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            FOREWORD

            by David Mitchell

         

         Jon Savage has a gift for finding original angles of approach to his subjects and revealing new twists and turns behind the dominant narrative. 1966, his biography of ‘the year the decade exploded’, is a fine example of Savage at his most original. To repurpose a Cees Nooteboom quote, all decades are different, but the sixties were differently different. The decade’s very name is a synonym for dissent, freedom, social upheavals and clichés about love, peace and understanding. An evergreen curiosity about the era is serviced by a steady flow of histories of the 1960s. Savage sets his book apart, however, by studying the decade through the lens of a single year. The obvious choice would be 1968, a year ‘pre-illustrated’ with images of demonstrations and riots from Prague to Paris to Chicago and beyond, when – the dominant story goes – sixties idealism ran smack into tear gas, bullets, drug busts and commercialisation, and did not emerge victorious. All of which is, I suspect, one factor for Savage’s eschewing 1968 in favour of 1966, when the revolutions – partial, doomed and counter – that defined the rest of the decade were first germinating underground. Having settled on his year, Savage dedicates each chapter to a calendar month and pairs each month with a topic – drugs and LSD; the bomb and peace movements; the effect of black music; the birth of second-wave feminism. This is masterful curating. It gives the book structure and propulsion. 1966 feels, and is, fresh.

         Jon Savage has a perceptive eye for changes in the zeitgeist or, more accurately, the plural micro-zeitgeists over half a century after they happened. This clarity of vision is enabled by a deep knowledge of the films, books, drama, sport, political movements and media of the era – and, most of all, the music. Savage was a music journalist for three decades and his bibliography includes definitive studies of punk and Joy Division. 1966 explores how, by the mid-sixties, popular music was becoming a weathervane of social change – and, on occasion, the wind as well. Pro-Vietnam War factions of American society, for example, sent anthems like Sergeant Barry Sadler’s ‘The Ballad of the Green Berets’ and Jan Berry’s ‘The Universal Coward’ up the hit parade, while antiwar youth favoured anti-war songs such as Barry McGuire’s ‘Eve of Destruction’ and Country Joe and the Fish’s ‘I Feel Like I’m Fixin’ to Die’. (The author’s analyses of these songs – and countless others – are one of the joys of the book and have me repeatedly opening up my laptop to track down the music.) The music charts were becoming an arena of what we now call the culture wars. Savage’s knowledge of musicians’ biographies, memoirs and interviews also allows him to cite them directly as evidence for the zeitgeist shifts he identifies. Pop stars stroll through 1966’s months and pages like an ensemble cast. Not every bassist in a black turtleneck or singer in a miniskirt was an astute social commentator – though the brightest were – but right or wrong, perceptive or naive, they spoke for the youth who idolised them. Savage deploys the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, the Who, the Kinks et al to give voice to the zeitgeist they helped shape and were shaped by. Additionally, Savage conducted over a dozen interviews for the book. 1966 is, in part, an oral history.

         Jon Savage possesses an outsider’s eye. Historical methodology is rigorous throughout his work, and facts, drawn from fifty pages of sources cited at the end of 1966, trump conjecture. The prose is lucid, focused and does not take sides or invite us to judge. Yet Savage spent his youth in music venues among misfits and rejects, not in academia, and it shows – as an asset. He writes with a kind of ‘underground’ sensibility wholly appropriate for a book about a year when the underground was going overground and when outsider groups – African Americans, gay men and lesbians, peaceniks and ‘freaks’, anarchists and commune dwellers – were forcing the establishment(s) to concede ground, to change or fight back. Savage’s outsider’s eye affords insights that a purely scholarly writer might struggle to access. In a passage on Brian Epstein, who is usually elusive to Beatles biographers, Savage discusses the strain of hiding one’s sexuality on a generation of gay men:

         
            In many cases, the result was alcoholism, drug addiction, crippling guilt, an inability to form lasting relationships – a monstrous waste of lives. But out of this adversity came an incredible drive – the syndrome of gay overachievement … Right, if you think I’m a piece of dirt, I’m going to fucking show you that I’m not … I’m going to ram the fact that I’m better than you right down your throat. In public. So you have to see the fact that I’m richer, cleverer, prettier than you every day, in the newspapers, in the magazines, on the television.

         

         Such passages are subjective from a scholarly perspective, but when they smack so authentically of earned truth, they let light in.

         Jon Savage is a singular and gifted cultural historian. 1966 distils and bottles a decade whose ideas, art and politics continue to influence, haunt and recur in the world of the 2020s. Drink up.
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         
            ‘You see, there’s something else I’m going to do, something I must do – only I don’t know what it is. That’s why I go round painting and taping and drawing and writing and that, because it may be one of them. All I know is, this isn’t it for me.’

            JOHN LENNON, interviewed by Maureen Cleave, ‘How Does a Beatle Live? John Lennon Lives Like This’, Evening Standard, 4 March 1966

         

         In December 1966, an unusual multimedia magazine published its third issue. Created by former Women’s Wear Daily editor Phyllis Johnson, Aspen was constructed as a sequence of stand-alone artefacts, each curated by a well-known artist or communicator and including anything from flexidiscs to Super 8 films, old newspapers and jigsaw puzzles. It was designed, in the vaunting spirit of the time, to break down the boundaries between disciplines, to transcend the bound-magazine format and, ultimately, to push through into another dimension.

         The ‘Fab’ issue was designed by Andy Warhol and David Dalton. The cover resembled a packet of detergent, and inside were plenty of inserts to wipe clean your mind: a ‘Ten-Trip Ticket Book’; a flip book with images from films by Jack Smith and Warhol; twelve postcard reproductions of pop art paintings; an Exploding Plastic Inevitable underground newspaper, with writing by John Wilcock, Jonas Mekas and several others; as well as a report on the recent ‘Berkeley Conference on LSD’.

         One of the inserts was an A4 folder entitled ‘Music, Man, That’s Where It’s At’, which contained essays by the Velvet Underground’s Lou Reed, the sculptor Bob Chamberlain and Robert Shelton. All sought to describe the new condition of pop music in 1966. It was no longer simple commerce, teen romance or good times but something else: a total immersive experience, the popular form that, out of all the arts, truly reflected contemporary life. It was, in Reed’s words, ‘the only live, living thing’.

         Robert Shelton developed this theme in his essay, ‘Orpheus Plugs In’, which, by placing Bob Dylan at the forefront, discussed how poetry and poets were taking over the charts. ‘The age of space is moving us outward,’ he began, ‘the age of drugs is moving us inward. And the age of the new mass arts is moving us upward, inward, outward and forward. In this era of exploration, there are many breeds of navigators, but few more daring than the poet-musicians who are leading our pop music in new directions.

         ‘Where was pop music 20 years ago?’ he continued. ‘Dinah Shore sang “Buttons and Bows”. Helen Forrest sang “I’ve Heard That Song Before”. Kay Kyser played “I’ve Got Spurs That Jingle Jangle Jingle” and “Ole Buttermilk Sky”. The level of our pop music has changed profoundly in 20 years, no in five years, from pop art to juke-box poetry. Today’s music is talking about unvarnished reality, not about the fantasy that the commercial pop-song-writers were so deeply mired in.’

         Citing the fusion of music, poetry, dance, lights and film that could be experienced in the Avalon ballroom in San Francisco or at the Exploding Plastic Inevitable residency at the Dom in New York, Shelton called it ‘a new, total art form’. He concluded that ‘the 1966 trend is shifting toward a non-political, non-society oriented philosophy as the songs speak of alienation and anti-convention. Paradoxically, they are expressing an avant-garde, underground philosophy to a mass audience, deepening the thinking of masses of young people.’

         One might expect Lou Reed to be rhapsodic about pop’s possibilities – he was, after all, a young practitioner anxious to make his mark – but Shelton was no youthquaker. Aged forty in late June 1966, he had served in the US Army during the Second World War. In 1955, he was among the thirty New York Times staffers subpoenaed by the Senate Internal Security Subcommittee during its investigations into Communist Party infiltration. When he refused to give evidence, he was given six months in prison, but the decision was reversed on appeal.

         While his case passed back and forth through the courts, Shelton was reassigned from the news desk to entertainment. He began covering the late-1950s folk revival – most notably the various Newport Folk Festivals – and, in 1961, he wrote the first favourable review of a twenty-year-old singer, presenting him as an apprentice alchemist of time and space: thus launching Bob Dylan’s career. In March 1966, he conducted an extraordinary interview with Dylan high above the Earth, on a flight between Nebraska and Colorado.

         Shelton wasn’t the only one to remark on this flowering of mass art. Other experienced commentators like Nat Hentoff, Ralph Gleason, Kenneth Allsop, Reyner Banham and the sociologist Orlando Patterson all recognised that something extraordinary was happening in popular youth culture during 1966. Their fascinating and thoughtful observations were echoed, in a rawer and less distanced form, by the younger writers in the UK and US pop press: Richard Goldstein, Paul Williams, Tony Hall, Penny Valentine and many others.

         It was a time of enormous ambition and serious engagement. Music was no longer commenting on life but had become indivisible from life. It had become the focus not just of youth consumerism but a way of seeing, the prism through which the world was interpreted. ‘This isn’t it for me’: that simple, defiant cry, delivered by John Lennon, the most famous young person on the planet, echoed throughout 1966. Success wasn’t the be-all and end-all; it was possible to conceive of an alternative future, to believe that things could be different, that people could be free.

         1966 began in pop and ended with rock. Along with the increased ambition to be heard in the music, it was a year of rapid change and development in the various liberation movements: not just civil rights – the engine of dissent in the mid-sixties – but women’s rights and the emerging homophile movement. It was also a year in which, triggered by the escalation of the war in Vietnam, the right wing began to organise and, indeed gain power. 1966 began in the Great Society and ended with the Republican Resurgence.

         The folk memory of 1966 is contained in songs like ‘These Boots Are Made for Walking’, ‘Sunny Afternoon’, ‘Reach Out I’ll Be There’, ‘Yellow Submarine’, ‘Good Vibrations’ and so many others, powerful nostalgia triggers that hark back to what appears as a simpler, sunnier time. In Britain, there is the high point of England winning the World Cup and ‘Swinging London’, two national events that were revived thirty years later during the simulacrum of ‘Cool Britannia’.

         Everyone thinks they know about the sixties. It was a golden pop age; it was the moment when everything started going downhill. It was the start of the alternative society; it was only a couple of hundred people in London, while ‘real life’ – whatever that is – went on elsewhere. Even the clichés have become politicised: it should be noted that the sixties have been attacked by successive waves of cultural conservatives – the New Right, the neo-cons and the neo-liberals – over the past thirty years.

         This book contains twelve essays, one per month, based on one record and then expanding out into the themes and events of that month in America and Britain. The choice of the single is deliberate: 1966 was the last year when the 45 was the principal pop music form, before the full advent of the album as a creative and a commercial force was heralded by Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band in summer 1967. The early chapters are constructed around a single theme: for instance, Chapter 3 is devoted to ‘The Ballad of the Green Berets’ and the Vietnam war in America.

         After Chapter 9, however, there are multiple themes in each chapter, reflecting the fragmentation of modernist time and the breakdown in the unitary pop narrative that occurred at that point in the year with the disappearance of the Beatles. Primary sources have been used where possible in order to eradicate hindsight and to reconstruct the mood of the time by highlighting the way that people thought at the time, the way that they talked and the language that they used, and what they felt was important.

         The premise throughout is that music did reflect the world during 1966; that it was connected to events outside the pop culture bubble and was understood to do so by many of its listeners; that there was something more than image and sales at stake. It was a year when audacious ideas and experiments were at a premium in the mass market and in youth culture, with a corresponding backlash from those for whom the rate of change was too quick. The resulting tension was terrific. 1966 was the sixties peak, the year when the decade exploded.

         
            * * *

         

         I was attracted to 1966 because of the music and what I hear in it: ambition, acceleration and compression. So much is packed into the 45s from this period: ideas, attitudes, lyrics and musical experimentation that in the more indulgent years to come would be stretched out into thirty-five- to forty-minute albums. Condensed within the two-to three-minute format, the possibilities of 1966 are expressed with an extraordinary electricity and intensity. They still sound explosive today, fifty years later.

         To begin researching the story, I listened to the records, on 45 where possible. Then I went back to the music press of the time. In the US, this was more problematic: most of the pop magazines, like 16 or TeenSet, were monthlies, and thus unable to always react with the speed that the developments of the year required. A more accurate mapping of the rate of change was the weekly KRLA Beat, published out of Los Angeles during the year that the city became the international pop mecca.

         Nothing in America compared to the four British weeklies – the New Musical Express, Melody Maker, Record Mirror and Disc and Music Echo. Between them, they covered this extraordinary year in almost complete detail; along with Rave, they represent a fertile historical resource. In those yellowing pages, I found the most extraordinary statements and ideas, not just from the writers who defined the year – Penny Valentine, Tony Hall and Derek Taylor – but from the interviewees, the musicians themselves.

         People think that a critical and rebellious youth culture began with hippies and the underground press in 1967. In the music press from 1966, along with Ralph J. Gleason’s San Francisco Chronicle columns and the new magazines that started that year – Crawdaddy!, Mojo Navigator, the Oracle, Heatwave, International Times – almost all the ideas and attitudes that would define the remaining years of the decade are in place: the Love Generation, opposition to the Vietnam war, critiques of youth consumerism, an alternative society, a new world as yet unmade.

         As a series of essays, the book is not and does not claim to be definitive. As it happens, the only major pop figure of the year who is not discussed at some length is Bob Dylan, who is nevertheless a hooded presence throughout. His travails and extraordinary achievements of 1966 have been well covered by writers like Sean Wilentz, Robert Shelton, Clinton Heylin and C. P. Lee, and I direct you to their books. Even so, if you want to experience 1966 in the raw, just listen to any of Dylan’s acoustic concerts from April/May that year.

         There are other areas that I would have loved to explore: free jazz, the beginnings of downtown minimalism and the spread of Far Eastern music; ska; Happenings; and the Situationist International’s intervention at Strasbourg University, to name but a few. But they are for another book. For reasons of space, sense and fidelity to the material, I decided to restrict the musical coverage to 45s and, in particular, although not exclusively, those that made the charts – Billboard in the US and Record Retailer in the UK – that year.

         I turned thirteen in late summer 1966, and spent much of the year bathed in the music that I saw on television and tuned into on Radio Caroline South. The 45s that I heard went very deep and, in many ways, that mixture of mainstream pop, hard mod pop, West Coast, soul and Motown has stayed with me as an ideal. Those singles are written about in the following pages, and it is to their resounding and unquenchable spirit of freedom that this book is dedicated.
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            1 : JANUARY

            A Quiet Explosion: CND, Protest and the Conspiracy of Silence
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            ‘“THE SOUND OF SILENCE”: “Take my arms that I may reach you” across the silence that divides the heart, the neon that burns cold and stabs the night and “formulates on the end of a pin” all that lives in its light and shadow.’

