, they were acquitted. The Baltimore Sun reported Judge James K. Cullen’s declaration that the police should be condemned for making such a mass arrest and that the questionable legality of such an action counted against their testimony in trying to make the charge of running a disorderly house stick.

         Just as the wave of persecution reached its peak in the mid-1950s, the tide began to turn towards thoughts of liberation. The prize was huge – changing the law to decriminalise homosexuality, changing society to remove stigma and shame – and it would take a decade or more to come to pass. But the seeds that came into fruition in the later 1960s were sown during this seemingly barren and hostile period, in terms of both homosexual and lesbian activism, and also an underground economy that sold specialised goods to a ready market.49

         This exclusively gay world was expanding in the mid-1950s and continued to have some similarities to the teenage market, which was growing at the same time, with spending on novelties and trinkets that nevertheless reinforced the buyer’s membership of a defined group that felt itself to be marginalised. Here, in the early days of democratic consumerism and mass culture, particular objects became totems: if not just luxuries or baubles, then emblems of possible freedoms to come.

         There was also the question of consciousness. In 1951, Donald Cory had observed that ‘the interests of the invert are short lived. His cultural loves are to be as fickle as his physical ones. His entire life seems motivated by restlessness and characterised by rootlessness.’ This was a charge commonly levelled at America’s teenagers, and to some extent the gay underworld began to assume some of the new youth culture codes. Helen Pyle Branson observed that many of her predominantly gay male clientele adopted ‘a common language like teenagers’ “bop” and “jive” talk’.

         Cut off from the values of mainstream society by hostility and prejudice, many gay men in 1955 simply lived for the instant, allaying guilt and shame with immediate pleasure, whether it be the consumption of products or other male bodies. They coexisted with the moment when, in America, the teenager fully arrived with shocking force as a separate social cohort. Although defined in 1944, the fifteen-to-twenty-four age group had slipped from prominence as the demands of returning veterans and post-war reconstruction took precedence; however, by the mid-1950s, it had become a national preoccupation.

         America’s attitude to its youth was typically schizophrenic: teenagers were to be at once indulged – with pop music and other youth-specific products – and condemned for their much-publicised propensity for violence. Living in a society that was not adapting fast enough to their needs and desires, many teenagers felt confused and alienated. Sexuality was an important part of this, not just the overt sexuality of rock ’n’ roll as it emerged – with its hints of a taboo miscegenation – but the fact that several major pop and film stars were homosexual or sexually nonconformist.

         Partly that was due to the nature of the music and entertainment industry, which had always provided a safer haven for people who were 50sexually and socially marginal, offering the possibility of visibility and validation that was unavailable in other arenas. It was also due in part to sensibility. Quite apart from the influence – and actuality – of homosexual film and pop stars, teenagers shared a similar kind of liminal social and psychological space as gay men. Like these outcasts and outsiders, they lived for the moment, in direct defiance of the religious tenet of deferred gratification.

         In 1952, Max Lerner had witnessed a vision of the future, while observing his thirteen-year-old daughter’s ‘teen-age world’. As he was informed by his wife: ‘You get to understand that the glittering new arts of our civilisation are directed to the teenagers, and by their suffrage they stand or fall.’ He was exposed to their choice of records on repeat – Kay Starr, Guy Mitchell and Doris Day – and recorded their chat: ‘And have you oh, have you heard Johnnie Ray do “Cry” and “Brokenhearted” and “The Little White Cloud That Cried”?’

         Innocent enough, but the rise of an autonomous peer culture made adults uneasy. Growing levels of disposable income had afforded American youngsters unprecedented independence from the constraints of family life, while loosening the restraints of wartime had made a return to prewar deference more difficult. There was a distinct sense that the full onset of consumerism was dissolving the old puritan disciplines, resulting in a mindset – conflated at the time with that of the psychopath – that wanted everything immediately.

         The impact of gay artists like Johnnie Ray contributed to this adult unease. Not that Ray’s homosexuality was public, but his whole affect was novel, unsettling, subtly subversive. The huge impact of the atom bomb – and the continuing, endlessly amplified hydrogen bomb tests – had completely dissolved the pre-war world. Teens were attempting to make sense of a decisive perceptual break that put all previous social tenets and attitudes into question. The freer expression of emotion and sexuality was an integral part of this soft revolution.
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            The enemy was everywhere. One never knew. The war between the underground and society never paused for an armistice: it just went on.

            Adam de Hegedus, writing as Rodney Garland, The Heart in Exile, 1953

         

         52In the early 1950s, the situation for male homosexuals in the UK ran parallel to that in the US. Cold War paranoias – triggered by the defection to Russia of diplomats Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean in May 1951 – were amplified by an ardently religious director of public prosecutions, Sir Theobald Mathew, and a highly prejudiced home secretary, Sir David Maxwell Fyfe, who held that homosexuals were dangerous corrupters of youth. Gay men were about to face the full force of the state.

         This hostile environment was boosted, as ever, by a puritanical and vicious popular press. In May 1952, the Sunday Pictorial ran a series entitled ‘Evil Men’, the first major exposé in the UK of what was called ‘the homosexual problem’ – ‘an unnatural sex vice which is getting a dangerous grip on the country’. During 1953, prosecutions for gay offences rose by 50 per cent, and to compound the punishment, they were frequently reported in the papers, a symbiosis between police and press that ruined reputations and, on occasion, resulted in suicide.

         The moralising reflected American extremes. In October 1953, the actor John Gielgud was arrested for ‘persistently importuning’ in a public toilet. Gielgud tried to get away with it by claiming that he was an anonymous clerk, but the police station tipped off the press. Every single newspaper ran the story. Gielgud got away with a fine, but the backlash was severe. In the Sunday Express, the Presbyterian moralist John Gordon wrote about homosexuality in terms of a ‘moral plague’, demanding action: ‘there must be sharp and severe punishment’.

         That same month, the writer Rupert Croft-Cooke went on trial for ‘acts of indecency’. With his companion, Joseph Alexander, Croft-Cooke lived in a small Sussex village, Ticehurst, where his open homosexuality aroused comment and hostility. In July of that year, the couple had picked up two young navy cooks in the notorious London pub the Fitzroy Tavern and taken them to Sussex for company and sex. On their way back home, the two men got drunk and found themselves in a brawl. To avoid prosecution, they turned Queen’s evidence and agreed to testify against Croft-Cooke.

         Although the two men later retracted their statements, Croft-Cooke was prosecuted. In his book, The Verdict of You All, he observed the tightening grip of a freshly imposed conformity. He was informed by 53a magistrate friend that ‘the age of individualism was dead and you will simply not be allowed to live as you wish’. This was a new, harsh climate, and Croft-Cooke was sharp enough to see the parallels with what was going on in the US: ‘This beastly form of McCarthyism will make life impossible for anyone who does not actively support it.’

         The author spent six months in Wormwood Scrubs. On his release in April 1954, he was chased across London by a crowd of reporters. Within three days, he had to endure one more example of the ‘bedlam of noxious prejudices which the Home Secretary encouraged’. He was visited at home by a man, who did not give his name, who warned him against going public with his experiences with a threat: ‘a second conviction is much easily obtained than a first, especially when the first has been well-publicised’. Croft-Cooke threw him out.

         As far as homosexuality was concerned, there were eight separate offences on the statute book in the 1950s, most from the nineteenth century, including sodomy, indecent assault, gross indecency, procuring acts of gross indecency and importuning for immoral purposes. When arrested, gay men were often charged with several offences at the same time, a cluster of charges that meant very few pleaded not guilty. The legal establishment showed, as the historian Patrick Higgins has observed, an ‘extraordinary degree of hostility’ towards homosexuals in this period.

         The contemporary police attitude was expressed by the Scotland Yard detective Robert Fabian, who called ‘homosexuality an offence against decency’. Nevertheless, familiarity made Fabian more nuanced than most: ‘Most people think of the “pansy” as a lisping, mincing creature who uses perfume and nail varnish. This is not correct. Of all the men I have seen convicted for offences of homosexuality, I would defy anybody to pick nine out of ten of them from any ordinary assembly of men. Quite a number of them are married.’

         The Croft-Cooke case was eclipsed in the press by the big show trial of the period: the case involving Edward Montagu, Michael Pitt-Rivers and Peter Wildeblood, which began in March 1954. The authorities were targeting Montagu, a hereditary peer who was openly bisexual; a December 1953 trial for a previous alleged offence had ended inconclusively. Shortly afterwards, the authorities brought in two young airmen, 54Edward McNally and John Reynolds, who, under duress, were prepared to testify against the three men on a variety of sexual offences.

         Class and age both played a part in the case. The three defendants were all older than the two airmen and from the upper and upper-middle class, as opposed to the working-class servicemen. McNally had had a relationship with Wildeblood, then the diplomatic correspondent of the Daily Mail, so the law had been broken on that score at least. All three were arrested in early January 1954, in a well-coordinated operation. At the same time, the police had conducted searches of their properties without a warrant. They were also refused legal representation.

         In March 1954, the trio faced a total of nineteen charges at Winchester Crown Court, including sodomy, attempted sodomy and gross indecency. Montagu and Pitt-Rivers were charged with counselling and procuring homosexual acts, while Wildeblood was charged with aiding and abetting the commission of such acts. There was also a charge of conspiracy – that the three had worked in concert to procure sexual partners – the first time it had been used since the Oscar Wilde trial of 1895, which had blighted homosexual life for decades.

         Like that notorious event, this trial was meant to extirpate male homosexuality from the public sphere. But, as Patrick Higgins argues persuasively in his survey of this period, Heterosexual Dictatorship, the impulse came as much from the press as it did from politicians concerned about the Cold War. The three men were constantly in the news from their arrest until the trial, and the papers were not above making them look more effeminate: the Daily Mirror touched up a picture of Wildeblood to make it look like he was wearing lipstick.