            JUDITH PIEPE, sleeve notes for The Paul Simon Songbook, 1965

         

         1966 was a year of noise and tumult, of brightly coloured patterns clashing with black and white politics, of furious forward motion and an outraged, awakening reaction. There was a sense that anything was possible to those who dared, a willingness to strive towards the seemingly unattainable. There remains an overwhelming urgency that marks the music and movies of that year, counter-balanced by traces of loss, disconnection and deep melancholy.

         But underneath all the sound and fury – and the moments of regret – lies a profound silence. This is not the silence of peace, of solitude, of sought withdrawal – or even meditation, although all of these states would be examined during that year. It’s not a silence that exists within itself; it is a rupture, a prelude to something that is barely conceivable. This silence is an artificially created vacuum – a few instants of bone-shaking terror – that turns the world inside out.

         You can hear traces of that silence throughout the year, among the many thousands of records released by a rapidly expanding music industry. Pop was everything in 1966. It wasn’t just the lifeblood of youth culture, it was a way of looking at the world and, as such, it couldn’t help but express the thoughts, feeling and values of a generation that was beginning to test its social, political and perceptual power. But for the young, born in the 1940s and early 1950s, there were nightmares in their heads that they couldn’t shake off.

         The year’s first US #1 was Simon & Garfunkel’s ‘The Sound of Silence’. The record had both a paradoxical title and a convoluted history. It had already been released in two acoustic versions – on the 1964 Simon & Garfunkel LP Wednesday Morning, 3 A.M. and Paul Simon’s 1965 solo album – before this autumn 1965 single release. It was produced by Tom Wilson, who had presided over Bob Dylan’s unprecedented smash ‘Like a Rolling Stone’. After being ousted as Dylan’s producer, he took the same electric instrumentation and overdubbed it onto the acoustic original.

         The impulse might have been opportunist but the song was highly effective, with its memorable opening line – ‘Hello darkness, my old friend, I’ve come to talk to you again’ – and its explicit address to the lost, the marginal and the desperate. Taking over the top slot from the Beatles’ ‘We Can Work It Out’, it seemed to herald a year in which the mass market would not be afraid of depth, in which the bizarre and the as yet unheralded would become commonplace.

         ‘The Sound of Silence’ also introduced the year’s secret stillness. Throughout 1966 there would be sudden, fleeting lacunae within the unstoppable momentum of songs like the Who’s ‘Substitute’ or the Beatles’ ‘Rain’. Time accelerated, stopped and began to loop. There would also emerge a strange stasis – the death drive inherent in repetition – within the sudden fashion for monochordal Eastern tones. These were harsh mutations, forged under extreme pressure.

         It wasn’t just about dropping all the instruments out to create excitement. It was the sense of impending catastrophe that arrived at the end of the second single by Love, a mixed-race group who were, for a few seasons, the toast of Los Angeles’ Sunset Strip. ‘7 And 7 Is’ may well be the most extreme record ever to hit the US Top 40: an incandescent burst of reverb guitar, galloping drums and bizarre lyrics that ended with a loud, rumbling explosion – the period’s atomic terror made manifest.

         However, the most accurate enacting of that silence would appear not on record, but on the screen. Filmed the previous year, Peter Watkins’s The War Game was shown in a small number of cinemas and art houses throughout 1966. Commissioned by the BBC, it was suppressed on completion because it told a terrifying and unpalatable truth. Despite the best efforts of the Establishment, it became a kind of celluloid samizdat, exhibited as a matter of faith and protest.

         The silence comes around a third of the way through the film. The previous fifteen minutes have shown matters escalating: triggered by a flashpoint in Berlin, the Third World War between East and West is depicted by an onslaught of facts, figures and a rising panic signalled by the constant sound of sirens. It’s only milliseconds, but suddenly the film’s momentum ceases. The screen fills with white, and then the image turns negative; all you hear is the scuffling of limbs and the whimpering of humans in distress.

         This silence is the sound of life being sucked out of the world. It does not last, as the dispassionate voiceover returns: ‘At this distance, the heat is enough to cause melting of the eyeball, third-degree burning of the skin and ignition of furniture.’ It dissolves into the noise of screaming, but the voiceover soon continues – ‘Twelve seconds later, the shock front arrives’ – and then you hear the deep roar of mass destruction as the camera shakes and the terraced house begins to dissolve.

         So this is the lacuna at the heart of this extraordinary year: the sound of nuclear explosion. For the previous twenty-one years, ever since the hecatombs of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, it had invaded the consciousness of the world. The effects were fundamental and, as yet, ill understood, but they poisoned everything. Even so, there were those who continued to think in the old way: the Cold War, the arms race, Mutually Assured Destruction. They were in charge of the weapons, and they clung to the certainties of 1945.

         The Second World War ushered in an age of mass consumerism. But, just as the sixties began to unpick the buried doubts of the previous decade, so did the psychic cost of permanent conflict begin to surface with great force in 1965 and 1966. The teenager had been conceived at the Second World War’s end, an American invention that spread, with the victor’s culture, throughout a shattered Europe. But teenagers had to bear a deeply embedded, barely acknowledged psychic weight.

         They were the first generation in history to have grown up in this insane world of A- and H-bombs. They had had to face a potentially blasted future from the very beginning. Pop was their culture, and the huge amounts of money flowing into the music industry engendered a confidence that propelled many ever further and deeper, as they began to explore this and other fears. From 1965 on, pop culture offered, as the pioneering critic Paul Williams observed, ‘a huge new playground to create and communicate and be perverse in’.

         There was also a subtle maths at work in 1966, two-thirds of the way through the twentieth century. The First World War had ended in 1918 and the Second began in 1939. Twenty-one years. The Second World War ended in 1945, so, if history was going to repeat itself – and many wilfully refused to understand its lessons – the next conflict, the Third World War, would begin in 1966. The pressures for another conflict were ever-present and, confronted with this situation, many teenagers decided to act as though life and death itself was at stake.

         
            * * *

         

         
            ‘At the end of a four minute count-down the lights went out and a false ceiling made of paper came down on people’s heads, to the most deafening noise we could devise. The cloakroom girls screamed and hid under the counter. In the darkness and confusion, strange mutant figures moved.’

            ADRIAN HENRI, describing ‘Bomb Event’, a Happening held at the Cavern Club in Liverpool during 1964

         

         A seven-inch 45 rpm record, copyright 1966, with a generic company bag and a deep pink label. It’s on Pye Records, one of the four majors that dominated the British music industry in the mid-sixties. At the beginning of 1966, Pye had a couple of major groups, the Kinks and the Searchers, and an excellent roster of US licensees, but it lagged behind EMI and Decca and was notorious for its unsympathetic handling of artists and contracts that were poor even by the day’s shabby standards. From the very beginning, the record stood little chance.

         Run by the formidable show-business veteran Louis Benjamin, Pye had had enormous success in the late 1950s with the King of Skiffle, Lonnie Donegan. In the early 1960s, it licensed a good deal of American blues and R&B, before investing heavily in the nationwide pool of talent that emerged in the wake of the Beatles’ 1963 breakthrough. Like all the others, Pye’s A&R approach was scattershot: sign acts on the cheap and see which one sticks.

         The Ugly’s were one such group, from Birmingham – very much the third city, after Liverpool and Manchester, in the methodical raiding of the provinces’ pool of young talent. They had come together in the late 1950s, during the skiffle boom that gave so many young musicians their first chance to play in public. After changing their name from the Dominettes, the Ugly’s played a major part in their city’s thriving beat scene, as well as enduring the then obligatory ritual of playing the German clubs.

         In such a crowded market, the Ugly’s tried to distinguish themselves with their rather perverse name and socially conscious material. ‘All of us were socially aware,’ says lead singer Steve Gibbons. ‘We were striving to be different to the other groups. They’d play American pop, R&B, a bit of Tamla, but we’d have quirky things, coming from within ourselves. The urge came from the Beatles: they’d shown the way. You had to write your own material. That was an essential part of the band’s make-up.’

         Signed in early 1965, the Ugly’s first single was released in June. ‘Wake Up My Mind’ was an assured Dylan-esque number that protested the rising tide of conformity. Their second record, ‘It’s Alright’, had thoughtful lyrics and an unusual, harpsichord-driven arrangement. Like the first, it went nowhere in the British charts, despite heavy play on the pirate radio stations and an appearance on Ready Steady Go!. For the A-side of the group’s third 45, the label chose ‘A Good Idea’ – a bitty dirge that failed to live up to its title.

         The flip side was something quite different. ‘A Quiet Explosion’ begins with the reedy, eerie sound of a Vox Continental organ. It then adds a subtle rolling drum pattern underpinned by a strange, echoing riff reminiscent of the musique concrète electronics pioneered by Delia Derbyshire on 1964’s ‘Dr Who Theme’. ‘That was our bassist John Hustwayte,’ says Gibbons. ‘He played that riff with a plectrum and our producer, Alan A. Freeman, put echo on it. The falling bass run at the end, well, that’s the falling bomb.’

         Complementing a sound picture that is sombre and futuristic, even slightly sinister, the lyrics are foregrounded. Principally written by drummer Jim Holden and persuasively sung by Gibbons, they attempt to grapple with serious themes in the spirit of late 1965, a time of caustic comment and pop protest. They touch on world hunger, the nature of peace in a seemingly permanent Cold War and, indeed, the lunacies of MAD: ‘The quiet explosion / Bomb’s about to fall.’

         ‘I remember recording it very well,’ says Gibbons. ‘It was an adventure just to get into the studio. I really like the way that I sing it: my vocals weren’t always right but that was a good song. And it’s what we felt. All the band were obviously aware of the futility of any war. I was born during the war, and I remember the bomb sites as a kid. In Birmingham there were bomb sites everywhere. I had uncles in my family who had been killed. And they were still playing at it – with the Cold War.

         ‘At school we had a great maths teacher. He’d been in Bomber Command and it was easy to get him talking. He was obviously Labour through and through. He never talked about the war – which I’d love to have talked to him about – but he talked about McCarthyism, that witch-hunt, and what the future would be like. The war had a massive impact on my generation because of the way it shaped everything. All of that had a bearing on me as a musician.’

         Gibbons also witnessed the exercising of a social conscience within his family, prompted by the period’s leading Christian evangelist: ‘I have a brother, six years older than me, who became a conscientious objector. He went to see Billy Graham in the late 1950s. When the call-up came for national service, he refused to go. He had to face a tribunal, and it was on the front page of the Birmingham Mail for everyone to see. My mother was furious, but I was proud of him: what a great thing to do.’

         Like many sixties teenagers, Gibbons would be liberated by the ending of national service: the cut-off age for the last entry was 1 September 1939, and he was born in mid-July 1941. He didn’t see it that way at the time, though: ‘I just missed conscription, but if I’d been called up, I’d have gone like a shot. It was the travel. I know it’s selfish. I’d see guys come back from their national service in Aden, Cyprus, and they’d have suntans and tattoos, they were full of stories. They were men. I did the next best thing and formed a band.’

         ‘A Good Idea’ was released on 21 January 1966, one of several Pye singles that week. It got a down-page review in the following day’s Record Mirror: ‘Strong lead voice on this beater – good idea, lyrically, too. Nice sense of rhythm and fair commercial appeal.’ Summarised in two words – ‘good flip’ – ‘A Quiet Explosion’ quickly disappeared along with its A-side, one of the many barely heard songs in a period of massive, heedless overproduction.

         Yet it remains a strange, haunting record. It’s not a total success – the lyrics are on occasion garbled – but in its very awkwardness it has the ring of authenticity. It has the sense of thoughtful young men groping towards some understanding of the world in which they live and their place within it: ‘but we must unite and all fight with one cause’. It may not be truly psychedelic, but it pushes forward towards that definition: in its experimental fusion of sound, mood and sense, it is imaginative and holistic.

         The effectiveness of the song hinges on the word ‘quiet’. The sound of war is usually thought of as a monstrous assault on the senses: the constant, whining sirens, the pulverising noise of bombs and shells. But this is describing another, new kind of deadly conflict. It’s quiet, if not silent, insinuating. You won’t know it’s there until it’s too late. ‘Silence like a cancer grows’: like all of their cohort, the members of the Ugly’s had grown up with atomic warfare as a fact of life.

         The bomb had become integrally woven into Western life. Life could be good in the new Mass Age, but there was a conspiracy of silence at the heart of government about the true nature of nuclear deterrence and the doctrine of Mutually Assured Destruction: the brake put on the use of nuclear weapons through the sure knowledge that their use would result in Armageddon. Everyone knew that the bomb was there, but it was not talked about. The alarms of the 1950s were, by 1966, calming into a dull ache.

         In his polemical survey of post-war youth, Bomb Culture, Jeff Nuttall marks Hiroshima and Nagasaki as the moment when everything changed: ‘In the new world, the light was harsh, a perpetual noon of decisions, every action crucial. No man was certain any more of anything but his own volition so the only value was pragmatic. Moral values, thought absolute, were now seen to be comparative, for all social entities around which morality had revolved were now called into doubt and nothing of morality remained.’

         Nuttall sees 1945 as the moment when ‘the generations became divided in a very crucial way’. While the pre-bomb generation attempted to continue as normal, ‘the people who had not yet reached puberty at the time of the bomb were incapable of conceiving of life with a future. They might not have had any direct preoccupation with the bomb. That depended on their sophistication. But they never knew a sense of future.’ Trying to find a way through that impasse would become a major preoccupation in the years that followed.

         This generation gap played out in the first musical responses to the nuclear world. The earliest atomic songs were gung-ho, regarding the bomb as a God-given agent of American power, but Sam Hinton’s ‘Old Man Atom’ in 1950 was a witty talking blues (‘all men may be cremated equal’) that ended with an explicit call to action: ‘The people of this world must pick out a thesis / “Peace in the world, or the world in pieces!”’ ‘Old Man Atom’ was not inflammatory, simply critical, but – in the anti-communist hysteria of the early 1950s – it was banned.

         A climate of censorship and denial cloaked the acceleration of the arms race during the 1950s. As more states joined the nuclear ‘club’, in particular France and Britain, there was a massive spike in hydrogen-bomb tests: around thirty-five in 1956, around fifty-five in 1957 and over a hundred in 1958. By that time, those who had not reached puberty in 1945 were beginning to come into their late teens and, unlike the previous generation, they were going to do something about the perilous world in which they found themselves. It was time for a thesis.

         The Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament was launched at a public meeting on 17 February 1958, when 5,000 people filled a hastily booked hall in the centre of London to hear speakers like Bertrand Russell, the radical Labour politician Michael Foot and the historian A. J. P. Taylor. ‘The size of the response had its effect on the speakers,’ Peggy Duff noted in her autobiography, Left Left Left; ‘one and all came out with a militant denunciation of nuclear weapons, and Britain’s in particular.’

         Born in 1910, Duff was a journalist and an experienced activist. Indomitable and, despite an air of chaos, a ferocious organiser, she became the organising secretary of the new movement, its unwieldy name abbreviated to CND. The first show of strength occurred a few weeks after the launch, with the march from Trafalgar Square to the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment at Aldermaston, just over fifty miles from the capital. The march took four days and was attended by 10,000 people at the finale.

         It set the tone for years to come. CND was a broad church. As Duff remembered, it included ‘Members of Parliament, professors and students, teachers and schoolchildren, librarians and nurses, actors and printers, entomologists and engineers, philosophers and plumbers, doctors and draughtsmen, firemen and farmers, every possible profession and trade. It was a community, but it was a community for which no vows were required. All you had to do to belong was to step off the pavement and join it.’

         CND’s inclusiveness was embodied by the logo designed for the first Aldermaston march. Charged with the task of promoting the movement, Gerald Holton began with the British naval semaphore signals for the letters ‘N’ and ‘D’, standing for ‘nuclear disarmament’. He placed these within a circle, ending up with a cross that had its horizontal arms pointing downwards at 45 degrees, strong white against a background of black. The peace sign gave CND a potent and instantly identifiable brand.

         CND was ‘absolutist and compulsive’, as Peggy Duff wrote. ‘It wanted to get rid of nuclear weapons, all of them. It wanted to do it very quickly.’ As such it crossed traditional party lines: radical pacifists marched alongside Labour Party members, communists with anarchists. After the Aldermaston march turned into an annual event and anti-nuclear marches began nationwide, CND became a non-commercial, nationwide bohemian youth culture that crossed geographical and class lines.

         The flavour of these times is captured by Pat Arrowsmith’s novel Jericho, which is situated at a late-1950s/early-1960s peace camp. Among the cast is an ascetic organiser with a martyr complex, a pacifist gay man, a young tearaway, a middle-aged Quaker, a young female student and a forty-year-old agent provocateur. Picketing a nuclear establishment, the protestors succeed in bringing the workers out on strike, but that is only a small victory, as they half expect at ‘any moment to be blinded by the first dazzling bomb flash’.

         That sense of extreme urgency – that it all might already be too late – gave the movement massive momentum. During the late fifties, a number of films and books examined the possibility of nuclear destruction: Nevil Shute’s On the Beach (1957) and its relentlessly apocalyptic film adaptation by Stanley Kramer (1959); Helen Clarkson’s The Last Day (1959); and Alain Resnais’s ground-breaking nouvelle vague document Hiroshima Mon Amour (1959).

         Apart from a few isolated instances – the most famous anti-nuclear song of that period was Tom Lehrer’s satirical ‘We’ll All Go Together When We Go’ – the mainstream music industry did not address the topic, but music was vitally important to the Aldermaston marches and CND events in general. It was the era of folk, skiffle and trad jazz, music that could easily be played without amplification and was within the grassroots, non-commercial tradition of the Left. The first CND anthem was written for the 1958 Aldermaston march. The science-fiction writer and skiffle enthusiast John Brunner adapted an old gospel hymn with new lyrics: ‘Don’t you hear the H-bomb’s thunder / Echo like the crack of doom?’ At the same time, Ken Colyer’s Omega Brass Band gave the gathering a musical focus. Dressed up in a British approximation of a New Orleans funeral band, they lifted spirits with their rousing rags and marches.

         In March to Aldermaston, the short film produced by Lindsay Anderson and Karel Reisz, among others, trad jazz bands – including the Omega Brass Brand – predominate. A photograph from the Jeff Nuttall archive captures the moment: a motley crew of strangely dressed characters playing trumpets, cornets and clarinets in front of a drummer, dressed in a kilt and bashing a snare. It’s a ragged bohemianism, unlike anything else at the time.

         The musicians included Dougie and Tony Grey from the Alberts, as well as Jeff Nuttall. A constant presence during these years, the Alberts would be extremely influential, even though they have left little recorded trace. They were quintessentially British: an art-school, Goon Show fusion of trad with surrealism, kinetic art and borderline lunacy. The Grey brothers, according to Nuttall, ‘owned an extensive collection of Edwardian clothes and redundant wind instruments, all of which they could play with disarming skill’.

         The Alberts twisted the guts of trad’s New Orleans revivalism into a truly absurd, anarchic stage act, with an edge of deliberate provocation. They were joined by proto-performance artist and sculptor Bruce Lacey, who, Nuttall recorded, ‘made his magnificent hominoids, sick, urinating, stuttering machines constructed of the debris of the century, always with pointed socialist/pacifist overtones but with a profound sense of anger, disgust and gaiety that goes far beyond any political standpoint’.

         This was a sick response to a sick world. As the Aldermaston marches grew bigger – 20,000 in 1959, 100,000 in 1960 – this renegade element became highly visible. As Nuttall later wrote, ‘The Colyer fans, by now dubbed beatniks, appeared from nowhere in their grime and tatters, with their slogan daubed crazy hats and streaming filthy hair, hammering their banjos, strumming aggressively on their guitars, blowing their antiquated cornets and sousaphones, capering in front of the march.’

         Rather than mainstream pop, which was still stuck in a purely romantic mode, this combination of music, clothes and politics became the first widespread movement in Britain to banish the straitjacket of 1950s culture. CND’s great strength, as the movement’s historian John Charlton writes, was that at a time when travel was still restricted, ‘it brought large numbers of Britain’s youth together: interacting with older people as well, they were exposed to a wide range of ideas, books, and music’.

         Barry Miles became involved with the movement when he started at art college. ‘Cheltenham had a youth CND group, which was run by a guy called Nigel Young, sometimes known as Fred Young, who later became Professor Young and ran the Bradford Centre for Peace Studies. I met him because he was going out with one of the girls in my class at art college, who I then later went out with. Then he become the regional organiser for YCND, and he made me the Cheltenham representative. So I got involved with paperwork and distributing posters.

         ‘I remember the Cheltenham Literary Festival of 1961. Arnold Wesker was there, and Harold Pinter and John Berger, and they were all wearing CND badges. You would see this little badge wherever you went. Whoever it was, it was somebody you could relate to. No matter how straight they were or how old, you had something in common. It broke down barriers. I would never have dreamt, at the age of seventeen or whatever I was, approaching someone like Harold Pinter, yet one felt able to, because he was wearing the badge.’

         On 17 September that year, there was a major disturbance in the heart of London when the police cordoned off Trafalgar Square before a planned CND meeting. Peggy Duff remembered that ‘in the square below there were many thousands. It was impossible to tell how many. And all around it there was a thick queue of people perambulating around, because the police would not permit anyone to stop. So round and round we went. There was a feeling around the square that day – a feeling of revolution, of real challenge.’

         Captured by Granada Television in a stirring documentary, A Sunday in September, the Trafalgar Square protest ended in chaos: provoked by the sit-down tactics, the police started beating and kicking the protestors, eventually arresting 1,134 people. This was a watershed moment for the movement. Jeff Nuttall recalled drinking with a group of young CND members after the Trafalgar Square demo, ‘cynical, sophisticated’ teenagers who were becoming hardened. ‘They have sacrificed a lot, have come out of viral shells of isolation. They have walked three days and risked arrest again and again. They have been ignored again, snubbed. In the half lit pub I can see profound hatred for the organised world instil itself in their very flesh like poison.’

         Indeed, in the face of the government’s refusal to discuss the issue, the first cracks in CND began to appear. The fact that it was not a membership organisation resulted in splits between the various factions: between the communists and the socialists; between the organising committee and groups like Spies for Peace who advocated more direct action; between the non-violent adherents to the Gandhian approach and the anarchists who weren’t averse to a spot of hooliganism.

         International tensions continued to escalate. During the summer and early autumn of 1961, the Berlin crisis developed into a highly dangerous stand-off. Alarmed by the seemingly unstoppable haemorrhage of East German citizens fleeing to the West, President Walter Ulbricht erected, overnight on 13 August, a wall that cut right through the heart of the German capital, a city that had already been parcelled up between the superpowers after the end of the Second World War.

         This was seen as an unconscionable act of aggression. As images of the divided city and its inhabitants – cut off from each other through an accident of geography, street by street, house by house – flooded the international media, Western outrage grew. From then on, matters escalated, until late October – five weeks after the Trafalgar Square riot – when US and Soviet tanks faced each other on the border at Checkpoint Charlie. One mistake and a nuclear strike could well have ensued.

         The heat was being turned up on the Cold War. Just under a year later, there was another perilous episode, after the Russians were discovered to have placed ballistic missiles in Cuba, only a hundred or so miles from the US mainland and a fierce Soviet ally. This was in response to the US deployment of missiles in Italy and Turkey, within range of Moscow. For nearly two weeks in the second half of October 1962, matters remained on a knife edge.

         On 22 October, President Kennedy broadcast a special message to a panicked nation from the White House, in which he outlined the nuclear capability of the Russian missiles situated in Cuba and stated that the US would initiate a blockade of any Russian ships attempting to deliver materials to the island. On the 27th, an American U2 spy plane was shot down over Cuba. Soviet ships attempted to run the US blockade in a thermonuclear game of chicken. Who would blink first?

         Thankfully for the world, saner counsel prevailed, but the Cuban Missile Crisis was a defining moment. All the dystopian visions that had swirled around the world since 1945 were revealed not as the paranoid nightmares of science fiction, but as prophecies. As Norman Moss wrote in his account of the post-war nuclear age, Men Who Play God, ‘To millions of people all over the world, the crisis made thermonuclear war, with giant fireballs burning up the cities, possible for the first time. It actually seemed that it could really happen.’

         Moss observed that ‘in Britain there was a widespread sense that the end might be at hand’. He told the story of a young fourteen-year-old at a school in London who, when asked to pipe down and mind her table manners at lunchtime, retorted, ‘What does it matter how we eat? This may be the last meal we’ll ever have!’ Deciding that protest in this instance was futile, CND’s Pat Arrowsmith hitch-hiked to a village in western Ireland which she thought might be a refuge if the prevailing western winds held.

         Still only twenty-one, Steve Gibbons was playing coffee bars with his group the Dominettes, as skiffle shaded into early R&B. Like teenagers everywhere, he could only watch as events began to spiral out of control: ‘That was scary. Nobody thought we were going to come out of it alive. It was real brinkmanship. We were young and having a great time, but the whole time there was this fear that America and Russia would go to war. Most kids of my age didn’t expect to make it through the sixties.’

         Something snapped at that moment. It would take a little while to make itself manifest in the wider culture, but the feeling that had already bonded the members of CND together – the ever-present fear of nuclear annihilation, the inconceivability of ‘life with a future’ – became more widespread among the young in the West. If there was no future, then the moment became all-important – the all-consuming NOW. What was there to lose?

         Two snapshots from that season of brinkmanship. In early October, Parlophone Records – a subsidiary of EMI – released the first single by the Beatles, a new signing. They were stars in their native Liverpool but, such was the London-centric state of the media and music industries in the early 1960s, they were not well known elsewhere. On 11 October, a few days before the beginning of the Cuban Missile Crisis, ‘Love Me Do’ entered the charts, where it stayed for a couple of months, eventually reaching #17.

         In late 1962, a twenty-two-year-old CND organiser called Mike Down was exploring London’s left-wing culture. ‘I went to Brendan Behan’s The Hostage, Joan Littlewood’s Oh What a Lovely War and to a pub in King’s Cross where Bert Lloyd, Ewan MacColl and Peggy Seeger had their Singers Club every weekend. When I moved to London at the end of ’62, a skinny American turned up and sang about guns and sharp swords in the hands of small children, and about hard rain.’

         The Beatles and Bob Dylan: they would epitomise the at first disparate, then intertwined responses to the threat of no future for the generation born during the 1940s and early 1950s. In 1963, the Beatles became the objects of unprecedented mass female hysteria. With single after single they broke sales record after sales record. They would break through the barriers of 1950s deference and then, for a brief period, they cracked open the class system.

         This was a revolution conducted with a tuneful song, a floppy-fringed haircut and a positive ‘yeah yeah yeah’. In early 1964, it was exported to the US, where, in the week of 4 April, the Beatles held the top five positions in the Billboard singles chart. They initiated a huge boost in the production of singles (nearly 73 million units in 1964, as opposed to 55 million in 1962) and rebranded Britain as Pop Island, a fantasy youth utopia of music and fashion.

         Dylan included that song about guns and sharp swords on his second album. ‘A Hard Rain’s Gonna Fall’ encoded the compression of the times. ‘Every line in it is actually the start of a whole new song,’ Dylan wrote in the sleeve notes. ‘But when I wrote it, I thought I wouldn’t have enough time alive to write all those songs so I put all I could into this one.’ Released in the US in May 1963, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan reached #22 in the album chart, while Peter, Paul and Mary took Dylan’s ‘Blowin’ in the Wind’ to #2.

         Pop and folk were drawing closer. Pop groups wanted depth. Folkies wanted exposure and fame: for the most part they were musicians, not ideologues, although the tensions between the two impulses would run deep. In many ways, commercial youth culture was beginning to take up the slack of organised politics, for despite greater public awareness of the possibility of nuclear war, stimulated further by Stanley Kubrick’s absurdist Dr Strangelove, CND was beginning to falter – and there was no equivalent mass movement in the US.

         ‘CND peaked in about ’64–’65,’ remembers John Hopkins, a freelance photographer who shot the Rolling Stones for the Melody Maker and the Aldermaston marches for Sanity, the CND magazine. He had worked at the Atomic Energy Authority before being seduced by the beatnik underground. ‘It was Wilson who did it. He pretended to be anti-nuclear. He was elected in ’64, and as soon as he got elected, he turned pro-nuclear, and that was part of my political education.’

         In May 1964, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan entered the British album charts, where it stayed for nearly a year. Pop stars still preferred not to deal directly with the issues of the day, but that was changing: in December 1964, the Searchers – one of the most innovative Merseybeat groups – took a smooth cover of Malvina Reynolds’s ‘The Rain’, retitled as ‘What Have They Done to the Rain’, into the British Top 20. They showed that it was possible to take lyrics about nuclear fallout and make them accessible to a wider audience.