         The comprehensive list of charges bore results, as the three were imprisoned for terms that ran between twelve and eighteen months. When the participants in the case left the courtroom, however, the bulk of public opprobrium fell on the prosecution witnesses. Press comment was split between those who questioned the verdict and the methods of the police, and those who began to realise that, as the prominent journalist Hannen Swaffer wrote in the People, ‘imprisonment is no cure for abnormality’.

         
            ———

         

         55As convictions for homosexual offences reached a peak, the wheels began to turn for a change in the law. Shortly after the Montagu trial, talks began to set up a commission or, later, a Home Office committee to discuss a change in the law relating to homosexual offences. Chaired by Jack Wolfenden, the Departmental Committee on Homosexual Offences and Prostitution first met in September 1954. Comprising the chairman and fourteen other professionals – with no gay men or lesbians – the Wolfenden Committee would meet sixty times in three years.

         As the institution of the committee had been partly stimulated by the furore around his case, Wildeblood was determined to get involved. Right from the beginning of his legal travails, he had resolved to come clean in order to counter the shame of the Wilde case. ‘I was determined to admit that I was a homosexual. This was not bravado: it was deliberate planning for the future. I would be the first homosexual to tell what it felt like to be an exile in one’s own country. I might destroy myself, but perhaps I could help others.’

         During his time in prison, Wildeblood had recorded his impressions. He regarded his trial as being part of a high-level witch-hunt, and prepared his forthcoming book as an act of revenge. After being released in March 1955, he made sure that he was invited to testify to the Wolfenden Committee – one of only three gay men to do so – even though the chairman himself had no time for him as a convict. Taking care to distinguish himself from pederasts and ‘pathetically flamboyant’ pansies, he presented himself as a ‘good’ homosexual – if that were possible.

         Nevertheless, Wildeblood’s June 1955 testimony included some sharp and personal points. He firmly stated that homosexuality was neither a crime nor a disease; that police tactics against suspected homosexuals were scandalous; that the laws against homosexual sex in private were far from being a dead letter, as he could confirm from bitter personal experience; that homosexuality was largely tolerated in prison; and that any attempts at curing homosexuals were ‘farcical’.

         Wildeblood’s testimony was both brave and effective. It was also a welcome counterpoint to the other witnesses – policemen, lawyers, politicians – who generally perceived homosexuality as being a distinct threat 56to society. The British Medical Association regarded the homosexual man as ‘an enemy of the state, attached to an alien ideology’.

         Autumn 1955 was a particularly busy time for the Wolfenden Committee. On 29 October, a small delegation met Dr Alfred Kinsey during his visit to London. The American countered the generally held conflation of homosexuality with pederasty, while pointing out the difference between morality and reality. He was certain that ‘your incidence of a thing like homosexual activity in this country cannot be too radically different from what it is in the United States and again it would be a minute fraction of one per cent of such conduct ever apprehended’.

         On 31 October, the committee heard evidence from the British Medical Association. Anxious to promote the idea of homosexuality as an illness, all three doctors interviewed suggested various methods of treatment, including massive doses of oestrogen to ‘cure’ the homosexual person. In the day’s record, Wolfenden sounded quite confused by the topics of sex and gender: ‘We are bedevilled throughout all these discussions by these confounded words and having to pin a label to various types of things when it is terribly hard to see where the boundaries come.’

         In Britain, homosexual rights were pursued in an establishment manner: through book publishing and small departmental committees. The idea was to influence the power structure directly, which would be easier in a smaller country rather than in the US. In the meantime, there were bars, clubs, a few shops and a series of networks, but almost no grassroots activism: no publications like ONE; no pressure groups like the Mattachine Society or the Daughters of Bilitis. This difference and public diffidence would mark British gay life until the later 1960s.

         
            ———

         

         Beyond all the scare stories, there was another way in which gay life impacted on society at large in post-war Britain, and that was in fashion, the product of a metropolitan milieu. Like the new teenage society, which was just beginning to come on-stream in the UK during the mid-1950s, the gay world offered a chance both to step outside allotted class roles – indeed, to move across the class divide in a 57way that was still unusual in British society – and to indulge in the new American ideal, where eternal youth and luxurious consumerism were intertwined.

         In his 1953 state-of-the-nation gay novel, The Heart in Exile, Rodney Garland described the nuances of the period’s homosexual clothing. He observed what he called the ‘Spiv’ style, which included ‘a sky blue jacket with twelve-inch shoulders’ and a ‘pure regency haircut’. A young gay man wearing that style – which included ‘a dark jacket, obviously “semi-drape”, a spearpoint collar and a dark tie in a Windsor knot’ – could at first glance have ‘been any variation of Atlantic Youth – American, French, English, the prototype being Guy Madison or Burt Lancaster’.

         As well as this forward-looking transatlantic influence – floated in the UK in 1948 by Cecil Gee’s collection, the ‘American Look’ – there was a home-grown style that crossed the tightly patrolled barricades of class and sexuality. Originating as an attempt by the established world of British tailoring to counter the American menace, it rebounded in an entirely unexpected way, passing through Savile Row to the gay world, before it became associated with the first teenage-era generation of British working-class delinquents.

         In September 1948, Tailor & Cutter also promoted what it called the ‘Edwardian Look’, a style that harked back to the 1900s (King Edward VII) and the mid-1930s (the brief reign of dandy King Edward VIII), and whose value lay in the fact that it was defiantly British. In this first phase, jackets were cut long and trousers were narrow and ‘often with no turn-ups’. Within this elongated silhouette, the obvious symbols of dandyism were the ornate brocade waistcoat and the velvet collar.

         This style was aimed at the upper and the upper-middle classes and was taken up by young men about town, Oxbridge undergraduates and openly gay dandies like the couturier Neil ‘Bunny’ Roger. One major feature of the Edwardian style was the tight-fitting nature of the coat’s chest and waist. This wasp-waisted silhouette translated well into the gay world of the time, and, according to Nik Cohn in his survey of post-war fashion, Today There Are No More Gentlemen, it ‘became associated with queerness’.

         That was the kiss of death for Edwardian as a fashionable style, but during 1952, something unexpected happened. The precise origins of 58the early-Edwardian youth cult are lost in the mists of time, but what seems to have occurred is that some bright sparks from inner South London – from the Elephant and Castle – saw the style in the West End and decided to convert it for their own ends. Class warfare was a part of this, but the assumption of such a flamboyant, and potentially queer, style was in itself an act of rebellion.

         What the working-class ‘new’ Edwardians did was to marry the detail of the Savile Row style – the narrower jackets and trousers, the velvet collar and the fancy waistcoat – with the broader shape of the American drape and a long, slicked-back haircut. There were also elements from the existing delinquent style associated with the Cosh Boys, violent gang members named after their weapon of choice; these items included bright ankle socks and shoes with thick crepe rubber soles (later known as ‘brothel creepers’). Their female counterparts wore their hair in a DA – slicked back like a duck’s arse – and added a pencil skirt and a black bebop sweater.

         It was in summer 1953 that the Edwardians got their first coverage in the mass media, with the Clapham Common Murder Case. When a local youth, John Beckley, was murdered by a gang that July, the principal protagonist, Michael Davies, was pictured in the press reports as wearing a three-piece Edwardian suit. In their report on the trial, the Daily Mirror’s headline, ‘Flick Knives, Dance Music and Edwardian Suits’, linked lethal criminality to ‘flashy’ clothes. After this connection of their costume to violent crime, the adherents of the style became public enemy number one.

         In the UK, crimes of violence committed during 1954 by boys under twenty-one had risen by 300 per cent since 1938. At the heart of this shocking statistic were the Teddy Boys, as they were soon dubbed. As a November 1954 report from Brighton warned: ‘Strong action is expected by both police and dance hall managements to prevent any repetition of the gang fight started at the week-end by “Teddy Boys” from London in which three innocent bystanders received nasty injuries.’

         At the same time, Teddy Boys were deliberately visible symbols of difference and an inchoate breaking-down of class barriers. This was still the age of military conscription – a two-year period of national service was 59compulsory for eighteen-year-olds – and in the eyes of the authorities their defiant dandyism was transgressive. As the chief of Blackpool CID said in 1954: ‘They seem unconscious of how ridiculous they look in their drainpipe trousers, light socks, long jackets with flattering padded shoulders and effeminate mops of hair.’

         This was the barely spoken secret at the heart of the moral panic around the Edwardians. Their concentration on clothes and their long hair was seen as unmanly and, possibly worse, an echo of the style’s origins in the still subterranean gay subculture. This was the first post-war link between fashionable gay men and antinomian working-class youth subcultures – a troubled, if fertile, crossover that would gain increasing influence in the pop 1960s to come. In the meantime, there was mythology to make.60
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            James Dean, who deserves posthumous Oscar for powerfully sensitive Caleb role in film of Steinbeck’s mighty East of Eden and who according to rumours had done well in REBEL WITHOUT A CAUSE and GIANT, reputedly wanted Bdwy. return before his sudden death. He’d gotten Bdwy. start in Gide’s IMMORTALIST [sic] and was considering lead in Van Druten’s new DANCING IN THE CHECKERED SHADE …

            Dal McIntire, ‘Tangents’, ONE, November 1955

         

         62In 1955, the Teen Age found its prime masculine icon, a symbol of all its confusions and pleasures, its heedlessness and magnificence. James Dean wasn’t a pop singer but an experienced actor who was – to his simultaneous discomfort and delight – at the heart of the Hollywood machine. By the time he became a true teen idol, late in the year, his life was over, but he almost immediately became a myth. Above all, he embodied the strange restlessness of the emerging adolescent generation, and his highly ambivalent sexuality helped to define the parameters and possibilities of youth culture.