         Even so, at the beginning of 1965, folk was still considered separate from pop. The young musicians and fans who flocked to the latest all-night club in central London, Les Cousins, thought themselves apart from the world of uniformed, besuited, cheeky/cheery pop groups like the Searchers or the Hollies. That was mainstream, commercial stuff; in contrast, they told things as they were, without pulling punches or making compromises. They were the younger brothers and sisters of the beats.

         The British folk scene was in transition. In the late 1950s/ early 1960s, its revival had been sponsored and shaped by archivists and activists like Ewan MacColl (b.1908) and A. L. (Bert) Lloyd (b.1915). Coming from a hard-left background – both were Communist Party members – they saw folk music as the authentic expression of the working class, a forgotten and precious heritage that, once it had been exhumed through painstaking research, was graven in stone, severe scriptures of solidarity and protest. But the new generation were all born during or just after the war, a generation or two after the folk purists. They were living the life: travelling and squatting, playing in the network of small clubs that were burgeoning throughout the UK. The biggest single influence – and the major transitional figure – was the mixed-race guitarist and composer Davy Graham (b.1940), whose instrumental ‘Angi’ was a favourite even before its release on record in April 1962: it quickly became a standard, a benchmark for young acoustic guitarists.

         In 1964, Graham introduced what is best known as the DADGAD tuning – his attempt to reproduce and complement the tones of the oud music that he had been transfixed by during a visit to Morocco. Enabling both improvisation and rhythmic stability, it quickly became a standard tuning in the British folk scene. This approximation of Near Eastern tones introduced a new, modal element to acoustic guitar music: a hint of exoticism and a sense of critical distance, if not transcendence, that fitted the lifestyles of the new generation.

         The folkies found a home at Les Cousins, which opened on 16 April 1965 in Greek Street, at the centre of London’s Soho. This was still an interzone in the heart of the capital, a district for dissipation, excess and desperation – all the facets of bohemianism. Whether intentionally or not, the club, as the folk historian Colin Harper notes, marked ‘the line in the sand between the old order of folk song epitomised by Ewan MacColl and his left-wing agenda and the new dis-order of individual folk singers’.

         As an all-nighter, the club was an instant success: it became a refuge for folk fans, runaways, suburban teenagers, the curious and the homeless. It was also the seed bed for a whole new generation of singers, writers and guitar-players, all born between 1941 and 1947: Bert Jansch, Paul Simon, Jackson C. Frank, Roy Harper, Donovan, Sandy Denny, Mick Softley and Anne Briggs, among many others. In their late teens and early twenties, all had grown up with the bomb.

         There remains a record of this world, thanks to a BBC documentary called Meeting Point: Outcasts and Outsiders, which covered Soho low life and the pastoral work in that area. It focused on the scene around Les Cousins. The club is clean and the audience is full of fairly fresh-faced teens. Even so, the mood is maudit. The pastor Kenneth Leach remembered that songs about ‘loneliness, rejection, brotherhood, inhumanity were sung around the Soho folk cellars in 1965 and 1966’. This folk scene ‘mirrored the problems of the world’.

         This was a new kind of romanticism: anti-pop although soon to become pop, weighed down with the cares of the world yet soon to trip into inner space. No subject was taboo in the repertoire of the Les Cousins regulars: there were songs about male prostitution (Al Stewart’s ‘Pretty Golden Hair’), drug addiction (Bert Jansch’s ‘Needle of Death’), isolation (Paul Simon’s ‘I Am a Rock’), mental-health policy (Roy Harper’s ‘Committed’), as well as the haunting visions of Jackson C. Frank’s ‘Carnival’ and ‘Blues Run the Game’.

         It was a small, intimate scene. A generation older than most of the clientele, the outworker Judith Piepe befriended many of the Les Cousins crowd: her flat in Cable Street was open house for anyone who wanted to crash. Among those who stayed there were Sandy Denny, Al Stewart and the transplanted Americans Paul Simon and Jackson C. Frank. The interconnections would result in a couple of extraordinary 1965 albums: The Paul Simon Songbook and Jackson C. Frank, which was produced by Simon with Al Stewart on second guitar.

         It is Piepe’s voice who introduces the BBC clip of Stewart performing ‘Pretty Golden Hair’: ‘These troubadours of the 1960s sing to win your love for the unloved, the despised, the rejected. The outsider speaks for the outcast who cannot speak for himself.’ This was the sound of silence, a mood and a mode captured by Simon’s song of the same name, a track that appeared on The Paul Simon Songbook, for which Piepe wrote impassioned sleeve notes that capture the flavour of the time.

         The popularity of Les Cousins and its doom-laden yet exploratory aesthetic coincided with the moment when the British folk scene fully intersected with youth culture and transatlantic influences, just at the point when, thanks to Bob Dylan, the wider marketplace was ready for something new, something deeper. Dylan’s April 1965 tour was brilliantly captured by D. A. Pennebaker’s camera, which showed the acoustic performer just at the moment when he became a pop star, not with bland stylings, but with highly personal yet visionary songs.

         Promoted by a Top of the Pops video that showed Dylan arriving at London Heathrow, as powerful a potentate as any head of state, the single ‘Subterranean Homesick Blues’ made the Top 10 that spring. It was preceded by an even bigger pop folk hit, ‘Catch the Wind’, by the eighteen-year-old Donovan, who, plucked from obscurity by a couple of sharp managers, Geoff Stephens and Peter Eden, was being heavily promoted on the weekly pop show Ready Steady Go!. Folk was becoming big business.

         In July, the Byrds’ perfectly pitched version of ‘Mr Tambourine Man’ made #1, and it was open season on Dylan and folk rock. Groups queued to cover Dylan songs – the Turtles, Manfred Mann, Sonny and Cher – and, by the autumn, ‘Pop Protest’ was in danger of becoming a fad: as the Melody Maker trumpeted in bold type in its 11 September issue, ‘Songs with a message are becoming more and more common in the Pop 50.’ The editorial cited singles by Bob Dylan, Manfred Mann, Joan Baez and Donovan.

         Banned by the BBC, Barry McGuire’s splenetic ‘Eve of Destruction’ was the commercial zenith and, for many, the artistic nadir of this trend. Mick Jagger and Paul McCartney both dismissed it, but the record went to #3 in the UK and #1 in the US. Written by the nineteen-year-old P. F. Sloan, the song offered a superheated teenage view of the world, geopolitics as apocalypse. It was at once kitsch and sincere: ‘If the button is pushed, there’s no runnin’ away / There’ll be no one to save, with the world in a grave.’

         CND might have peaked but the political activism of the early decade had transmuted into a wider youth culture of inquiry, exploration and increasingly explicit and pointed dissent. The anti-nuclear songs recorded that autumn were a mixture of the opportunistic, the confused and the dread: ‘It’s Good News Week’ by Hedgehoppers Anonymous; ‘Too Many People’ by the Hollies; Barry St John’s cover of Tim Rose’s ‘Come Away Melinda’. The most powerful song in that vein was written by Les Cousins regular Mick Softley. There were two versions of ‘The War Drags On’ that early autumn: the first was by his friend Donovan, on the Universal Soldier EP; a couple of months later, Softley performed it on his debut album, Songs for Swinging Survivors, the cover of which showed him standing behind a burning pile of rubble. By his own admission, he was a troubled soul during this period, and his song reflects an inner turmoil projected outwards onto an uncertain world.

         The music of ‘The War Drags On’ is relentless: the bottom string is held to a D chord, providing a sombre drone that, in its obdurate stasis, commands the attention. This was partly a matter of practicality. In folk clubs, a solo performer with an acoustic guitar had to find a way of filling out the sound. Holding a drone chord enabled the player to make chord changes on the other strings and thus effectively do the job of two musicians. It also said, ‘I am resolute. I am not trying to please.’

         Softley’s album was hardcore, with compositions like ‘After the 3rd World War Is Over’ and a cover of ‘Strange Fruit’. The visionary lyrics of ‘The War Drags On’ take some of their apocalyptic flavour from ‘Nottamun Town’, an old mummers song that travelled to the Appalachian mountains sometime in the eighteenth century. Recast by Jean Ritchie’s haunting, crystalline reading, it had became part of the folk repertoire in the early 1960s – and was freely plundered by Bob Dylan for ‘Masters of War’.

         ‘The War Drags On’ is unremittingly grim. It tells the story of a Vietnam soldier called Dan, who finds himself ‘in a sea of blood and bones’. Softley points out the paradox of fighting for peace and liberty while making ‘dust out of bones’. The modal drone burrows its way into your skull. The gruff voice does not let up, cracking only in the last verse: ‘And right there overhead a great orange mushrooming cloud / And there’s no, no more war / For there’s no, no more world.’

         Right at that moment, a film-maker was fighting hard to put these nightmare visions on national television. After the success of Culloden – an inspired account of the 1746 battle that ended the Jacobite uprising – Peter Watkins had been commissioned by the BBC to make a film about the effect of a nuclear attack on Britain. Believing that there was ‘a conspiracy of silence’, the twenty-nine-year-old director set out to blow the whole subject wide open with the film, which was originally called After the Bomb.

         Shooting on the by now retitled The War Game began in early 1965. Centring the action in Kent, in the towns of Chatham, Dover and Gravesend, Watkins used a variety of techniques – hand-held camera work, captions with carefully researched statistics, vox pop interviews about the ethics and effect of nuclear weapons, pompous statements by Establishment figures and carefully neutral voiceovers, all the tricks of what he called ‘the “you-are-there” style of newsreel immediacy’ – to take the viewer right into the experience. His ambition was to break ‘the illusion of media-produced “reality”. My question was – “Where is ‘reality’?” … in the madness of statements by artificially-lit establishment figures quoting the official doctrine of the day, or in the madness of the staged and fictional scenes from the rest of my film, which presented the consequences of their utterances?’ His prime concern was that the film should ‘help people break the silence in the media on the nuclear arms race’.

         The War Game lasts for only forty-seven minutes but seems to go on for days. It remains a profoundly disturbing experience, indelibly etched on the sixties teenagers who saw it in art houses or in cinema clubs, who watched their certainties explode on the screen as quickly as nitrate film. The action builds slowly, from international tension – such as existed in Europe at that time – to the use of nuclear weapons. As soon as this occurs, the unthinkable and the barely imaginable is visualised on screen.

         Dr Strangelove had made the point that the doctrine of MAD had created a barely resistible momentum of its own, which would override human intention and assure destruction whether by accident or system failure. The War Game amplifies the theme, showing that the use of nuclear weapons, once triggered, can proliferate out of control. The effects of just a single one-kiloton H-bomb – just one out of the many thousands stockpiled by 1965 – is shown as fundamentally destructive to human society.

         The images burst into your head and lodge there: the fritzing of the screen after an H-bomb airburst; the unceasing screams of a boy who has looked in the bomb’s direction as it falls and finds his eyeballs have melted; or the dirty, catatonic faces of the survivors doomed to die a lingering death from the fallout. In two of the most controversial scenes, squads of soldiers are shown shooting those near death to put them out of their misery, while a firing squad executes two looters. Throughout this barely conceivable mayhem the calm voice recites the details of a firestorm, of radiation’s effects, of the proportion of British citizens that will likely be killed in such an event: between a third and a half. The bomb’s shock wave resembles an ‘enormous door, slamming in the depths of hell’. The explosion results in the mass burning of corpses, appalling physical and psychological misery, starvation, civil warfare and social breakdown.

         At the film’s end, near-catatonic children express their hopes for the future, over and over, in a double negative: ‘I don’t want to be nothing.’ The voiceover continues: ‘About the entire subject of thermonuclear weapons, on the problems of their possession, on the effect of their use, there is now practically a total silence in the press, in official publications and on television. There is hope in any unresolved and unpredictable situation. But is there real hope to be found in this silence?’

         This is the flip side of the decade. Looked at five decades later, what is shocking is the comparative poverty and greyness of life in non-metropolitan Britain during the mid-sixties. The expressions on the faces of the film’s interviewees, their clothes, the sparsely furnished interiors, the 1930s wallpaper, the lack of gadgets – these are not the main point of the film, but they show a country still struggling to climb out of wartime rationing and psychic privation.

         The War Game quickly fell victim to the very thing it was designed to oppose: the conspiracy of silence. Subsequent research has revealed that, right from the very beginning, the film aroused anxiety among the BBC top brass: Head of Music and Documentary Programmes Huw Wheldon, BBC Director General Sir Hugh Carleton-Greene, and Lord Normanbrook, the chairman of the BBC Board of Governors. They quickly took soundings from the Home Office.

         The first cut was completed by the end of June 1965. Wheldon suggested some cuts, which Watkins agreed to. When the second edit was viewed by the BBC bosses in early September, they decided that the responsibility of showing it was too great for the BBC to bear. They held a secret screening for the cabinet secretary and other government officials, while Mary Whitehouse, the secretary of the Viewers’ and Listeners’ Association, wrote to the Home Secretary demanding that the Home Office ban the film.

         The press had a field day. ‘Brilliant, but it must stay banned,’ opined the Daily Sketch. ‘I object to this film because it is propagandistic and negative in its approach.’ The Daily Mirror thought that this was ‘one ban the BBC need not have defended. The real horror is the stark documentary quality of the film. It reproduces with sickening realism charred limbs, crushed faces and eyes melting in their sockets. This, as the BBC rightly decided, could not have been borne by the millions of viewers sitting at home.’

         Watkins was no match for the Establishment. As Dr John Cook states in his documentary about the film, ‘There was a deliberate, secret move to suppress the film by Harold Wilson’s precarious Labour government because of its “serious political implications”.’ The Home Office took the decision to ban it and informed the BBC of their decision, and in late November it was announced that the film would not be shown. Watkins also alleges that the Corporation made attempts to ‘blacken’ his professional standing as a film-maker.

         Into this climate of censorship and denial dropped the Ugly’s’ ‘A Quiet Explosion’, a swirling circus of sour with its dark carnival organ and death-rattle bass that, in its own awkward way, was both insightful and timely. The spread of nuclear weapons and the state-sponsored blackout that surrounded this proliferation was nothing less than a creeping, insidious poison. To a small but vociferous minority, this was the true sound of silence, the quiet corruption that infected every aspect of Western life.

         Four days before the record was released, the US suffered its most serious nuclear accident to date. On 17 January 1966, a B-52 bomber collided with a Boeing KC-135 Stratotanker off the coast of Spain, killing seven crew members in the two planes. The bomber was carrying four hydrogen bombs, three of which crashed to earth near Palomares, on the southern coast of Spain. The non-nuclear explosives detonated, spreading plutonium and uranium over several acres.

         In a twist that could have come from the fourth James Bond film, Thunderball, then in the cinemas, the fourth hydrogen bomb was lost at sea. Around twenty-five US vessels were directed to the area, but it would not be fully recovered until early April. Apart from the dangers of nuclear leakage, the incident was a major embarrassment for the US, making international headlines and focusing attention on a key danger of any nuclear policy: human error.