         On 2 November 1955, Rebel Without a Cause entered Variety’s weekly US box-office Top 10 at #3, after just one week of release. The estimated gross for those seven days was $52,000, and the picture was being held over for another week in cinemas in cities like New York, Baltimore, Boston, Buffalo, Cleveland, Pittsburgh and Washington DC. The popularity of youth movies had been established by the earlier success of Blackboard Jungle and East of Eden, but even so, this was an immediate phenomenon.

         There had been intensive pre-publicity, but much of the initial surge came from the fact that Rebel Without a Cause was the first new picture to star James Dean since his death on 30 September. His sudden and violent end, after crashing his Porsche 550 Spyder at high speed in the remote North Californian countryside, had sent Warner Brothers into a flat spin. They had a film ready to go, with a dead star at its heart. There was little precedent for this situation, but the company executives decided to press ahead, despite concerns about fan hysteria.

         ‘Nobody will come and see a corpse,’ was Jack Warner’s brutal verdict, but he was confounded. The campaign went ahead, with minor alterations, and the film premiered in New York on 26 October. The reviews followed over the next couple of weeks. Any potential disapproval on the part of the critics about this juvenile-delinquency vehicle was completely blindsided by Dean’s tragic death.

         Dean and the film that he starred in were immediately seen as emblematic. In his Los Angeles Mirror-News column, Bob Thomas thought that Dean ‘was as much in the public consciousness as when he had lived’. This was the rub. Dean’s death had not damaged the impact of Rebel Without a Cause one whit. Indeed, it cemented him as a teenage archetype 63at the exact moment, in November 1955, when post-war youth culture emerged to have a major impact on Western society – and, indeed, his life and death helped to crystallise that emergence.

         
            ———

         

         Lasting seven months during spring and summer 1955, the production of Rebel Without a Cause encompassed a turbulent time in American social history. Just as the plot’s timescale compressed a mere twenty-four hours into a full-blown melodrama that seemed to last for days, so the film captured the rapid and turbulent growth pains of a new, powerful yet unreadable cohort. As morbid, unpredictable, sexually ambiguous and unformed as he appeared on screen, Dean was fixed as the Ur-teen both in both life and death.

         In March 1955, when production started, Dean was on the cusp of stardom. A year previously, he had signed a major, nine-picture deal with Warner Brothers, and the first result of that contract was on the point of fruition. On the 9th, a preview showing of East of Eden was held in New York, and a week later in Los Angeles, with the general release to follow in April. The pre-publicity machine was already in action, and there was no doubt who was the centre of attention, with the studio handing out buttons that said: ‘James Dean Must Be Seen’.

         On 15 March, the New York Times published a long interview with Dean by Howard Thompson, in which the naturally suspicious actor was comparatively open and unguarded. To the young journalist, he already seemed to embody an American archetype: ‘The slender frame and boyish features suggested a Booth Tarkington hero.’ More candid than usual, Dean admitted that he had found his first year in Hollywood very difficult: ‘The problem for this cat – myself – is not to get lost.’

         Earlier that month, Life magazine had published a major feature on the young actor, with stark, high-contrast, black-and-white photographs by Dennis Stock that emphasised the tagline ‘Moody New Star’. Stock had spent three weeks with Dean on location in New York and his highly conservative home town of Fairmount, Indiana. It was an emotional, evocative shoot. Stock later reflected that Dean’s ‘meteoric’ rise to fame 64had ‘cut him off forever from his small-town Midwestern origins, [so] that he could never really go home again’.

         Dean’s experience of Fairmount was bittersweet. Like Little Richard and Johnnie Ray, he was the product of a troubled family background. His mother died when he was nine, a shattering event that he was never quite able to process: as an actress friend, Christine White, later said, ‘He had a leak in his heart.’ Sent off to live with his aunt and uncle on their farm, his facility at sports enabled him to fit in, but as his music teacher at Fairmount High, Don Martin, remembered, he was ‘an introvert. He had a terrible complex.’

         It was at Fairmount that Dean encountered the first of the nonconformist influences in his life. Falling into the orbit of a gay clergyman, James DeWeerd, he was educated in books, music and yoga, and instilled with a penchant for expensive fast cars. Thanks to the older man’s influence, Dean got a glimpse of the outside world and decided he wanted out of Fairmount. After graduation, he headed out to California to live with his father and stepmother and further his theatrical ambitions. It did not go well.

         Winton Dean thought that acting was not a manly profession and ‘the movies were full of pantywaists’, and he freely transmitted his views to his son. After leaving home, Dean lived the life of an ambitious but struggling student actor. Although he occasionally got bit parts in radio and television shows, as well as a Pepsi commercial, he was, more often than not, unemployed. A snapshot of this time sees him expelled from his fraternity at UCLA, Sigma Nu, after getting into fist fights and refusing to participate in group activities.

         After quitting UCLA in 1951, Dean was working as a parking valet in Hollywood when he met his second gay mentor, the wealthy, older advertising executive and director Rogers Brackett. As a mentor and possible lover, Brackett resolved Dean’s ongoing difficulties with the draft board, paying for a psychiatrist to say that the young man was homosexual (although he may well have been rejected because of his poor eyesight), as well as supporting the impoverished actor and boosting his career.

         In early 1952, Dean moved to New York and, with contacts provided by Brackett, quickly found himself a place to stay and, through a casting 65agent, got work in radio and television, including five jobs with CBS in March. Manhattan was a revelation to Dean, who loved its pace and opportunities. Ambitious and restless, he was already moving very fast, picking up unusual people and future contacts.

         He was developing his acting style, as his friend and fellow actor Robert Stevens remembered: ‘The way he worked was that all the personal feelings that he had in himself would just come up through the parts he was playing – it was like a massive psychological ejaculation. Made me think of what I’d read about the way Soutine painted: the individual tearing himself apart – kind of a volcano of emotions – but restrained, too, and fitting right into whatever he was doing.’

         After a brief flirtation with the Actors Studio – whose director, Lee Strasberg, thought him doomed and destructive – Dean was given his first lead role in a TV drama called A Long Time Till Dawn, written by the future Twilight Zone creator, Rod Serling. That same month, Dean played the part of Bachir in The Immoralist, a theatrical adaptation by Ruth and Augustus Goetz of André Gide’s 1902 novel, which sought to unravel the hysteria that surrounded the topic of homosexuality. Although not a principal character, the insinuating servant Bachir was played by Dean as a more contemporary hustler – an interpretation that evinced mixed opinions. Although he got good notices, Dean crossed swords with the replacement director and left the cast after two weeks – a sign of things to come.

         However, it was his brief stretch in The Immoralist that got him the attention of Hollywood. Through a friend of the playwrights, Dean was introduced to the director Elia Kazan, who was hot after his film version of A Streetcar Named Desire, featuring Marlon Brando, had won four Oscars in 1951. By early 1954, he was deep into the production of On the Waterfront, starring Brando and Karl Malden, but he was already beginning to make preparations for the film of John Steinbeck’s biblical story of rivalry and redemption, East of Eden.

         Kazan remembered that on their first meeting in February 1954, Dean endeared himself to the director by not indulging in flattery or obsequiousness. Indeed, Dean was perfect for the role of Caleb Trask, one of the twin sons of the wealthy Adam Trask. In an echo of the actor’s family 66history, Cal’s mother has disappeared, and in her place Adam favours the more conventional Aaron. The two brothers are involved in a deadly sibling rivalry for their father’s attention, and it is Cal who loses.

         As in fiction, so in reality, as the relationship between Dean and Richard Davalos, who played Aaron, was vexed. At the film’s end, Cal, in seeking his father’s final approval, is rejected once again and explodes into violence. Kazan frankly exploited his star’s damaged psychology in this climactic explosion. ‘I thought he was an extreme grotesque of a boy, a twisted boy,’ he said. ‘As I got to know his father, as I got to know about his family, I learned that he had been, in fact, twisted by the denial of love.’

         By nature awkward and contrary, Dean found Hollywood a struggle. He was at once a farm boy – his origins accentuated in his early press releases – and an upcoming name, fit to associate with the other human deities of this modern Olympus. On the one hand he was privileged; on the other he was a self-defined outcast. Part of his unease was caused by his sexual fluidity, if not ambivalence. From the word go, he attracted the interest of older homosexuals, being mentioned as the protégé of known gay actor Clifton Webb and getting introduced by co-star Julie Harris to the author Christopher Isherwood and the painter Don Bachardy. At the same time, he was pursuing an intense affair with the young Italian actress Pier Angeli, which resulted in a bitter public stand-off when her parents disapproved.

         In Hollywood’s eyes, Dean was the new Marlon Brando, and as the new teenage rebel du jour some attitude was expected, but the pressures of Hollywood only amplified Dean’s ambivalence between ambition and autonomy. To become a star was also to become a demigod, and that involved the warping of a personality that was erected on shaky ground. In a letter to his friend Barbara Glenn that summer, he expressed his extreme distrust of Kazan and other Hollywood insiders, referring to how they could take advantage of people. He signed it ‘H-bomb Dean’.

         As soon as filming was over, Dean returned to New York, where he did some television work and met up with his old friends, including Barbara Glenn and Frank Corsaro, who had directed Dean in an off-Broadway production of The Scarecrow in 1953. Corsaro observed his friend’s difficulties with Hollywood, and thought that they stemmed from his own 67ambiguities, which were being highlighted under intense pressure at the same time as they were coming under even more intense scrutiny.

         ‘Jimmy’s is a highly sexualised image,’ Corsaro said. ‘He’s a younger version of what someone said of Brando, the brute “with girl’s eyes”. Jimmy, Brando and Clift knew how to play the field; how to project a unique mixture of “delicate macho” – “save me, but don’t come too close.” Jimmy lived a complex, shady existence. Emotionally, he was a male hustler. Jimmy couldn’t help the androgyny, he was glorified for it while being told at the same time to stamp it out. His cruelty arose out of that conflict.’

         Dean’s life was quickening. On 6 December 1954, the first of two unannounced public previews of East of Eden was held in Huntington Park, Los Angeles. Kazan remembered that women started screaming as soon as Dean appeared on screen. The second was held in Encino, where the audience exploded with excitement.

         The critics and columnists quickly fell into line. Hedda Hopper referred to Dean as ‘the brightest new star in town’, while Mike Connolly also called him ‘Hollywood’s brightest new star’, deeming him to be ‘at the very top with the all-time greats’. This sudden, massive acceleration informed the initial stages of development on Rebel Without a Cause. By this stage, the screenwriter Stewart Stern had been pulled into the project, and he was spending a lot of his time with his cousin Arthur Loew, Dean and Nicholas Ray. His observations on the young actor as he ascended to stardom were acute: ‘He was constantly fucking himself over by behaviour designed to alienate people. This kid had no experience! At the core of this, I sensed a terrible, yawning feeling of inadequacy and emptiness and yearning, and I told him that.’

         Stern had been hired as the third screenwriter on Rebel. Fascinated by the topic of juvenile delinquency, Ray had been mulling the project throughout 1954, even writing an early treatment called ‘The Blind Run’, based on a list of horrific teenage crimes delineated in Newsweek that September. He had already gone through two writers, both of whom had been suggested by the studio: Leon Uris and Amboy Dukes author Irving Shulman, who would turn his version of the script into the 1956 novel Children of the Dark.68

         The film was very personal to the director. By late 1954, Ray was forty-three, with several years of successful films behind him, ranging from film noir (They Live by Night, 1948) and war films (Flying Leathernecks, 1951) to westerns (Johnny Guitar, 1954). He was at once a man’s man and strangely insecure: bisexual, prone to depression, with poor impulse control and over-involvement in his professional projects. Rebel Without a Cause* was an opportunity to revisit and prolong his 69own youth, as well as explore his radical thoughts about delinquency. 

         In James Dean, he saw a mirror image of his own deep sexual and social ambiguities. In explaining Dean, as he later did, he was partly explaining himself. To work with the actor meant ‘exploring his nature, trying to understand it; without this, his powers of expression were frozen. He retreated, he sulked. He always wanted to make a film in which he could personally believe, but it was never easy for him. Between belief and action lay the obstacle of his own deep, obscure uncertainty.’

         On 9 March 1955, East of Eden premiered in New York. Dean did not attend. The reviews went both ways, but the reaction of teens was immediate and visceral, and within a week of release, the film had shot to #2 in the weekly US box-office Top 10. A couple of weeks later, shooting began on Rebel Without a Cause. In a switch reminiscent of leaving Kansas for Oz, the film stock was changed after three days from black and white to the new ‘Warnercolor’ process, a decision that gave the movie much of its allure. The widescreen colour was almost over-saturated. As well as colour-coding the characters (most notably in the warning hues of Dean’s red jacket), it gave the film a heightened quality that persists. It is both artificial and hyperreal – a fevered dream.

         The shoot lasted for two months; there was intense time pressure because Dean was scheduled to appear on the set of his next film, Giant, at the end of May. During that period, there were tectonic shifts in the world outside. As the cast prepared to shoot one of the film’s key scenes – the chicken run – the Warsaw Pact was ratified, ensuring the Russian domination of Eastern Europe and upping the stakes in the Cold War. The New York Times reported that Cold War tensions were one of the principal factors in the rise of juvenile delinquency.

         In mid-May, the whole of the West Coast was put on nuclear alert. Sirens wailed and radio stations went off the air, but it was a false alarm. On 15 May, the last in the sequence of nuclear tests called Operation Teapot occurred at 5 a.m., while the cast were finishing up the chicken-run 70sequence – another kind of brinkmanship. As the night sky dissolved in a nuclear sunburst, the cast were bathed in hydrogen light, giving the lines in Stern’s script extra force.

         Much of this knife-edge atmosphere translates into the film, despite the demands of a Hollywood melodrama. Stern’s script was unusually psychological and schematic for the period: in his character notes, he cast Dean’s character, Jim, as ‘the angry victim … Because of his “nowhere” father, he does not know how to be a man. Because of his wounding mother, he anticipates destruction in all women. And yet he wants to find a girl who will be willing to receive his tenderness.’

         Rebel Without a Cause contains traces of Ray’s original working notes. Beneath the apparently bland surface of American suburbia, there are scenes of drunkenness, gang violence and intimidation, stabbing and shooting, vandalism and the chicken run – an echo of Dean’s fascination with fast cars and speed. Ray and Stern took the attitude that although they were not condoning these crimes, teenagers were simply acting out, in a raw and unpalatable form, the death drive of 1950s America.

         The script is peppered with references to dying or impending death. ‘Who lives?’ says Judy during her first encounter with Jim, and this existential question hangs over the entire film. The central trio, Jim (Dean), Judy (Natalie Wood) and Plato (Sal Mineo), are adolescents without an anchor, buffeted by poor parenting and their own convulsive emotions. They are threatened by the gang and hemmed in by the police. Both of these malign forces wear leather jackets and adhere to a standard, unthinkingly violent machismo, in contrast to the sensitive outcasts.

         Plato is the film’s wild card. Twenty minutes in, he opens his school locker to reveal a bevelled mirror and a pin-up of action hero Alan Ladd. To those who were watching carefully, this immediately suggested that the character was homosexual. Stern wrote Plato as sexually ambiguous – ‘the kid in school who would have been tagged a faggot’, he later stated – and he was played by Sal Mineo, who was perfect: still unformed at sixteen and unaware of his own homosexuality.

         This caused problems with the Production Code Administration, the industry’s self-censorship body. From the start, the production of Ray’s film had been bedevilled by the moral panic about juvenile delinquency 71that had already engulfed Marlon Brando’s outlaw biker vehicle The Wild One and Blackboard Jungle, a stark but melodramatic portrait of the cleavage between the generations that had risen to #1 in Variety’s weekly US box-office Top 10 at the end of April and sent its opening tune, ‘Rock Around the Clock’, to #1 for eight weeks.

         Blackboard Jungle was popular with teens and excoriated by adults. In his New York Times review, the influential critic Bosley Crowther called it ‘a full-throated, all-out testimonial to the lurid headlines that appear from time to time, reporting acts of terrorism and violence by uncontrolled urban youths … the emphasis is wholly on impudence, rebellion and violence.’ Calling the topic of juvenile delinquency ‘social dynamite’, Crowther opined that the film went beyond entertainment and reportage to act as a ‘desirable stimulant spread before the young’.

         With the Senate subcommittee examining the phenomenon of juvenile delinquency in spring 1955, Warner Brothers was forced to tread carefully. As far back as March, the script of Rebel Without a Cause had come under scrutiny from the film industry’s chief censor, Geoffrey M. Shurlock of the Production Code Association, who itemised nineteen objections. These included violence, disrespect to the police and dubious sexuality: ‘It is of course vital that there be no inference of a questionable or homosexual relationship between Jim and Plato.’

         On 16 June, with shooting on Rebel wrapped, studio head Jack Warner appeared at a hearing in Washington that had been called by Senate subcommittee chairman Estes Kefauver to examine the relation between film violence and juvenile delinquency. Kefauver heard testimony from the Hacker Foundation, which held that the gratuitous violence in these films was actually ‘hostile manifestations of a perverse sexuality’, and Hollywood figures, including the president of Paramount Pictures and the actor Ronald Reagan.

         Kefauver presented the studio head with a ‘dirty dozen’ list of films that he deemed ‘too violent, sexually oriented, or too pro criminal’. Blackboard Jungle was at the top, with the unreleased Rebel Without a Cause also included. Warner deflected the criticism by stating that the film was still in the editing stage, and thus incomplete. He did, however, drop a major howler by stating that the film highlighted ‘the juvenile 72delinquency of parents’ – a clever inversion that although it represented the film’s psychological underpinning, did not help his cause.

         Indeed, Dean seemed to deliberately lean into the suggestion of a ‘questionable’ relationship between Jim and Plato. Mineo remembered that Dean said to him when they were getting into their roles: ‘You know how I am with Natalie. Well, why don’t you pretend I’m her and you’re me? Pretend you want to touch my hair but you’re shy. I’m not shy like you. I love you. I’ll touch your hair.’ Transmuted into affection rather than overt sexuality, this underlying dynamic was encouraged by Nicholas Ray and gives the eternal trio of Jim, Judy and Plato much of its complexity.

         The question then arises about Dean’s own sexuality. In the six decades since his death, there have been many biographies itemising his gay affairs, sometimes salaciously, sometimes in a matter-of-fact manner. At the same time, he had many relationships with women. Nothing was reported at the time, and very few people would have thought Dean homosexual in 1955 – largely because of the taboo still surrounding the topic. And, with all parties now dead, it is impossible to be certain about anything, should anyone wish to be.

         Which is how Dean would have wanted it. It is clear that he had close friendships with gay men and that that was part of his ability to stand outside contemporary norms. Whether or not any homosexuality he had was latent or consummated is impossible to fully ascertain. It is likely that it was the latter – and he certainly had gay fans – but in the end it isn’t that important. Dean’s projected bisexuality was an important element in his androgynous image; it was, as David Dalton writes, ‘part of his general wandering in and out of different personalities’.

         Within the context of the 1950s, Dean was a shape-shifter, travelling between all kinds of opposites so fast that he would never be caught, caged or pinned down. He was at once attractive to men and women; he was both a farm boy and a hot movie star; he oscillated between New York and Los Angeles, the theatre and the movies; he could be charming and abrasive. During his lifetime, he never quite settled; he was a person and persona in flux, which made him perfect for the position of teenage avatar.73

         Thus far on film, Dean had been the sharpest point in any triangle, but in Rebel Without a Cause, that role was taken by Plato. As a teen effectively without parents, he is the most troubled. The disturbance that the others play with is real in his case. Friendless, outcast, the victim of a beating by the gang, he finds a temporary haven with Jim and Judy in a deserted mansion, where they are, briefly, free to discover a world of their own – a vision of the teenage future in which sex and gender roles begin to shift and blur.