         Just over a week later, Love gathered in Sunset Sound Studios in Hollywood for the third session of their first Elektra Records album. On the agenda was the taping of an all-acoustic song – a change of pace from the raucous, uptempo, Byrds/Stones readymades that had made them the toast of the Sunset Strip. Written by Arthur Lee, the lyrics of ‘Mushroom Clouds’ were brutally direct: ‘Mushroom clouds are forming / And the sky is dark and grey.’ The nightmares wouldn’t go away.

         In February 1966, The War Game had a screening at the British Film Institute in London for a specially invited audience of politicians, civil servants, military personnel and selected defence correspondents. As Watkins noted, ‘Film journalists were not allowed into the cinema. Also not allowed were the public, who were denied entry by a phalanx of BBC security guards standing elbow to elbow in a long line in front of the cinema.’ Nevertheless, this was cited as having fulfilled the Corporation’s ‘obligation to show the film’.

         This attempt at censorship backfired when the Observer’s Kenneth Tynan went public with his reaction: ‘We are always being told that works of art cannot change the course of history. I believe this one might. The War Game stirred me at a level deeper than panic or grief … It precisely communicates one man’s vision of disaster, and I cannot think that it is diminished as art because the vision happens to correspond with the facts. Like Michelangelo’s Last Judgement, it proposes itself as an authentic documentary image of the wrath to come.’

         There was a groundswell of opinion that the film should be shown. Eventually it was given an X certificate – the British Board of Film Censors’ ‘over-18’ category – and went on release in March 1966. Shortly afterwards, the Record Mirror columnist Tony Hall urged readers of his weekly pop column to see The War Game. ‘It’s the most devastating, disturbing thing I have ever seen. But you owe it to yourself to see it. And hear the facts and see the effects. Then tell others to see it too.’

         Despite the continued urgency of the topic, the organised politics of nuclear protest were shading into something different in early 1966. The suppression of The War Game had effectively blocked it from a mass audience, and CND, although still active and popular, was losing its effectiveness. There was a new, more conventional war to protest against – Vietnam – and CND’s lack of success in changing government policy engendered the factional in-fighting and apathy that tore the movement apart.

         At the same time, the influence of nuclear-derived existentialism quickened in 1966. On 1 January, the US Top 3 comprised ‘The Sound of Silence’, the Beatles’ ‘We Can Work It Out’ and James Brown’s ‘I Got You (I Feel Good)’, futuristic records all. To be sure, there was a lot of schlock in the Top 20, but that was business as usual. What was interesting was what was not business as usual. 1965 had opened things out, and there were many poised to boldly go where no one had gone before.

         The UK chart was similarly burdened with seasonal sentimentality, but the Top 10 was leavened by three tough records: the Beatles’ ‘Day Tripper’, the Kinks’ ‘Till the End of the Day’ and the Spencer Davis Group’s ‘Keep on Running’ – one of the first convincing UK marriages of soul and white mod pop. By the end of the month, Otis Redding was approaching the Top 10 with his cover of the Temptations’ ‘My Girl’ and Bob Dylan’s decidedly bizarre ‘Can You Please Crawl Out Your Window?’ had entered the Top 20.

         The stylistic foundations of the beat and R&B booms were pushed to the limit, as if under enormous compression. The week after the release of ‘A Quiet Explosion’, the US trade magazine Cashbox reviewed a 45 by Belfast group the Wheel-A-Ways and gave it a B+: a ‘slow raunchy infectious side’. The Wheels – as they were better known – were contemporaries of Them, the group that Van Morrison fronted, and they also specialised in tough R&B. They’d already covered Them’s ‘Gloria’, but ‘Bad Little Woman’ was something else.

         The reviews of the day completely failed to describe what is occurring on this record. It begins slowly, a tortured blues of jealousy and obsession. After two verses, the chorus arrives, and guitarist Rod Demick torques into overdrive, as singer Brian Rossi rants and raves. After a third verse, they do the same thing again, except that Demick keeps on accelerating and doesn’t stop. The velocity is so vicious yet controlled that it’s like a plunging roller coaster.

         Another record released that January captured the heightened momentum. ‘Baby Don’t You Do It’ was the fifth single by the Poets, the baroque Glasgow group managed by Andrew Loog Oldham. Their version of Marvin Gaye’s 1963 standard pushes everything off kilter with its trebly sound, strange twelve-string breaks and hysterical George Gallagher vocal. In its extremity of sound and emotion, it breaks the bounds of R&B and beat to enter unknown territory.

         The pace of life quickened in the mid-sixties, and the fear of nuclear annihilation was the rocket fuel. During 1965, the topic was broached, however crudely, as part of a folk rock and protest movement, and this, coupled with ever-increasing production on the part of the youth industries and the growing self-confidence of youth itself, pushed the sound and feel of pop into a highly volatile compound that would express anger, frustration and hostility at an unprecedented pitch. The dragon’s seeds had been sown.

         By 1966, the silence was everywhere: a stealthy psychic radiation, a living death. At once awoken and energised, some of the young began to deal with the fact that it affected every aspect of their lives. It had engendered a kind of forced existentialism, of having to live for and in the moment. So they would make noise, desperately assert life. Some would even begin to think about other ways of living. It was a MAD, mad, mad world. Bathed since childhood in this lunacy, it’s no accident that they began to act up.
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            19th Nervous Breakdown: British Teen Culture and the Madness of Swinging London
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            ‘Today’s Princes of Pop – The Rolling Stones. Now the emphasis is less on majesty and more on frenzy …’

            ‘10 YEARS OF POP’, Boyfriend Book 1966

         

         On 4 February 1966, the Rolling Stones released their tenth UK single, ‘19th Nervous Breakdown’; in the US, where the band’s ‘As Tears Go By’ was still in the Top 20, it was issued a week later. The group were coming off an extraordinary run – five consecutive #1s in the UK, four Top 10 hits in the US – that saw them rivalling the Beatles in terms of perceived cultural importance, if not actual sales. This was the first big pop statement of 1966.

         At the start of the year, the Rolling Stones were white-hot fan fodder. Their latest US album, December’s Children (And Everybody’s) – a cobbled-together selection of recent singles and album off-cuts – had been promoted with a Times Square billboard. It was rising up the American charts, as was their version of ‘As Tears Go By’ – a hit in the UK for Marianne Faithfull. In Britain, their most recent album, Out of Our Heads, was still in the Top 10 after three months.

         The 8 January 1966 issue of KRLA Beat had a report on the Rolling Stones’ recent Los Angeles press conference, held while the group were in town for recording sessions. They were in fine bad-boy mood, tackling questions about a new film – the mooted Back, Behind and in Front – their UK arraignment on obscenity charges and their new American LP – ‘an album of rejects’. When asked why the Stones disliked the older generation, Keith Richards* replied, ‘They dislike me.’

         Another reporter enquired whether they expected to receive MBEs, like the Beatles. ‘No,’ they chorused together. ‘We’ve already been convicted of obscenity charges in England,’ added Keith, ‘so we couldn’t get any MBEs.’ Another reporter brought up the fact that it was different for the Stones to be wearing long hair. After all, they were performers, but what about the ordinary kids? ‘If they like it, they should wear it,’ answered Keith, ‘and anyway, we’re ordinary kids.’

         ‘19th Nervous Breakdown’ was the lead single from the Los Angeles sessions, and it caught the careening momentum of superstardom – lives stepped up a gear. Recorded at the end of a six-week, forty-date American tour, there is something volatile and barely controlled about its tempo: the group have forsaken the contemporary soul influence of their previous two singles for a manic rockabilly beat, the country origins of which are reinforced by Keith Richards’s high, keening harmonies.

         It begins with two metallic guitars interlocking in counterpoint, Richards and Brian Jones weaving together for one last time on a 45. Jagger comes in with a first verse that mixes, in equal measure, contempt, boredom and empathy. The chorus is a blare, with Jagger’s upward inflection on the repeated ‘here it comes’ underscored with foghorn guitar.

         Developing the theme of the previous year’s ‘Play with Fire’, the scenario plays out amid the upper class, or nouveau riche, with a neglectful mother who owes a million dollars in tax and a father who’s ‘still perfecting ways of making sealing wax’ – note the pressure of the twelve-week deadline in that terrible rhyme. As the protagonist, Jagger actually tries to get involved: ‘Well, nothing I do don’t seem to work / It only seems to make matters worse.’

         This reasonably nuanced, psychologically acute portrait of a poor little rich girl lasted nearly four minutes – still a long time for a single in early 1966. It ends with a repeat of the twin guitar breakdown, then plunges into a repeat of the chorus, underscored by Bill Wyman’s dive-bombing bass. The whirling, whirring stasis between verse, chorus, instrumental breakdown and chorus makes the point that there is no hope: the privileged subject of the song is locked in the consequences of her upbringing.

         It was met with some confusion. Record Mirror noted ‘a specially heavy beat, Mick’s voice is there, good and strong, but it also tends to get a bit obscured … one of our reviewers doesn’t dig this at all – but a million fans will’. In Music Echo, Penny Valentine praised its ‘fabulous, neurotic sound’, while Rave was on the inside track: ‘According to Mick, the words could be directed at a deb. It’s a send up and it’s very good. And Mick is quite unconcerned whether you take it as a piece of social comment or a load of nonsense.’

         On the day that the single was released, the Evening Standard published an article about Mick Jagger by Maureen Cleave, the doyenne of sixties pop writers. Cleave had done the first-ever London newspaper interview with the Beatles, way back in February 1963, and had decided to brook no nonsense from this upstart: ‘For some unaccountable reason, Mick Jagger is considered the most fashionable, modish young man in London. We are told he is the voice of today, a today person, symptomatic of our society.

         ‘Cecil Beaton paints him, says he is reminded of Nijinsky, of Renaissance angels; magazines report that Mick Jagger is a friend of Princess Margaret; gossip columns tell us what parties he failed to turn up at … Mr Jagger himself, as far as I can make out, has lifted not a finger to further his own social advancement. He has said nothing – apart from a few words on the new single – to suggest he is of today, yesterday or any other day. He remains uncommunicative, unforthcoming, uncooperative.’

         Cleave would soon be interviewing the Beatles again, and would find in some of them the same vacancy and closed circuitry that Jagger identified in his pop-star status: ‘We’re earning all this money just to come to these places and be bored.’ She reported that his favourite song was ‘Satisfaction’. ‘It’s not about sex at all,’ Jagger said. ‘People are never bright enough to see where songs really are dirty. When the chap says: “I can’t get no satisfaction” he just means he’s fed up. I am a cynical person because I don’t see any kind of end to anything.’

         This was strange: a pop star at the zenith of his fame expressing boredom and anomie. Yet it tied Jagger and the Rolling Stones into how many of their audience felt and how they perceived the world. While they were fantasy figures living a life of opulence and fame, they were also subject to the same boredom, the same frustrations and the same curious dissatisfaction in the midst of comparative plenty. To that extent they were still, just about, able to be seen as ‘ordinary kids’.

         ‘19th Nervous Breakdown’ set a tone for the year, the advances and perversities of 1965 shooting forward without a brake. It was a recording full of harsh tones, instruments pushed to the limit, with allusive, Dylanesque lyrics that went beneath the surface of a pop culture still in its first flush of expansion and excitement. Just like ‘(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction’ and ‘Get Off of My Cloud’, it expressed an almost cosmic dissatisfaction with the very consumerism that had thrown the Rolling Stones into prominence.

         It was a high-wire act that was doomed to fail, but in the short term their regular bulletins on the culture – released every three months or so – would hit hard. Extrapolating from the personal to the general, ‘19th Nervous Breakdown’ hinted at the psychological disturbance that lay beneath the shiny, brightly coloured new teen world, at the same time as it sought to push those extremes wherever they might go. There was no deliberate programme, at this stage, no ‘movement’, more an individual sense of what if? Why not?

         The problem with the pop culture of the 1960s – exciting and innovative though it was – was that it set up expectations and desires that could never be satisfied. Teens were valued not for themselves, but for the cash in their pocket. Yet the musicians of the day began to delve further into the recesses of the teenage psyche. The resulting tensions would throw up all manner of strange and twisted forms.

         
            * * *

         

         
            ‘Now this ain’t a very fine song

            But lucky for you, it ain’t too long

            (Sit still or I’ll smash your face in!)’

            CHAD AND JEREMY, ‘Teenage Failure’, January 1966

         

         In early 1966, the single was still king. The previous year, over 60 million 45s had been produced: although down from the all-time peak of 1964 (nearly 73 million), that was still just above the figure for 1963, and double the number of albums manufactured in 1965. The music industry remained in thrall to the post-Beatles world order. This was not just a matter of musical style or taste, but of demographics: the year of the Beatles’ breakthrough, 1963, had coincided with the full impact of the post-war baby boom in the UK.

         Youth had a significant impact on Western society. Adults preferred to see this in terms of consumerism: as the editorial to the March 1966 Newsweek special issue on America’s 18 million ‘Teen-Agers’ observed, ‘Most studies estimate that rising allowances and swelling incomes from part-time and summer jobs this year will put a whopping $12 billion into the jean jackets of the nation’s high-school boys and girls. That about equals the total output of South Africa and adds up to an income of $670 per teen per year.’

         As the sixties progressed, this purchasing power led to wider social consequences. Youth became an ideal that began to percolate through British and American society. It wasn’t just about consumerism any more but something else – an ideology, almost, or at least an obsession. The world was changing fast, and music was at the centre of this change. As Peter Laurie noted in his 1965 survey The Teenage Revolution, ‘Music is the pulse and flow of teenage life: without it perhaps we would have no teenage revolution.’

         Within this still centralised economy, the weekly singles charts were the dominant narrative. Albums were becoming more important, but at an average price of 32s/6d, as opposed to 6s/8d for a single ($3.99 as opposed to 99c in the US), they were still predominantly bought by adults – a situation reflected in the UK album chart, where the soundtrack to The Sound of Music persisted at the top throughout the latter half of 1965 and most of 1966, ceding only to the Beatles and the Rolling Stones.

         Adults also bought a lot of singles, which accounted for the schizophrenic nature of the British chart in 1965, when the Rolling Stones and the Beatles vied at the top of the charts with what teenagers of the time called ‘mums-and-dads music’: records like ‘Tears’ by Ken Dodd, and the Seekers’ ‘The Carnival Is Over’. This had been a constant even in the Beatles’ breakthrough period, with acts like the Bachelors and Jim Reeves having huge hits during 1964 with sentimental, almost light-operatic tunes and country-and-western material.