         The mansion had been used as the principal set in Sunset Boulevard, and the hidden reference fostered the idea that this was a new generation taking its place. As the trio dance, float and dip, in a Cocteau-like narcotic reverie, through the deserted grandeur of the mansion and its swimming pool, they mockingly play with adult identities and imagine what a world without trouble and pain could be like. In a key scene, Judy is cradling Jim, while Jim affectionately ruffles Plato’s hair: the eternal triangle at peace.

         As the central character, Jim’s masculinity is key. He stands alone and holds his ground, exercising his own authenticity. His willingness to nurture and shield the obviously troubled and probably homosexual Plato is very different from the machismo of the leather-jacketed gang. It is also in opposition to the corrosive influences at home, where his father is emasculated by his domineering mother and her own mother; where his father, played by Jim Backus, is wearing an apron as he fusses around the house.

         Masculinity was a vital part of Stern’s approach to the script, as he later admitted: ‘it also informed my writing of Rebel – especially this whole question of the masks we feel we need to wear in front of others – and what exactly defines a “man”’.

         Dean embodies this brilliantly. Caught between momism and machismo, Jim painfully finds a third way that does not deny his tenderness, softness, even possible homosexuality. He is attempting to transcend the conforming, militaristic model of masculinity in the 1950s, as Judy recognises in the climactic scene: after asking Jim what he thinks a girl wants in a man, she insists on a man ‘who can be gentle and sweet … and someone who doesn’t run away when you want them. Like being Plato’s friend when nobody else liked him. That’s being strong.’ 74

         This would be one of the principal elements of mass youth culture as it developed during the 1950s and beyond. Different attitudes to sex and gender – whether arising from the lives or the performances of key participants – were an integral part of this new Teen Age. This was not just because of the milieu – show business – from which it originated, but because it was what outliers like Dean wanted. They perceived that the old ways were not working, and they wanted change. The alchemy was that millions of others wanted the same thing.

         Rebel Without a Cause did not go so far as to suggest that the triad of two men and one woman could continue. As the sexually suspect link in the triangle, Plato is dispensable, indeed has to die in order for the heterosexual idyll of Jim and Judy to be consummated without distraction. However, the film’s final scenes, with Jim in tears, covering his dead friend with his red windcheater in a final act of tenderness, pack a considerable punch. The idea of a teenage sacrifice was potent, and on the point of realisation.

         Dean was alive, almost preternaturally so: as Kazan had stated, he ‘had the shine and shiver of life, you could call it, a certain wildness, a genuineness’. In Rebel Without a Cause, his reactions are lightning fast, up and down like a switchback, always mobile, never static. In his life and his art, he was burning up, embodying the intensity of the moment to such a pitch that, on screen, it attained an everlasting present. In his interviews for the film, it felt as though he was trying to pack as much life as he could into his allotted time. The clock was always ticking.

         In late August 1955, just after Giant had finished shooting, Dean gave an audience to Mike Connolly. He turned it on for the cynical, seen-it-all, gay reporter, inviting him into his San Fernando Valley home, which was full of records and books and dominated by a large hi-fi system. Completely charmed, Connolly presented a restless soul in a timeless, almost prelapsarian idyll. Dean offers him raisin-and-honey bread and cream cheese, while inviting in a group of young neighbours, aged between seven and eighteen, to whom he gives peaches.

         Connolly did observe an element of the macabre, however: ‘a hangman’s rope hanging from one of the living room beams with the sign “We Also Remove Bodies”’. This was only the latest of Dean’s unsettling jokes. 75On the shoot with Dennis Stock in Fairmount, earlier that year, he had insisted that the photographer snap him lying inside a coffin: ‘It’s one thing not to be afraid of death and to be realistic about it, but he was afraid, afraid,’ the photographer remembered. ‘And his way of dealing with it was to laugh in the demon’s face, to make fun of it, tempt it, taunt it.’

         Dean’s hunger for life was balanced by a profound death wish, expressed in his obsession with fast motorcycles and fast cars, which he drove with considerable skill and recklessness. He was fond of misquoting a line from Nicholas Ray’s 1949 film Knock on Any Door: ‘Live fast, die young and have a good-looking corpse!’ This was a combustible mix, and in his compulsion to live and race as hard as possible, H-bomb Dean was chasing death as hard as he was life. He was an accident waiting to happen.

         Premiered with grieving co-stars and released in the wake of tragedy, Rebel Without a Cause was, and remains, a haunted and haunting film. All three of the major players – James Dean, Natalie Wood, Sal Mineo – would die before their time, in circumstances that were both mysterious and violent. In a similar way, Nicholas Ray’s career would become stalled, as if he was struck by this fatal spell. He would never again find the community of youthful spirit that helped to make the film the masterpiece that it is.

         At the same time, Dean’s death cemented him as the ultimate teenage icon. There had always been morbidity in youth culture, going back to the Romantics’ celebration of the poet and forger Thomas Chatterton – dead by his own hand at the age of seventeen – and carrying through to the extraordinary scenes that surrounded Rudolph Valentino’s death in summer 1926, when thousands of sheiks and shebas thronged the streets of Manhattan to look at the corpse in its open coffin. Similar morbidities and sexual ambiguities would soon attend Dean.

         There was one odd omission in the film, however. Unlike Blackboard Jungle, there was no rock ’n’ roll on the soundtrack. Despite the identification of rock ’n’ roll with youth culture during 1955, the score was handled by the classically trained Leonard Rosenman, who had also worked on East of Eden. The movies were still the leading culture industry in 1955, but in 1956 their dominance would be challenged by a new form of youth music, rock ’n’ roll, spearheaded by a young man of twenty-one who sought to be the inheritor of James Dean’s mantle.76

         
            * The title Rebel Without a Cause came from a 1944 book by the radical psychologist Robert M. Lindner. This faithfully reproduced the results of a forty-five-hour-long hypnoanalysis course practised on ‘Harold’, an adolescent imprisoned for a serious crime of violence. This was a very early appearance of the term ‘psychopath’, which was defined by Lindner as ‘a rebel without a cause, an agitator without a slogan, a revolutionary without a program’. This made a big splash on publication and was optioned by Warner Brothers, who kept the title on file.

            In November 1955, Lindner was preparing for the publication of his fifth and final book, Must You Conform?, collecting a series of lectures he had held in California the year before. These included ‘Homosexuality and the Contemporary Scene’, ‘The Mutiny of the Young’, ‘Must You Conform?’ and ‘The Instinct of Rebellion’, which, presented as the Hacker Foundation Lecture during that month, had aroused a storm of controversy.

            Lindner’s basic thesis was that half a century in, life in the new Mass Age engendered a grinding, soul-destroying conformity: ‘The Mass Man, of course, is the psychopath in excelsis. A mechanised, robotised caricature of humanity, it is he who finally tears down around his own head the house of his culture. A slave in mind and body, whose life signifies no more than an instrument of his master’s power, a lost creature without separate identity in the herding collectivity … it is he who finally inherits the earth and runs it to ruin.’

            His purpose was to examine how the rigid imposition of social norms affected the behaviour of various marginal groups, including homosexuals and teenagers. Seeking to emphasise the cause rather than the symptom, he observed ‘how social illusions are created and employed for the preservation of conservatism and even reaction under the guise of progress, and how protean are the devices available to human intelligence when it lends itself to the persistence of the conformist error’.

            Lindner thought that attitudes to homosexuality had not substantively altered since the middle of the nineteenth century and considered American puritanism to blame. He questioned why homosexuality had to be legislated against at all. He also regarded the repressive nature of the ‘reigning sex morality’ as being responsible for a rebellious and nonconformist streak in homosexual lives, which was beginning to crystallise into the creation of a self-identity and the struggle for rights.

            Adolescence was the main focus of his polemic, however. Responding to the contemporary moral panic about teenage behaviour, his lectures were informed by his almost daily contact with young people in schools, clinics, courtrooms and prisons: ‘What marks the youth of this day as different to his predecessor is a tendency to act out, to display, his inner turmoil. This trend, I think it can be agreed, is in direct contrast to the suffering out of the same agitation by adolescents of yesteryear.’
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            In James Dean, today’s youth discovers itself.

            François Truffaut, ‘Feu de James Dean’, Arts, 26 September 1956

         

         78Nineteen fifty-six was the year when rock ’n’ roll took over from the movies as the prime motivator of youth culture. It was propelled not only by Black originators like Little Richard, but by the incredible rise of a white interpreter of Black R&B, who combined a definite element of race mixing – as it was called then – with a seemingly overripe, if not effeminate, appearance that scandalised adults and set the template for waves of successive pop stars to come. The new teen audience wanted difference, and androgyny was part of that package.

         The year started slowly, with little hint of the avalanche to come. In the first Billboard chart of 1956, the highest-ranking record associated with rock ’n’ roll was Gale Storm’s ‘I Hear You Knocking’ at #3, with Kay Starr’s ‘Rock and Roll Waltz’ at #21. Bill Haley & His Comets had a couple of records further down the charts, but there were no Black proponents of the new style to be seen. With Dean Martin, Frank Sinatra and Bing Crosby in the Top 20, it was still possible to see rock ’n’ roll as a youthful fad, a brief interruption to business as normal.

         On 18 February, Little Richard’s ‘Tutti Frutti’ rose to #21 in the Billboard Pop 100. The record had been hovering in the Top 5 of the Rhythm and Blues charts since November, rising up to #3 that week, still stuck behind the perennially popular ‘The Great Pretender’. Entering the charts in mid-January, it suffered from competition with Pat Boone’s hasty cover version, which stood nine places higher at #12 on that mid-February chart. Stimulated by Richard’s success, Boone’s cover had been released only a couple of weeks previously.

         Attitudes were split at Specialty Records. Art Rupe was sanguine: he thought Boone’s version was ‘pasteurised’, but that it might have ‘opened the door for subsequent sales of Little Richard records’. It’s fair to say that Richard was not pleased. Although silent at the time, he later rightfully raged against the hypocrisy and racism, saying: ‘They needed a rock star to block me out of white homes because I was a hero to white kids. The white kids would have Pat Boone upon the dresser and me in the drawer ’cause they liked my version better, but the families didn’t want me because of the image that I was projecting.’

         In February 1956, rock ’n’ roll hadn’t fully broken through. Bill Haley & His Comets had already had several big hits, the biggest of 79which was ‘Rock Around the Clock’ – #1 for eight weeks that summer. This was some kind of shift, but Haley’s band was basically a western swing outfit with a heavier beat. Meantime, the Black American originators of the style – apart from Chuck Berry, who had a Top 5 hit with ‘Maybellene’ – found it difficult to cross over to the mainstream. Then Richard came along.

         At any given moment, there is the pop sound of the day. In February 1956, it was easy listening: songs that began with a brief choral or orchestral sequence, moving into standard romantic scenarios delivered by ‘good’, recognisably adult singers. There were travelogues and close-harmony groups: the Dream Weavers, the Four Lads, the Crew-Cuts. The #1 record in mid-February was a more authentic doo-wop number, the Platters’ ‘The Great Pretender’, but even that fit within the close-harmony template.

         Even the more teenage-styled records, which circled ever closer to rock ’n’ roll, lacked basic fire: Gale Storm’s cute cover of Smiley Lewis’s ‘I Hear You Knocking’, Kay Starr’s ‘Rock and Roll Waltz’ and Pat Boone’s version of ‘Tutti Frutti’, a force of nature turned into a novelty. But Richard was not to be denied. With its famous opening chant, his ‘Tutti Frutti’ arrived as a rude rupture in this collective swoon. The whole effect was of abandon, of release, of something that had been suppressed but was now released into the populace.

         For the next two months, throughout February and March, both versions of ‘Tutti Frutti’ – the one pseudo-sacred and the other profane – danced around each other in the Billboard charts. Boone’s version peaked several places above Richard’s original and lasted several weeks longer in the Top 100. As Bumps Blackwell later remembered: ‘The white radio stations wouldn’t play Richard’s version of “Tutti Frutti” and made Boone’s cover number one.’

         With the early-March release of Richard’s second Specialty single – and the near certainty of a bowdlerised cover by Boone or someone else – the producer and the singer decided to take revenge. It needed some work. A couple of takes of ‘Long Tall Sally’ had already been recorded in Los Angeles right at the end of November 1955, under the title of ‘The Thing’ – a typically provocative Richard reference to the 801951 horror film The Thing from Another World. They were groovy shuffles, funky enough but not explosive.

         ‘Long Tall Sally’ had originated on a scrap of paper proffered by a teenage girl. Blackwell remembered that he got a call from an influential DJ, Honey Chile, insisting that they meet. When he arrived, he found the DJ with a scrubbed sixteen-year-old called Enotris Johnson, who had written a few lines about her family situation: her aunt was sick and needed money for her care, and her uncle was running around. She wanted to draw attention to this fact, and Honey Chile thought that Blackwell could make something of the scenario.

         After seeing the Billboard chart positions in late January, Blackwell got Richard back to New Orleans and sped the song up. In his account, the fact that ‘Tutti Frutti’ had been covered by Pat Boone, with Richard’s version losing out heavily in terms of coverage, made Blackwell frustrated and determined to get his own back. Finding the lyric ‘ducked back in the alley’ running around his head, Blackwell took it to Richard, who added the hook – ‘gonna have some fun tonight’ – and a hint of drag ambiguity in the line ‘Well, I saw Uncle John with bald-headed Sally.’

         The resulting song is a joyous explosion, full of Richard’s trademark vocal shrieks and oohs, and with the key phrase drilled so that it sounds like the rat-tat-tat of a machine-gun burst. Richard’s anger at Pat Boone comes through loud and clear: Top this, motherfucker, if you can get your lips around the words.

         In 1955, ‘gonna have some fun tonight’ was a phrase to live by, and ‘Long Tall Sally’ quickly became a teenage anthem. Released in early March 1956, it got an advert and lead review in the 17 March issue of Billboard: ‘Little Richard has a sock follow-up to “Tutti Frutti” in this two-sided hit … “Long Tall Sally” is an equally effective rhythm–novelty team with humorous lyrics and another great warbling job by the artist.’ Within days, Boone rushed out his cover version. The race was on.

         The problem for Boone – and for any censors – was that ‘Long Tall Sally’ sounded like an affront, but exactly why was not clear. Boone garbled the ‘ducked back in the alley’ section, while adding the nonsense filler ‘Long Tall Sally’s got a lot on the ball / Nobody cares if she’s long and tall.’ At the same time, the censor at NBC threw his hands up in the 81air when assessing the ‘spicy new disk’ for the teen National Radio Club shows, saying, ‘How can I restrict it when I can’t even understand it?’ The teen audience voted it #1 in that week’s new releases.

         The dance resumed in April and May. Richard’s original entered the charts in early April and maintained its lead over Boone’s cover throughout its sixteen-week stay in the Billboard Pop 100. It reached a peak of R&B #1 and Pop #13 on 12 May, with Boone trailing by a few places. Blackwell and Richard’s ploy had worked. When Boone’s version failed to make the top twenty, Billboard noted the shift in the audience’s response: ‘It certainly looks as tho [sic] the public is beginning to show a decided preference for originals – regardless of their origin.’

         
            ———

         

         That spring, however, the big pop news in Billboard was the performance of ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, the first single Elvis Presley had recorded under his RCA contract, which was sweeping the board, at the top of store sales and jukebox and disc-jockey plays. By mid-May, the record was well into its eight-week run at #1, an unprecedented success that turned Elvis, and the youth culture that he was coming to represent, into a national and international phenomenon. The Teen Age had finally arrived, and music was at its heart.

         ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ had been recorded in early January 1956, and it was an unusual choice for a singer who had made his name with five uptempo singles on Sun Records. It was a doomy, slow-paced blues that, in the repeated piano doublets, had a hint of burlesque. Elvis’s heavily echoed vocal was foregrounded, emphasising both his status as the star and the dark, haunted lyrics. Although it was very different from anything he’d recorded before, Elvis believed in the song. It caught the post-Dean teen mood of morbidity.

         The song’s storyline had been sparked, according to its writer, Mae Boren Axton, by a news report about an anonymous suicide, headlined ‘Story of Person Who Walked Lonely Street’. She played the song to Presley when they met for the second time, in Nashville on 10 November 1955. Axton had already encountered the singer when she worked as his 82publicist during a stint in Florida in May that year. When she asked a fan about his appeal, they replied: ‘Awww, Miz Axton he’s just a great big beautiful hunk of forbidden fruit.’

         After signing to RCA Records for $35,000 that November, Elvis set to work in the new year, recording eleven songs in three New York sessions. They included his first single, as well as covers of R&B and blues songs like Arthur Crudup’s ‘My Baby Left Me’, the Drifters’ ‘Money Honey’ and Little Richard’s ‘Tutti Frutti’ – rearranged for a small, guitar-based combo. Backed by the industry might of RCA, ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ was quickly reviewed on its release, gaining a prominent mention in Billboard ’s ‘Review Spotlight’ column.*

         In January 1956, Elvis did his first major interview with a young wire reporter. During their brief twenty-five-minute-or-so session, held at RCA’s studio, Fred Danzig found Elvis fairly inarticulate but willing to please: ‘I was very surprised to hear him talk about the black performers down there and about how he tried to carry on their music.’ Elvis also mentioned that he ‘wanted to go out to Hollywood and become the next James Dean. And I thought, “Yeah, well, come on, kid …” But that was obviously his goal.’

         From late January to late March 1956, Elvis made six appearances on the nationally networked CBS programme Stage Show, hosted by Jimmy and Tommy Dorsey. Apart from three performances of ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, he played mainly blues, R&B and rock ’n’ roll, including ‘Money Honey’, ‘Blue Suede Shoes’ and ‘Tutti Frutti’ twice. The hype was on: as Bill Randle introduced the young singer on the first show, ‘We think tonight that he’s going to make television history for you.’

         Presley’s appearance and performances on these shows were radically different from those of any previous pop performer on national TV. His hair was long for the period, while his clothes were loud and, for those in the know, derived from Black American styles. His movements were uninhibited as, lost in the music, he thrust his hips in bumps and grinds 83that to many adults suggested the animalistic and exaggerated movements of a female burlesque performer. It was not the way that men were supposed to behave, and critics took note. As one Jas W. Atkins reviewed Presley’s 4 February appearance: ‘Elvis not only sings, but he adds a much-emphasized swing, a sway and a shake of the head to boot. While doing “Little Girl I Want To Play House With You”, he got more motion than [female burlesque artist] Sally Rand ever did. He weaved and rattled his head and did another thing that he said everybody would recognize called “Tutti Frutti.” The chorus of this thing ended up with an un-coherent chant that sounded to me like: “Oooh la ba lop, a rim, bam boo.”’ 
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         In March 1956, Elvis’s first album was released and included his version of ‘Tutti Frutti’. In their reviews, the critics’ immediate reaction was to refer back to the most recent emoter, Johnnie Ray. Shortly afterwards, Ray met Presley in Las Vegas and was not impressed by either him or his 84stage show. Ray felt that he was doing ‘something that about 300 other black guys had done before him’. This was a little harsh, if not totally unfair, and not reciprocated: Elvis was impressed by Ray’s passion for Black music and his performing intensity.