         In December 1965, Record Mirror published a list of the ‘discs which were most successful chart-wise throughout the year’. Of the top ten singles, only two – the Beatles’ ‘Help!’ and the Hollies’ ‘I’m Alive’ – were specifically teen-oriented. At #1 and #4 were the Seekers, with Roger Miller, Cliff Richard, Ken Dodd and Elvis Presley rounding off the list. In the LP chart, the Beatles, the Rolling Stones and Bob Dylan vied with The Sound of Music, Mary Poppins and Val Doonican.

         By 1966, there were already signs of the divisions to come. Longer and longer hair, drugs and abrasive noises marked the change and would deepen the split. The generation that had come up with the Beatles was beginning to either move out of the teenage – still thought, in the mid-sixties, to end at eighteen – or to seek something deeper. At the same time, younger teens found new heroes like the Walker Brothers: melodramatic, Spectorian balladeers emoting from behind a wall of long hair.

         The pop charts were becoming a complex ecosystem of micro-generations and micro-tribes: the early teens, the bohemians, the soul freaks, the mums and dads, the vast number of unaffiliated young. In the week that ‘19th Nervous Breakdown’ was released, the UK and US Top 50s – still fairly similar at that point – included Tony Bennett, Frank Sinatra, Herb Alpert, the Walker Brothers, Herman’s Hermits, the Kinks, the Beatles, Otis Redding, Fontella Bass, Lee Dorsey and Bob Dylan.

         This was a consequence of success and aspiration. Sixties teens had greater mobility and freedom than their forebears, but in the mid-decade the amount of disposable income for each individual was still fairly low: in the UK, teenagers in 1964/5 spent on average £150 a year, much of which went on essentials. At the same time, 75 per cent of the 16–24 age group claimed to save £70 a year. But it was the idea of youth and novelty that was important, and in the short term that swamped all other considerations.

         The burgeoning music and media industries successfully conveyed a picture of London – and various other urban centres in Britain and America – as thrown open to the young, indeed transformed by their energy and zest. This was built on a foundation of actuality: a small inner circle of pop stars, designers, photographers and metropolitan flâneurs rippling outwards who, rendered as an ideal, inspired imitation and emulation among a wider teen phalanx that was receptive to these ideas and images.

         By early 1966, the British youth media had expanded into a sophisticated, comprehensive and fast-moving economy. On the one hand, there were the teen magazines aimed at young women – Mirabelle, Boyfriend, Jackie and Fabulous 208; on the other, there was the weekly music press – Melody Maker, New Musical Express, Disc Weekly, Music Echo and Record Mirror. The key monthly was Rave, which appealed to both sexes with a sharp mixture of fashions, self-help features and pop-star interviews.

         The depth and reach of these publications was unprecedented. To varying age groups within their target teenage market they pumped out the ideas and the sounds of the British music and media industries, which were still concentrated in London at that point. Although in most cases they shied away from conceptualising the rapid pace of change, they nevertheless faithfully reported the thoughts and attitudes of the pop stars – like the Rolling Stones, the Who and the Yardbirds – who were driving that change.

         This was the moment just before any ‘serious’ writing about pop music, and the general tone was breezy yet informed, of and in the moment. The best writers, such as Penny Valentine, knew their readers because they were like them, or, in the case of people like Record Mirror’s Tony Hall, they were so on the ball about future trends that they predicted what was going to occur in the charts weeks before it happened. At the beginning of 1966, that meant Tamla Motown, Atlantic and West Coast.

         In early 1966, there were three TV programmes devoted to pop music. Aired on Thursday evenings at the peak time of 7.30 p.m., BBC1’s Top of the Pops presented a fairly straightforward selection from the weekly chart run-down, with very occasional newcomers. On 3 February, for instance, it showed the Rolling Stones and the Spencer Davis Group, along with Herb Alpert, Petula Clark, Nancy Sinatra, Crispian St Peters and Eddy Arnold, whose ‘Make the World Go Away’ was a new release. Top of the Pops was aimed at a wide audience: there would be no filleting of the charts for the new and exciting, or even the teenage – Eddy Arnold was forty-seven in February 1966. With the limited access to pop music available through BBC TV or radio, the high-sixties pop experience usually meant sitting through several records that you absolutely hated before you got to the one you really liked. That gave the one you liked a terrific charge: in this episode, the Rolling Stones positively exploded out of the box.

         In January, BBC2 premiered a new series about pop, A Whole Scene Going. Presented by the artist Barry Fantoni and the actress Wendy Varnals, it was more thoughtful and exciting, offering interviews with the likes of Pete Townshend, Michael Caine and David McCallum – then super-hot as Illya Kuryakin in The Man from U.N.C.L.E. – as well as videos set to current records (for instance, the Kinks’ ‘Dedicated Follower of Fashion’) and studio performances, such as the Spencer Davis Group’s ‘Somebody Help Me’.

         The best show of all was Ready Steady Go!, a sharply conceived, fast-running weekly programme that aimed to translate the excitement of pop and the pace of youth culture directly through the screen, as Jack Good’s Oh Boy! had in the late 1950s. Beginning in August 1963 and continuing through into 1966, it featured all the major groups of the day, along with significant American visitors – most notably soul and Tamla acts – as well as promoting women as presenters, producers and artists.

         Vicki Wickham worked on Ready Steady Go! from the start. ‘I was always programme editor,’ she states, ‘but Francis Hitching and Elkan Allan, our executive producers, both came from Fleet Street, so used “journalist” language and credits. What I did do was book the show, do the running order, organise and arrange call times – nearly everything.’

         With exciting credits – fast cut to hip records like ‘Wipe Out’ and ‘5–4–3–2–1’ – and innovative staging that had the acts placed within the audience, Ready Steady Go! emphasised the immersive experience of 1960s pop culture, even more so when the show went ‘live’ in April 1965. It wasn’t just about passively adoring the stars, it was about dances, fashions and attitudes. It was forward-looking, beamed into the future, and over its long run it began to offer a vision of how life could be.

         This was deliberate, as Wickham explains: ‘Top of the Pops had much bigger ratings than we did, and RSG!, with musicians, singers, equipment, etc., was expensive. Top of the Pops had an unbeatable – and very straightforward – concept: chart records. Lip-sync/mime. RSG! was irreverent, unexpected, sexy and thought-provoking. We tended to go with new, up-and-coming, exciting artists and bands. Music you mostly heard in the clubs or in select record shops. Not in the charts!’

         By 1965, the show was expanding the language of pop television, with camera zooms, freeze frames and the full merging of act and audience. This is best seen in a surviving clip of the Rolling Stones, playing live in late August 1965: the group are playing on a small stage, raised just a few feet above a barely controllable audience. They run through two soul covers from their soon to be released third British album, Out of Our Heads: Don Covay’s ‘Mercy Mercy’ and Solomon Burke’s ‘Cry to Me’. Things start to come unstuck as the group slam into their new single, ‘(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction’: a mass of young women surge against the studio technicians who are trying to keep them off the stage. The whole stance of the group oozes aloofness, which fuses with the aggressive nihilism of the song’s lyrics – all those repeated ‘no’s – to incite the crowd even more. As Jagger slaps the air with his contemptuous hand gestures, the audience overruns the stage and the group run for their lives.

         ‘Michael Lindsay-Hogg was the director who made RSG!’ says Wickham. ‘He knew that the audience wanted to see Mick as close as the camera could get him. Not a guitarist’s hands. His shots of the young mod dancers with short skirts were pretty explicit, and this is how the scene was set. SEXY, shocking, and that’s what music was to our parents! He came from theatre and understood lighting, which had really not been used before. He came up with techniques used to “freeze” shots in games like football and applied them to music.’

         The other big influence in early 1966 was the pirate radio stations, which had grown from their tentative, chaotic beginnings to become a major force within the British music industry. The idea had started in March 1964, when the Irish entrepreneur Ronan O’Rahilly began transmitting Radio Caroline from aboard a former Danish ferry. As the boat was moored several miles off the British coast at Felixstowe, the station was able to evade the British broadcasting laws because it was broadcasting from international waters. Its impact was immediate. Quite apart from the excitement of the fast-moving, American-style twenty-four-hour pop format, it regularly featured records that you could not hear on the BBC’s tightly restricted pop playlist. It was a little slice of America – pop nirvana – coming out of the transistor.

         The launch of Caroline was quickly followed by other stations: Radio City in May, Radio Invicta in June and, in December, its closest competitor, Radio London. In July, Caroline had split into two stations, Radio Caroline North and South. Within a year, Radio London and Radio Caroline South had nearly a million listeners daily, not up to the figures for the BBC’s Light Programme, but a significant force nevertheless. The stations were strictly commercial enterprises but, with so much airtime to fill, they could not help but play records that were ignored by the BBC and, in general, the more teen-oriented stations like London and Caroline South tended to go lightly on the mums-and-dads records and promote the noisy and new.

         Radio London’s chart was called the Big L Fab Forty, and it was different to the BBC’s: more random, quicker moving, faster on the uptake. On 6 February, records that were not ‘official’ hits were in the Top 10, such as the Lovin’ Spoonful’s ‘You Didn’t Have to Be So Nice’ (#5) and the Pretty Things’ ‘Midnight to Six Man’ (#10). There were also dubious placings (David Ballantyne (#9), Paul and Barry Ryan (#12) – the pirates were porous to payola), as well as new releases by the Poets (#35), David Bowie (#26) and Chad and Jeremy (#38).

         Pirate radio DJs like Kenny Everett, Johnnie Walker and Emperor Rosko became celebrities. Music Echo had a weekly feature called ‘The Pirate’s Den’, and in the 12 February issue Tom Lodge wrote about a record that had been banned by TV but was on heavy rotation on Radio Caroline South, Chad and Jeremy’s ‘Teenage Failure’: ‘This rather kinky song was written by Jeremy Clyde and has the condemning line: “Smash your face in”. It was this that caused it to be banned by Thank Your Lucky Stars.’

         The pirates were popular because they would play banned records, new records, hyped records, more and more records in general. Their playlists were a spicy soup of the sacred and the profane, the inspired and the dreary, guided by payola, expedience and genuine enthusiasm for the form. They also gave the drop on new American releases, which would often be released one or two months later in the UK: from early 1966 on, Caroline broadcast a US Top 40 show recorded in New York by WMCA ‘Good Guy’ DJ Jack Spector.

         The pirate stations helped to open out British pop into a confident, experimental culture that fulfilled the logical premise of the teenage ideal. Throughout the sixties, much pop music was as it always had been: emotion as commerce, youth as product. But what made this period different was the extent to which the truly popular was also truly innovative and full of content. Three years after the Beatles’ breakthrough, it had become possible to gain mass success with sounds, attitudes and lyrics unthinkable even a couple of years before.

         Part of this was down to the increased confidence of mid-sixties teens. In 1965, Peter Laurie had contrasted three generations of teenagers: those born between 1931 and 1936; those born in the early 1940s; and the post-war babies. The first had opted for ‘a greedy, resentful conformity’; the second oscillated between spasmodic violence – epitomised by the rock ’n’ roll-loving Teds – or the embryonic social organisation of what Laurie called ‘Beats, Bohemianism, Trad Jazz Clubs’ and CND. In the fifties rock ’n’ roll explosion, rebellion was conveyed by sound, attitude and racial integration, in musical styles if not in deed. ‘Teenage’ was a very popular buzzword, but principally as a marketing hook, epitomised by records like Tommy Sands’s ‘Teenage Crush’ or Gale Storm’s ‘Teen Age Prayer’. The favoured media definition of youth was in terms of consumerism and romance, with adults very much in control of the media and the music industry. As far as the white mainstream was concerned, pop meant the quiddities of love.

         It was the third generation, the post-war babies, who fuelled the 1960s pop explosion, and by 1965 they were finally squaring the circle between high and low art, between mass entertainment and aesthetic expression. As Laurie observed, ‘The pop business has many of the features of the commercial culture, most obviously the importance of large audiences and big gates as a measure of success. But by some miracle of adjustment the young have been able to reconcile this fundamental measure with their own intuitive, creative best.’

         Summer 1965 had belonged to the Beatles’ ‘Help!’, a multimedia campaign that included the single, the soundtrack album and the film itself, a glossy pop art pastiche that presented the group as sleek, global demigods at the same time as it rehearsed, like a stress nightmare, all the violence that was beginning to swirl around them. The Beatles did not seek to promote chaos – indeed, during 1965, their image was still calculated to appeal across the generations and the various teen types – but their nearest competitors did.

         In early September 1965, the Rolling Stones were in Ireland. During their short tour, Peter Whitehead shot the bulk of a documentary, later titled Charlie Is My Darling, that – like Pennebaker’s Don’t Look Back – captured a moment of breakthrough. The concert footage is explosive. The group’s whole purpose is to create frenzy, and the crowd is barely contained throughout: in Dublin, they scream, yell, throw anything they can get their hands on, rush the stage and assault the musicians, bringing the show to a rapid halt. Whitehead’s film intersperses these wild scenes with fly-on-the-wall reportage of their down time and interviews with all the group members except Keith Richards. While posed, these are nevertheless revealing.

         By September 1965, the Rolling Stones were two years into their careers as hit-makers. The group’s seventh single, ‘(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction’, had stormed to #1 in the UK by the end of the first week, following its success in the US, where it had stayed at the top for four weeks in the high summer. They had begun in the wake of Merseybeat, but, thanks to inspired positioning by their teenage Svengali, Andrew Loog Oldham, they were soon enshrined as the anti-Beatles, opposites yet competitors to the throne. Where the Beatles were styled as polite, charming and acceptable to adults, the Rolling Stones were, to some extent against their class and inclination, moulded into rude and divisive louts.

         There is a wonderful photo of the Rolling Stones in 1964, at a Hyde Park press call. It’s taken from behind the group, so all you can see is their collar-length hair – long and shaggy for the day. In front of them is a line of photographers, including the veteran Dezo Hoffman, and to one side is Andrew Loog Oldham, resplendent in waistcoat and wraparound sunglasses, gesticulating to the group, his face twisted into a sneer, showing by direct example exactly how to be offensive and disgusting in every way.

         By summer 1965, the campaign was in full flight. A trivial incident in March that year, when one of the group, Bill Wyman, had been caught urinating against a garage wall, resulted in a very public court case. In late July, the Daily Mirror reported that ‘three of the Rolling Stones were fined £5 each for insulting behaviour and were rebuked for not setting a higher moral standard for their fans’. Jagger was cited as saying, when challenged by a mechanic, ‘We will piss anywhere, man.’

         It was a defining moment. ‘Fleet Street went ballistic over the story,’ Andrew Loog Oldham remembered in his memoir, 2Stoned, ‘so I moved Mick into the headline and the band’s image as long-haired monsters from the teenage Id was enhanced. I say “I moved” – it probably involved nothing more than me lying in the affirmative when some optimistic scribe asked whether Mick was in the front line.’ This was a new kind of showbiz: building up anti-heroes, with their worst characteristics amplified.