         In the first half of 1956, Elvis took over from Ray as pop star weirdo number one. He was young, working class, an atomic-age Li’l Abner from the Deep South, and massively successful. His love of Black music and fashion was obvious and, in a highly segregated country, deemed deeply suspect. Indeed, his flamboyant appearance was so strange and so outside the mainstream that it spoke of an effeminacy that, although not rooted in sexuality, would soon be used by critics as a weapon against him.

         Thus far, Elvis had avoided any major scrutiny, but that all changed after his 5 June performance on The Milton Berle Show. During a ferocious performance of his next single, ‘Hound Dog’, he splayed out his wrists, which at various points fluttered or hung limply – a sign of a homosexual – and, in the half-time coda, undertook a thorough examination of the whole concept of bump and grind. This was a major breach of TV etiquette, an eruption of sexuality and Black music within a family medium – a subterranean world suddenly exposed.

         With this one performance, Presley became a media sensation. For the next few weeks, the press frothed itself into a poisonous foam. In the New York Daily News, Ben Gross opined that ‘Presley, who rotates his pelvis, was appalling musically. Also, he gave an exhibition that was suggestive and vulgar, tinged with the kind of animalism that should be confined to dives and bordellos.’

         To mainstream America and its self-appointed guardians of morality, Elvis arrived as a total freak in mid-1956. Unknowingly, he had transgressed the strict boundaries of race, class, sexuality and masculinity in the Cold War freeze. The next few months would see him attain new heights of success, at the same time as suffering a barrage of hostile criticism. In one fell swoop, Elvis had become the lightning rod for American fears about juvenile delinquency, race and deviant sexuality.

         
            ———

         

         85Masculinity was the key issue. The subtext of the burlesque jibes was that Elvis was not a man but a woman, and not just any woman, but the most degraded female possible: a prostitute, a stripper, someone who sold sex for money – someone to be discarded and despised. At the same time, he was, according to Billboard, hot as a pistol: active, dangerous, explosive. The singer was bewildered by all the fuss and did a good job of defending himself where possible, but he was subject to forces outside his control: during the first half of 1956, America was still aggressively policing race and sexuality.

         It was still open season on homosexuals, sex deviates and all those who did not cleave to narrow definitions of normality. In January, On the QT continued the scandal magazine attacks on Johnnie Ray with the headline, ‘Why Johnnie Ray Likes to Go in Drag: An Odd Inclination to Dress Like a Woman May Be the Psychological Key to Ray’s Success’. All the old pseudo-psychological tropes were rehashed: Ray’s loneliness, his appeal to fundamentally sad people, his mother fixation and an allegation that he was seen in Los Angeles wearing a dress.

         At the same time, fears about juvenile delinquency continued to reverberate on both sides of the Atlantic. Some of these centred around the cult of James Dean – still indelibly associated with youth and trouble in the minds of the public and the authorities. Although by January 1956 Rebel Without a Cause had slipped out of the box-office Top 10, Warner Brothers announced that the dead actor had received thousands of letters that month. Dean was more popular – and more valuable – dead than alive.

         The link between the film and the topic that it purported to examine was taken seriously in the UK, where it was finally granted a licence in January, in similar circumstances to Blackboard Jungle: the knife-fight scene between Jim and Buzz was cut, while heavy edits were made to the chicken-race scene and the shots of Jim grappling with his father. It was, again, granted an X certificate, which meant that it could be seen only by members of the public who were over eighteen, thus denying it access to its principal market.

         The American scandal magazines sniffed a fresh victim in Dean – conveniently, one who could not answer back. The number of articles about 86the dead actor rose dramatically. In February, Whisper ran a silly story, shrouded in ghoulish hints of the occult, about Vampira, Dean’s ‘Black Madonna’, who claimed a relationship with the star. In the April issue, the teens struck back. Many were hostile: as one Elaine Hoffman wrote, ‘I think the name of your magazine should be TRASH instead of Whisper.’

         That month, the scandal magazines ran more stories about ‘sex deviates’. Top Secret ran another item about the newly married star of Giant, ‘Rock Hudson and the Girls He Spurned’. Dare magazine ran a feature that asked, ‘Do You Have the Homosexual Urge?’, advising the reader to check their ‘homosexual tendencies’. Among the prominent deviates pictured were actor Van Johnson, Johnnie Ray and English trans woman Roberta Cowell, a Second World War fighter pilot who was the first person in the UK known to have had sex reassignment surgery.

         It was in April, as well, that the simmering rage about the influence of Black music on white American youth boiled over. On the 10th of that month, the highly popular and definitely unthreatening Nat King Cole was attacked onstage in Birmingham, Alabama. Six men rushed the stage while the singer was performing in front of the Ted Heath Orchestra; he received minor back injuries and a psychic shock. The whole sorry affair was presented in the media as a clash between a campaigner for equal rights and hardcore racists.†

         In early May, just as ‘Long Tall Sally’ was reaching its chart peak, Little Richard was involved in a major riot at the American Legion Auditorium 87in Roanoke, Virginia, while playing on a bill with the Cadillacs, Ruth Brown and headliner Fats Domino. The event was over-subscribed, with both Black and white youths crammed into the venue; whites were seated in the balcony, while Blacks were on the main floor. When around 2,000 white fans sought to escape the crush by moving downstairs, the trouble started. 

         As Domino was finishing up his set at 1.15 a.m., a bottle was thrown from the balcony down onto the main floor below. The place erupted in violence between Blacks and whites, which continued outside in the venue’s parking lot and around the hotel where the performers were staying. Whether the incident was explicitly racially motivated or just simple hooliganism is not totally clear, but the former seems more likely, as it was reported in the local paper the next day under the headline ‘Racial Disturbance Climaxes Dance’.

         The Roanoke incident was one of several disturbances at rock ’n’ roll shows that year, which were seized on to fuel the reaction against both the music and race-mixing. Places such as Santa Cruz and Jersey City banned rock ’n’ roll performances through local ordinances. Rock ’n’ roll was called ‘a communicable disease’, and the censors tightened their grip. Radio stations began to drop it from their playlists, while the major networks like ABC, CBS, Mutual and NBC banned dozens of records – if they could decipher the lyrics, of course.

         The way in which the behaviour of the youth was seen as a hydra-headed problem was dramatised by the August issue of the pocket magazine Pose!, which was entitled ‘U.S. YOUTH ON A BINGE!’ The text blamed wartime negligence, as these ‘war orphans’ had grown up without guidance: ‘The arrival of the teenage hoodlum and pervert on the national scene has created tremendous problems for law enforcement and education authorities not geared for the sudden youthful crime wave,’ which included dope, murder, vandalism, gang wars and homosexuality.

         Behind all this adult excitation was the reality that the Teen Age market was becoming a fact of life. In a country that understood money and commerce above almost everything, the fact that teenagers were flexing their consumer muscles meant that they were beginning to acquire social recognition and generational power. Already there were teen magazines 88like Dig, now well into its first year, and a greater sense of the music industry’s competitive focus on the 45 rpm single format in the Billboard Top 100, expanded from the Top 20 late in 1955.

         The elevation of this long-dormant cohort met with considerable opposition, partly because of adult fears and partly because grown-ups felt that the fresh prominence of teenagers was being gained at their expense. Rock ’n’ roll was at the heart of this generational power shift, and as its most visible symbol, Elvis Presley continued to attract negative attention. In early August, critic Herb Rau reviewed his shows in the Miami Daily News, calling him ‘the biggest freak in show business history. Elvis can’t sing, can’t play the guitar – and can’t dance.’

         The simple fact was that, for all the bluster and venom, the youth of America didn’t care much about what adults thought. They had found a music that reflected how they saw the world. And it was not a flash in the pan: as 1956 wore on, other rock ’n’ roll singers came to prominence besides Elvis, Bill Haley, Fats Domino and Little Richard: Carl Perkins, Gene Vincent, Frankie Lymon and the Teenagers. It wasn’t just a fad but a whole new way of being.

         At the Teen Age zenith was Elvis – supreme, untouchable, the music industry sensation of the year. On the Billboard Top 100 chart for 1 September 1956, he had three records in the Top 10: ‘I Want You, I Need You, I Love You’ at #10, ‘Don’t Be Cruel’ at #4 and ‘Hound Dog’ at #2. That same week, RCA issued seven singles at once, taken from Elvis’s albums and EPs. This ‘sensational release’ included his version of Carl Perkins’ ‘Blue Suede Shoes’, with ‘Tutti Frutti’ on the flip. Cashbox tipped all fourteen sides as chart probables.

         That first week of September 1956 also saw the full entry of rock ’n’ roll and teen culture into the UK. With restricted radio and no live performances by American acts, it had been hard to hear the music at all. This made its impact on film even more powerful. In the third week of September, Bill Haley & His Comets had five records in the UK Top 30, including ‘Rockin’ Through the Rye’ at #3, ‘Saints Rock ’n Roll’ at #11 and the reissues ‘Rock Around the Clock’ at #17 and ‘See You Later, Alligator’ at #21. The major factor in this chart takeover was Haley’s starring appearance in the Alan Freed vehicle Rock Around the Clock, which 89featured several songs by the Comets, including ‘Razzle Dazzle’, ‘See You Later, Alligator’ and the title tune.

         Hearing rock ’n’ roll on a loud cinema speaker system must have been a revelation at the time, and it was this sonic environment that helped to cause trouble in early September, when the film was released in the UK. In America, Haley had already been eclipsed by Elvis, but he and his Comets fit the bill for excitement-starved British teens. On 4 September, The Times reported that the film was causing ‘noisy behaviour’ in South London cinemas. What this seems to have described was young fans, including some Teddy Boys, dancing in the aisles and ignoring the cinema staff when they tried to calm them down. In England during 1956, this relatively mild youth behaviour, while high-spirited and anti-authoritarian, was a new phenomenon, and was interpreted as a riot. The press certainly thought so, as did the police: during the rest of September, there were disturbances at cinemas in London and Manchester, where police ejected fifty unruly teens. The film was banned in several cities around the country, including Birmingham, Belfast, Liverpool and Bristol, and reports on ‘the riots’ even made the New York Times.