         And yet, at this point, the image was not the person. In Whitehead’s interview, Mick Jagger is poised, studied and very eloquent for a young man dismissed as a mindless yob. Drawing on a cigarette and punctuating his words with hand gestures, he discusses the difference between pop now and then, when it ‘wasn’t a real thing at all. It was very, very romantic … in so far as every song was about boy/girl relationships, which is romantic in one sense. Every song was just like romantic lyrics, all about things that don’t really happen.’

         He developed his theme: ‘If you listen to all popular songs ten years ago, very few of them actually mean anything, or have any relation to what people are doing. The songs didn’t have any relation to what people actually spend their lives doing, like getting up, washing, going to work, coming back and feeling very screwed up about certain things.’

         ‘Feeling very screwed up’: that was the key. There was another side to teendom. For every newspaper article about the young as idealised consumers, there were others about violence, gang behaviour, drug-taking and promiscuous sexuality. The 1959 publication of Mark Abrams’s influential report, The Teenage Consumer – the real beginning of teenage marketing in the UK – had coexisted with headlines about Teddy Boy violence. This continued with the first flush of the Beatles’ international fame.

         The mod/rocker battles in spring 1964 led to lurid headlines and outraged quotes from the authorities, ‘long-haired, mentally unstable little sawdust Caesars’ being the most memorable. A sensationally packaged book of interviews with real-time teenagers soon appeared. Pegged on the disturbances and the then current fashions, Charles Hamblett and Jane Deverson’s Generation X nevertheless sought to uncover the reality that lay between the polarities of delinquent and consumer, star and fan. As Peter Laurie observed, ‘Over the average teenager hovers the appalling consciousness of being average, of being totally undistinguished in anything that matters. Neither schooling nor further education nor industry make much attempt to draw him into the real productive life that can establish him as a member of our society. Without even this dubious accolade they are nothing, and they know they are nothing.’

         In his ghost-written autobiography published in March 1966, Just Me and Nobody Else, the beatnik Neale Pharaoh went even further: ‘Materially, the young person is relatively well off and there are aspects of his wealth and his apparent freedom that no one but a fanatic would want to abolish. But this is all we have; the underlying moral codes are no different … young people are suffering from an enforced schizophrenia. The glossy package of the pop world and the hard realities beneath conflict.’

         It was this dissatisfaction – along with more general complaints about the state of the world – that many white songwriters and performers began to explore during 1965: the new generation of folkies, tough R&B groups like the Animals, and above all Bob Dylan, whose songs oscillated between industrial-strength vitriol and visionary explorations of a new world, one turned so upside down that it seemed to offer the possibility of a discrete youth universe.

         On the West Coast, KRLA Beat contributor Eden explained Dylan’s almost messianic allure in early 1966: ‘Many people, both young and old, have adopted Bob Dylan as their spokesman, their leader, the man who represents the ultimate and final truth in the universe for them. But Bob will take no credit for this, will disengage from this position entirely. He writes entirely for himself, and offers it to anyone who will listen and can find a meaning for themselves within his work.’

         The Rolling Stones also assumed this mantle on both sides of the Atlantic with ‘(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction’ – a brilliantly made pop record: chunky, metallic, clear, with a firm yet supple rhythmic base that betrays its origin in contemporary soul music. And then there’s the fuzz guitar, slicing through everything. The lyrics send Morse code flashes from a mediascape that promises satiation but totally fails to deliver. It ends with a cluster of repeated ‘no’s: I and you and we are nothing.

         It changed the Rolling Stones’ lives and pushed the pop culture of the time further towards harsh truth-telling. Romance was dead in the fast lane. The outsiders were inside, and they embodied change. The effect was to ramp up the demands on the performers. Each new 45 had to be a statement: they had just twelve weeks or so to come up with another hit, one that not only went further than the previous record or two but surpassed all other developments in between. The pace accelerated to a barely sustainable level.

         In the early days, the Rolling Stones’ position as rivals and coevals to the Beatles had been, to some considerable degree, built on hype. But in early 1966, it was beginning to become true. In the fourth year of their success, the Beatles were weary, inward-looking and increasingly remote. After ‘Day Tripper’ and ‘We Can Work It Out’ went to #1 in Britain and America, they disappeared, and would not resurface in public until June.

         To be sure, in January the charts were full of Beatles records: ‘Day Tripper’, Rubber Soul and various Top 30 covers of that album’s songs by David and Jonathan, St Louis Union and the Overlanders, whose version of ‘Michelle’ went to #1 in late January. But these were mainstream pop songs, accentuating the very Beatles balladry that put off many hardcore fans. After the group collected their MBEs at Buckingham Palace in late October 1965, they were – temporarily at least – seen as part of the Establishment.

         The Stones were definitely not. Even so, the anti-system that Andrew Loog Oldham had set up back in 1964 flattered to deceive. The Beatles were global superstars, sleek and indivisible, protected by the sophisticated guidance of Brian Epstein. Despite any intragroup tensions, they presented a monolithic, unified front, best exemplified by the famous scene in Help! where they pass through four separate front doors in suburban Twickenham to enter a vast communal living space undetectable from the outside. In contrast, the Rolling Stones were all niggles, and any existing edges were constantly sharpened by Oldham. There was a hierarchy that became ever more pronounced: the front man and chief guitarist – and later co-writers – Mick Jagger and Keith Richards, and then the rhythm section of Bill Wyman and Charlie Watts. Orbiting erratically like an already burnt-out star was Brian Jones, at once the group’s irritant, pariah and fashion plate.

         In late 1965, the Rolling Stones were still fresh to global fame, and they were moving very fast indeed. During their tours in Europe and the US, they met several people who would shape their future: the model Anita Pallenberg, the writer and film-maker Donald Cammell, the cutting-edge gallerist Robert Fraser and the designer/aesthete Christopher Gibbs. They’d begun as lower-middle-class bohemians, but now, as pills shaded into pot and LSD, they were mixing with the social and artistic elite.

         They represented a new kind of pop star. ‘Rather earlier I hung out with Larry Parnes and a lot of rough boys in this rather nice flat in the Gloucester Road,’ Gibbs remembers. ‘The Stones were much more sophisticated and subtle and enjoyable and on one’s wavelength. I don’t know why that was – I was that much older. It was very nice for me, cos they were a bit younger than me, and tuned me into all sorts of things that I didn’t know about, so it was a fair exchange of energies and aspirations.

         ‘They were very accepting and tolerant of one’s sexuality, they were completely cool about all that. Unlike many of my contemporaries. Like most people of that age, I had a strong sex drive and rather a romantic view of possibilities … then drugs came along. Drugs lift one above, and if you smoke enough dope, you can actually find that you haven’t got laid or got worried about it. This coincided with me coming into touch with all these young folk and hanging out with them. It all fitted in nicely.’

         At the same time as they were becoming chic, the Rolling Stones were finally breaking the US – with two #1 singles and a #1 album in the second half of 1965. After a six-week tour, they ended up in Los Angeles in December, where they stayed in the exclusive Beverly Wilshire, gave a press conference and sequestered themselves in RCA Studios, Hollywood, for a concentrated burst of recording. They also had a shoot with Guy Webster, who snapped a couple of moody rolls up at the Franklin Canyon reservoir.

         This was a defining session, providing the attitudinal cover for Big Hits (High Tide and Green Grass), the greatest hits compilation released in different forms on both sides of the Atlantic. London Records also used a variant of the US sleeve for ‘19th Nervous Breakdown’: the colour image was printed in black and white and showed the Stones glowering by the waterside, sullen, threatening and – if you looked closely at the bags under Brian Jones’s eyes – quite possibly the subject of the song. It was a haunting, psychological freeze frame.

         On 12 February, Record Mirror carried large colour photos of Mick Jagger, Keith Richards and Charlie Watts on the back and front pages, together with a banner advert for the new single. Inside were more pictures and interviews. Jagger observed a new kind of fan: ‘Recently, in America especially, we seem to have been appealing to the same sort of audiences that turn out for Bob Dylan. Some of the more intellectual types of audiences go for very pretentious analyses of our style.’

         In contrast to the always poised Jagger and Richards, Brian Jones revealed more than perhaps he would have wished: ‘Life is a paradox for me. I’m so contradictory. I have this need for expression, but I’m not certain what it is I want to do. I’m not personally insecure, just unsure. I would like to write, but I lack confidence. I need encouragement. If someone told me I could write and egged me on, I suppose I could do it. It’s like jumping in at the deep end and not knowing which way you are coming up.’

         Despite its uncompromising harshness and unusual length, by 24 February ‘19th Nervous Breakdown’ had zoomed up the UK charts to #2. That week, the Kinks released their new single, ‘Dedicated Follower of Fashion’. While not at the same level as the Beatles and the Stones, they were serious contenders who had not quite regained the momentum of their first three smashes in late 1964 and early 1965. ‘Till the End of the Day’, their most recent hit, had only struggled into the Top 10.

         The fan magazines and the public found the Kinks hard to pin down. They had tried hard to vary their signature hard-riffing style – most notably with the haunting, modal ‘See My Friends’ – while developing a reputation for truculence and worse. When the group played Copenhagen in March 1965, an overenthusiastic audience fought with the police and smashed up the Tivoli Hall. ‘We had the Rolling Stones here last week,’ the group was told. ‘They were nice boys but you’re horrible.’

         At Cardiff’s Capitol Theatre in May 1965, drummer Mick Avory climaxed a long-festering row with guitarist Dave Davies by walloping him onstage with a hi-hat. This was patched up just in time for the group to embark on their first US tour, a rancorous and badly organised affair that ended in recriminations between the group and their warring managers, Larry Page, Robert Wace and Grenville Collins, and a US musicians’ union ban.

         Singer and writer Ray Davies was tricksy, complex and elusive: he took great pains to keep himself apart while playing the pop game with an extremely keen sense of competitiveness. He knew that he was hampered by a poor record deal and inconsistent management. ‘I think Oldham gave the Stones a real image,’ he reflected. ‘Without Oldham I don’t think they would have been as good. I saw Brian Epstein starting with the Beatles, it was like another member and I felt we hadn’t got that guidance.’

         Davies always felt apart from the sixties elite. He nursed this resentment, becoming adept at turning negative energy into inspiration. Released in September 1965, ‘A Well Respected Man’ was an acid portrait of upper-middle-class hypocrisy and arrogance masked by a jaunty, almost music-hall rhythm. He continued in this fertile vein. The flip of ‘Till the End of the Day’ was ‘Where Have All the Good Times Gone’, a moody meditation on what had been gained and what had been lost in the social upheaval of the 1960s.

         The Kinks’ next single came from the same critical impulse. ‘I remember I threw a party,’ Davies recalled. ‘There was a guy who was a designer and he was on about some style, and I got pissed off with him always going on about fashion and I was just saying you don’t have to be anything; you decide what you wanna be and you just walk down the street, and if you’re good the world will change as you walk past. I just wanted it to be up to the individual to create his own fashion.’

         ‘Dedicated Follower of Fashion’ is a Swinging London song by sarcastic, cynical young Londoners. The Kinks were close enough to the Carnabetian army to know whereof they spoke: ‘One week he’s in polka dots, the next week he’s in stripes.’ Bassist Pete Quaife and Dave Davies were well-known fashion plates, the latter outrageous in his shoulder-length long hair, stripy pullovers, Rupert Bear checked hipsters and – to promote the song – thigh-length rubber waders.

         It begins with a reverb-saturated fanfare on acoustic guitar, segueing into another knees-up music-hall rhythm. Precisely enunciated by Ray Davies, who is clearly having enormous fun with assuming a variety of voices, the lyrics paint a detailed picture of a ‘pleasure-seeking individual’, a fickle butterfly who flits from boutiques to discotheques and parties. Here is a hermetically sealed youth world, seen and dissected from within, with its emptiness implicit.

         The song’s accuracy can be seen in the popular Rave column, ‘Just Dennis – A Boy’s Angle on Fashion’. In early 1966, Dennis was busy writing about polo-neck sweaters, ‘ever popular’ 1930s-style retro suits, op art ties (‘looks great in a discotheque’), thick, bold, checked trousers, jumbo cords, candy-striped shirts and tinted eye specs. This was a flowering of men’s fashion, the subterranean gay styles of 1950s Carnaby Street turned admass for teens throughout the country.

         With lyrics about ‘frilly nylon panties’, ‘Dedicated Follower of Fashion’ was aware of the gay implications. ‘That was the first time anybody told me I was camp,’ Davies says. ‘I remember this guy called Jimmy O’Day, who worked for our agency, came to see us at Top of the Pops. I was singing “Dedicated” – I could see him in the audience when I did certain things like [demonstrates camp gesture], he would purse his lips and shrivel up. He thought we were very, very camp, really near the knuckle for straight blokes.’

         The publicity accentuated the obvious angle. The photographer Chris Walter took the Kinks around Soho, lining them up in a boutique. Quaife and Dave Davies riffled through a selection of floral and op art ties, while Ray looked on with wry amusement. In another shot from the session, the group loafed outside the Baron J Boutique, Dave to the front with his wide leather belt and cutaway jacket; in the nearby record-shop window was an ad for the new single by David Bowie.

         During the mid-sixties, the NME featured advertisements on its front page. In the first week of March, Pye promoted ‘Dedicated Follower of Fashion’ with a drawing by Ray Davies that, again, might have revealed more than intended. The rhythm section are at the back, Quaife posing, Mick Avory trying not to be there. Dave Davies is slumped front right, dandyish and dissipated, while Ray holds himself erect, prim and paranoid, with huge lines around his eyes and disgust curdling his expression.

         A March 1966 Rave interview with Ray confirmed this malaise: ‘We used to like being asked questions but now we are sick of it. Why should we be leaders of fashions, or trendsetters? It makes us out to be different, but we are not, we are like everybody else. When people meet us they are brought down.’ He added, ‘I’ve got a quick temper. Once I picked up my guitar and smashed it at the audience. This life makes you all pent up, and you have to smash something.’

         By mid-March, ‘Dedicated Follower of Fashion’ was slugging it out in the Top 10 with another defining new year’s statement: the Yardbirds’ ‘Shapes of Things’. In contrast to the Kinks, the Yardbirds were still coming up fast. It was under a year since their first hit, ‘For Your Love’, and each of their following two UK singles – ‘Heart Full of Soul’ and the double A-side ‘Evil Hearted You’/‘Still I’m Sad’ – had been artistic and commercial successes.