         September 1956 also saw the launch of Britain’s first rock ’n’ roll star. On the 16th, the People – a Sunday newspaper with a massive circulation of around 4.5 million – ran a story titled ‘Rock ’n’ Roll Has Got the Debs Too’, which featured a young Tommy Steele playing for an audience of rich young things. The whole thing was a complete set-up by one of Steele’s three managers, a freelance photographer and hustler called John Kennedy, who had seen the nineteen-year-old play in the tiny basement of Soho’s 2i’s Coffee Bar. After the People splash, Steele’s career quickly accelerated. Along the way, he picked up another manager, Larry Parnes, who was tired of the rag trade and wanted to get into the music industry. Both Kennedy and Parnes were gay and well connected, and they plugged Steele into the heart of the British showbiz milieu.

         Parnes had been inspired to enter showbiz by seeing Johnnie Ray at the London Palladium in spring 1955. ‘I used to see all the big stars that came in at the Palladium, Frankie Laine, Tony Martin, Billy Daniels, Johnnie Ray. The others were older, and when I saw what was 90happening in the audience, the reaction, the screaming when Johnnie Ray was there. Great Marlborough Street was blocked off, cars couldn’t get through because of the fans, he’d come out onto the roof at the back of the building and wave. People think that started with the Beatles, but it didn’t.’

         Masquerading as a tough rocker, Steele was in fact a conventional enough singer and performer. His first single for Decca Records, co-written by the young composer Lionel Bart, went into the UK charts in October 1956. ‘Rock with the Caveman’ was ersatz, but it was a start. After another rock ’n’ roll quickie, ‘Doomsday Rock’, totally flopped, he covered Guy Mitchell’s pop country hit ‘Singing the Blues’, which would eventually rise to #1 in January 1957, sharing chart space with Johnnie Ray’s last big hit, ‘Just Walking in the Rain’.

         September also saw the triumphal visit of Liberace to the UK to play at the Palladium and the Royal Albert Hall. On the 25th, he was greeted by thousands of adoring females at Waterloo Station, mob scenes that were repeated when he arrived at the venue to perform for Sunday Night at the London Palladium. These sights aroused the immediate ire of William Connor, who had a regular opinion column in the Daily Mirror, under the pseudonym of Cassandra. Nearly fifty, Connor wrote in the tone of a bluff, gruff man’s man and clearly had no truck with momism incarnate. Liberace was still being targeted by the scandal magazines in America – the September issue of On the QT had a story called ‘Mama’s Boy in Curls’ – but the ferocity of the choleric columnist was something else. Over several hundred words, Connor poured vitriol on every aspect of the pianist’s looks and sexuality, calling him ‘a deadly, winking, sniggering, snuggling, chromium-plated, scent-impregnated, luminous, quivering, giggling, fruit-flavoured, mincing, ice-covered heap of mother love’.

         Cassandra’s conclusion was perhaps nearer to the mark than anyone would have wanted to admit: ‘He is the summit of sex – the pinnacle of Masculine, Feminine and Neuter. Everything that He, She and It could ever want.’ But that was exactly the point: the new conditions of fandom gave power to women, young and old, and the biggest stars were those men who knew how to appeal to them. And they wouldn’t do so 91necessarily by being rough and tough. The new requirement of the market meant that they had to be, in some way or other, feminised.

         
            ———

         

         In the last Billboard chart of 1956, Elvis had a staggering ten records in the Top 100, with ‘Love Me Tender’ peaking at #2. This was the theme tune to Elvis’s first Hollywood movie, a musical drama of the same name. At the film’s end, Elvis’s character, Clint Reno, dies in a shoot-out: with this fated ending, he had achieved his ambition to follow in James Dean’s footsteps. The film was released in mid-November, the day after Elvis attended Liberace’s opening show at the Riviera Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas. A staged photo op saw the pair clowning around on guitars.

         In late November, the number-one movie in the US was James Dean’s last film, Giant. Starring Rock Hudson and Elizabeth Taylor, it was the hit of the season. It was a strange movie for the teenage icon to be involved in: a sprawling three-hour Hollywood epic set in the dust and heat of Texas. Dean had clashed repeatedly with the old-school director George Stevens: this was not the collegiate teen commune of Rebel Without a Cause. In his final scenes, he played a wizened and bitter old man – a whole life cycle played out on the screen.

         Number two at the box office that same week was Love Me Tender, the release of which occasioned more assaults on Elvis’s masculinity. Films in Review published a vicious attack by Henry Hart: ‘The face which Presley presents to his public is not merely devoid of character, it has an overtly insolent cast. The weak mouth seems to sneer, even in repose, and the large, heavily-lidded eyes, seem open only to be on the look-out for opportunities for self-indulgence. The long hair is one of today’s badges of the psychologically feminized male.’

         Little Richard managed to dodge this hostile scrutiny. It was an index of Elvis’s white privilege that Richard hadn’t appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show or even in the scandal magazines, but the lack of mainstream media exposure helped him to stay under the radar. His American chart career had stalled somewhat after his initial one–two punch: his June release, ‘Rip It Up’, had topped Billboard’s R&B chart but had made 92only #27 Pop, and his mid-October follow-up, ‘Heeby-Jeebies’, didn’t make the Pop chart at all. Nevertheless, Richard continued to attract ‘standing-room-only crowds’.

         Richard had crossed over to the white audience, which pleased him: ‘They’d want to get to me and tear my clothes off. I’ve always thought that Rock’n’Roll brought the races together. Although I was black, the fans didn’t care.’ While his performances were wild, his persona aggressive, almost punk, and his private life lurid, Richard was canny enough to moderate the full horror in his media appearances, usually emphasising his coy, flirtatious side in order to defuse any potential trouble.

         The range of his personae can be seen in the two films that Art Rupe managed to place the star in during 1956, figuring that if television wasn’t going to come to Richard, then Richard was going to the movies. Don’t Knock the Rock was a quick musical vehicle with a nominal plot starring Bill Haley & His Comets. Introduced by Alan Freed, Richard stands there with a huge smile, before launching into ‘Long Tall Sally’, with the Upsetters lined up behind him. His performance, in front of white teenagers, is restrained until the second verse, when he jerks back, arms flying.

         During the sax solo, Richard puts his leg on the piano and continues to play, looking skywards – a picture of innocence. ‘Tutti Frutti’ sees him strangely static at the piano, as the Upsetters, all dressed in white suits, execute a series of synchronised band moves on the stage. Richard’s fixed stare could speak of many things: concentration, irritation at the set-up or simply his mood for the day. His long hair and V-shaped eyebrows draw his face into a sharp point; there is the sense that he could turn at any moment.

         The Girl Can’t Help It was much more substantial. Richard performs two songs, ‘Ready Teddy’ and ‘She’s Got It!’, in luscious Technicolor. Just like in Don’t Knock the Rock, he looks off-camera throughout, and both clips are intercut with the undulations performed by featured star Jayne Mansfield. As was the norm, critics dismissed the film, but Frank Tashlin’s movie entered the American Weekly box-office charts at #5 at the end of 1956, remaining in the Top 10 for six weeks. Richard’s title theme went to #49 Pop – not a stellar success.93

         The film’s real impact occurred in the UK. When it was released on 11 March 1957, it made Richard into a huge star. His UK release schedule had trailed behind the US: the deal to license Specialty products on London American Records was only finalised in autumn 1956. First up was ‘Rip It Up’, which just scraped into the UK Top 30 late in 1955. In February, the coupling of ‘Long Tall Sally’ and ‘Tutti Frutti’ entered the charts, and the film sealed the deal: in mid-March 1957, Richard had three singles in the UK Top 20, with ‘Long Tall Sally’ peaking at #4.

         In America, Richard had been one of several performers thrown up by rock ’n’ roll. In the UK, he was second only to Elvis. The Girl Can’t Help It was the first time that anyone in the UK had witnessed an authentic, first-wave, Black, flamboyant rock ’n’ roller in performance. Despite being subject to the machinations of the plot, Richard’s realness came over loud and clear. He was a freak, an alien, the thing from outer space, and he imprinted his profound dramatisation of excitement and difference onto a whole generation.

         Sexuality was an important, if occluded, part of this. The young men and women listening to Richard’s records and even seeing him on screen didn’t necessarily take in the fact that he was gay or bisexual, but his very appearance and sound made sex and gender difference part of the pop package. They had long been implicit in mainstream entertainment, but with rock ’n’ roll and the teenage market they were made more explicit and broadcast to a wider, younger audience. Richard was the start, but many would follow.94

         
            * Billboard, 11 February 1956: ‘Presley’s first Victor disk might easily break in both markets. “Heartbreak Hotel” is a strong blues item wrapped up in his usual powerful style and a great beat. Presley is riding high right now with network TV appearances, and this disk should benefit from all the special plugging.’

            † Alabama had long been a hotbed of recidivism. In January, the state legislature declared that the Supreme Court decision of May 1954, which de facto desegregated public schooling, was null and void. In February, the sole Black student at the University of Alabama, Autherine Lucy, was forced to leave after serious rioting by white segregationists. In March, several Alabama senators signed the Southern Manifesto, which declared an implacable opposition to enforced integration. The rising popularity of Black American music was an important trigger for this reaction. Local politician Asa Carter told The Southerner that it was ‘a short hop from the sly night club technique vulgarity of Cole to the openly animalistic obscenity of the horde of Negro rock ’n rollers’. Shortly after the attack on Cole, Carter was quoted in the 23 April edition of Newsweek, in an article titled ‘Alabama: Who the Hoodlums Are’: ‘Rock ’n’ roll is the basic, heavy beat of Negroes. It appeals to the very base of man, brings out the animalism and the vulgarity.’
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