         The Yardbirds had started out in the same west London blues scene – centred around Ealing, Twickenham and Richmond – as the Rolling Stones, taking over their slot at the Crawdaddy club in autumn 1963. They had struggled with the same problems of authenticity as the Stones: whether to stick with the ever-diminishing repertoire of purist R&B or to go pop. Their lead guitarist, Eric Clapton, knew which side he was on, and quit just as they had their first hit.

         Replacing him with the taciturn but wildly inventive Jeff Beck, the Yardbirds struck out for pastures new. ‘Heart Full of Soul’ was one of the very first Western pop records to integrate Indian modes: the first version was attempted with sitar, until Beck simply simulated the drone with his electric guitar. ‘Still I’m Sad’ was based on a Gregorian chant, while their surging version of Bo Diddley’s ‘I’m a Man’ climaxed with Beck chicken-plucking the neck of his guitar.

         Most histories cite the Yardbirds as the group that included three famous guitarists, but in 1966 they were seen as fashion plates and progressive, exploratory musicians. They were extremely popular in the US, especially in California. ‘They have developed a new sound – they call it a “Rave Up”,’ wrote KRLA Beat in January 1966. ‘As each new record climbs steadily to the top of all the charts they are rapidly becoming one of the most popular and most successful groups in the world. Also, one of the most respected.’

         They were a strange bunch: gothic, moody, volatile. Vocalist Keith Relf cut a dash with his Brian Jones fringe and sunglasses – diverting attention from his droning, everyman tones – while Jeff Beck alternated between sullen non-communication and the brief moments when he’d come alive, grinning like a droog from A Clockwork Orange. The rave-up was their signature: blues figures accelerated and boosted into a climax, or series of climaxes, that reflected the hormonal surges of teenage nervous systems.

         They also gave interviews that introduced a new way of talking about pop, one that pointed forward to a merging of the senses. ‘Pop music is like abstract painting,’ Relf told Rave. ‘It is somehow easier to paint a sunset like a picture, than to paint it in an abstract mass of colour. People have to feel what the artist is getting at. When we record we don’t necessarily sing of mists and sunsets, but put together a sound that puts thoughts of them into the minds of the listeners.’

         After their American success, life accelerated for the Yardbirds. In September 1965, they played a private party for the Hollywood elite, before recording a couple of songs – including an explosive version of the Johnny Burnette Trio’s ‘The Train Kept A-Rollin’’ – at Sam Phillips’s Sun Studio in Memphis. Restricted by reciprocal visa problems, they returned in December for a six-week tour, during which they taped their new single at Chess in Chicago and Columbia Studios in Hollywood.

         Like ‘19th Nervous Breakdown’, ‘Shapes of Things’ – released on 24 February – is the product of pressure and frantic forward motion: pop modernism at its height. Beginning with a warning rumble, it settles into a stiff, martial rhythm. Keith Relf intones the philosophical lyrics – ‘Shapes of things before my eyes / Just teach me to despise / Will time make man more wise?’ – while Jeff Beck lets off constant feedback drones. The chorus ponders the future: ‘Come tomorrow, will I be older? / Come tomorrow, maybe a soldier?’

         The song is a complex, contradictory mixture of idealism, contempt and shame. The lyrics touch on ecology and the nature of perception itself. The message is conveyed through Jeff Beck’s Indian-toned guitar, which rumbles, sizzles and soars in the brief instrumental break; the song fades out on sitar-like fizzes that match the Near Eastern harmonies of the final chorus.

         On the flip of the British 45 was another groundbreaking song. Written by Manfred Mann drummer Mike Hugg, and recorded at Sun Studios, ‘You’re a Better Man Than I’ was a finger-pointing classic, tackling racism, militarism and intolerance in three short verses. ‘Can you judge a man / By the way he wears his hair?’ intoned Relf, before Beck cut the song in half with a raga-like solo.

         Rave’s review of the new single perfectly captured the pop scene’s transition from one era to another: ‘Keith Relf’s marriage to April Liversedge last month came as a pretty stiff blow to Yardbirds fans. But still, the Yardbirds have been established as a top group for too long for this to affect their popularity. Proof enough is the high placing of their latest, “Shapes of Things”, which, say Keith and Jeff, is meant to conjure up mental pictures in the minds of whoever hears it.’

         ‘Shapes of Things’ was an outrageous but highly successful record – it eventually reached #3 in the Record Retailer chart – that tapped into the new kind of audience that Mick Jagger had already observed. Primed by folk in general and Bob Dylan in particular, a section of the teenage market was now ready for thoughtful, open-ended songs that reflected a new and critical – if not transcendent – perception. Not for nothing did the Yardbirds typify their songs as ‘images in sound’.

         As both ‘Shapes of Things’ and ‘Dedicated Follower of Fashion’ entered the British charts, the fourth big pop statement of early 1966 was released. Like the Yardbirds, the Who had only been chart contenders for a year or so, and were coming up fast. They also came from west London, but there the similarities ended. While the Yardbirds took from the blues, the Who were inspired by Motown and James Brown. They weren’t from Richmond and Twickenham, but Acton and Shepherd’s Bush; not bohemian but mod.

         In early 1966, the Who were still basking in the glow of an unprecedented success with ‘My Generation’, a Jimmy Reed blues riff with surfing harmonies and Motown hand-claps, that had been twisted and bent into aural violence. Everything in the song was off-kilter. There was no middle eight, just a bass solo; the verses and choruses were repeated until, at around two and a half minutes, the song accelerated and – underpinned by Keith Moon’s manic drums – broke apart in a riot of feedback.

         Using the keyword ‘generation’ – a youth-politics term going right back to the early 1920s – indicated the song’s divisive and polemical intent. Pete Townshend had written the song as an attempt to get into the heads of the teenagers that flocked to their shows – the mods. He was casting for his role as a songwriter, and found his audience by observing the crowds at the dances the group played during the first half of 1964.

         The Who were not mods but had been positioned as such by their then manager, Peter Meaden, a hustler and impresario with his ear close to the ground. In early 1964, Meaden had observed that the growing mod movement lacked any home-grown heroes and performers; it was all American pop and R&B, with a smattering of Jamaican ska. He renamed the Who the High Numbers – the term for the mod elite – and rewrote a couple of R&B tunes tailored for that market: ‘Zoot Suit’ and ‘I’m the Face’.

         Townshend had first encountered mod while at Ealing Art School in the early 1960s. ‘I have this memory of walking home in a PVC coat, trying to be mod,’ he told me in 2011. ‘And how torn I was, because I was at art school, and the de rigueur outfit at art school was, you wore Levi’s, but not in the mod style. I had a period of wondering how I’m going to fit in and this was overwhelmed when we finally did make it as a “mod band”. We were the Who again, we were playing at the Railway hotel in Harrow.’

         The Who were a new kind of group, not for the traditional female audience, but for a new constituency of disenfranchised and often volatile young men. For Townshend thought that mod was ‘an entirely male system. And what’s interesting is that this was running concurrently with Beatles gigs, Wayne Fontana and the Mindbenders gigs and Rolling Stones gigs, at which you would have a few mod girls and loads of silly women screaming their heads off. Who next week would be screaming about somebody else.

         ‘So the tone of the times was one of, not so much experimentation but … we are talking about a generational cusp here, there’s no question. What’s interesting is why at that point pop culture and everything else changed. The first manifestation of it was kids who were born in 1945 and getting to that age, and deciding that they want to enter manhood using a different set of semiotics. You grow up with people that have a fixed way of looking at their lives, and if it doesn’t work for you, you have no option but to redraw.’

         The Who’s inspiration came from Tamla and early soul. ‘What happened with post-Beatles R&B was that we made a direct connection with urban black music. The disaffection, disenfranchisement, all of the things that we had about our condition as young people seemed to match what they felt in Detroit at the time. We felt we were in a majority, else we wouldn’t have got away with it. Baby boomers. That feeling of being disregarded, in a sense. “I’m over here!” Nobody would listen.

         ‘There was a great Establishment energy, a negative energy that tried to contain us,’ Townshend continues. ‘Adults thought, “This shouldn’t be allowed, young long-haired fellows with make-up and taking pills.” They were completely impotent. And we were dealing in the language of impotence, with disenfranchisement. You had these two disenfranchised bodies that were the post-war, previous generation, who were just worn out and fucked up, and us, looking for our next opportunity.’

         By 1964/5, the mods had become a major cult, the most identifiable British youth subculture. They weren’t the majority of teenagers who liked the Beatles and mainstream pop, but rather a subgroup who set the styles and spent the money – on clothes, records, scooters and their accoutrements, and pills. In an era of reasonably low youth unemployment – the figures for early 1966 showed boys and girls under eighteen at around 5 per cent of the total – the turnover of styles was manic and obsessive.

         Peter Laurie went hunting for the type in its natural habitat during late 1964. At around 5 a.m. on a summer Sunday morning in Soho, he ‘met a rather gaudy Mod in stripes coming the other way – I wanted him for the picture, but was rather diffident about asking him in case this offended the esprit de corps of my companions. “Stranger – this way, man, the feller wants your picture.” They yelled cheerfully and made him welcome. The stripey boy said: “I’m hopelessly out of date – these went out three weeks ago.”’

         Laurie thought that the mods were a seamless product of the new mass-media age: they were ‘only comprehensible if one sees them as one-man broadcasting stations distributing wholesale non-verbal messages about themselves and their rejection of the rest of the world. They are the first generation to cope consciously with a world that depends more on mass communications than personal relationships, and they have adapted themselves with striking success to life as they find it.’

         The pace was frantic and, indeed, the mods’ manic consumerism reflected and amplified wider trends in Britain: the rapid turnover of pop stars and styles; the slow but steady move from a collectivist society towards materialistic individualism. And yet, as epitomised by the very public youth tribe battles that rumbled through the spring and early summer of 1964, there was a downside: alienation, selfishness, heedless violence, drug psychosis, unresolved wartime damage.

         In the mid-sixties, Britain was still living in the shadow of the Second World War, pitted by scars both physical and psychological. The stiff upper lip that had served the country so well in wartime had become a straitjacket for those too young to experience privation, rationing, sudden death and constant danger. Their parents had – quite understandably – locked away the awful memories, but now they threatened to erupt. After the state funeral of Winston Churchill in January 1965, something was released. Almost subconsciously – and in a raw and barely controlled manner – a few groups began to open the Pandora’s box of repressed experience. Townshend recalled that in late 1965, he felt that ‘he had a function, and my role as an artist was very clear. I wrote my best songs then, when I was absolutely clear what my audience wanted me to write. How to explain, how to express, how to dig deep, how to talk about what was unspeakable.’

         During the first couple of months of 1966, the Who embodied this sense of disturbance. It was as though they were at war. They fought adults in general, the music industry, their producer and themselves. In the February 1966 issue of Rave, Alan Freedman called them ‘desperate individualists’ and, thanks to their violent stage show, the ‘most unpopular group in pop’. He quotes Townshend: ‘I got this idea of auto-destructive music. A group which destroys itself on stage playing quite valid music.’

         On 5 January, Townshend appeared on BBC TV’s A Whole Scene Going with the artist Barry Fantoni. Resplendent in a white jacket and characteristically articulate, Townshend talked about drugs: ‘We’re blocked up all the time.’ The audience laughs, nervously. ‘It just means that there are certain levels of perception opened up by certain drugs which people in the group don’t mind resorting to.’ This was extremely shocking for the time. No other pop star had talked so freely about their drug use.

         Dawn James took Townshend to task about this in the March issue of Rave: ‘He looked across the table with pale face and shaking hands, and said defiantly, “Drugs don’t harm you. I know. I take them. I’m not saying I use opium or heroin, but hashish is harmless and everyone takes it.” He is wrong, of course, everyone doesn’t. I don’t. Cliff Richard doesn’t. Twinkle my sister doesn’t. Lulu doesn’t. Paul Jones doesn’t. Dozens of people involved in pop lead normal lives. But to the world of the Who drugs are a normal thing.’

         This was definitely not the bright and breezy type of pop-star interview standard for the time. James caustically observed how ‘the Who don’t have a great deal of enthusiasm about work. They enjoy being a successful group because of the money they earn, but many of their attitudes are destructive ones. They enjoy battering their instruments to pieces while onstage.’ She concluded that they were ‘four youthful figures, followed by many, but representative of very few’.

         ‘Substitute’ was forged in this fractious climate. Townshend took the riff from an obscure record by Robb Storme and the Whispers, ‘Where Is My Girl’, the spirit from ‘19th Nervous Breakdown’ and the title from a club favourite by the Miracles, ‘Tracks of My Tears’. ‘I played that over and over,’ Townshend says. ‘And then the woman downstairs is saying, “What is it with you? One day you play the national anthem forty-four times in a row, next day you play the word ‘substitute’ a hundred times. What’s the matter with you?”’

         It erupts like a thunderclap. Townshend’s acoustic guitar establishes the riff and holds down the rhythm, while Keith Moon’s drums skitter all over the place: the kick drum keeps a constant, accelerated heartbeat while he ranges all over the snares and the cymbals. At the start of the instrumental break – which, against type, features only John Entwistle’s bass guitar – Moon wallops the hell out of the floor toms in a performance so manic, or drug-deranged, that he had no memory of it after the event.

         As Moon’s drums punctuate the rhythm like jabs to the chest, Roger Daltrey’s voice carries the lyric, which – sung to an imaginary girlfriend – is a sophisticated and thorough portrait of teenage insecurity, frustration and confusion, reported from within. Everything is up for grabs: racial identity, physical appearance, the nature of identity itself. Nothing is what it seems: ‘I was born with a plastic spoon in my mouth’; ‘The simple things you see are all complicated’.

         Townshend was determined to go deeper into the realms of the subconscious, and on ‘Substitute’ it took him into uncharted territory with the conflation of girlfriend and mother in the final verse. Nearing four minutes, ‘Substitute’ was, like ‘19th Nervous Breakdown’, both long and complex for the time, and in its construction and lyrics it mirrored the stuck psychology of the Rolling Stones’ song: ‘It’s a genuine problem but you won’t try / To work it out at all, you just pass it by.’

         Unlike ‘My Generation’, the production and arrangement is disciplined: the violence, embodied by the drums, is there, just under the surface. To some degree, it was understood that anger and frustration were both a part of the Who’s image and mod culture in general. But ‘Substitute’ went further, into the profound sexual confusion hinted at in the song, a taboo topic that Townshend would explore in greater detail in the months and years to come.

         ‘The sexual identity stuff was really important,’ he says now. ‘We didn’t look at the difficulties faced by young people growing up in the aftermath of the war and in the last days of the war, when, to put it bluntly, everything was up for grabs. Nothing was certain. It’s in a retreat that the worst rapes happen. It’s then that the really abhorrent behaviour happens in war. What was happening in the UK was that in the evacuations, some of the worst treatment happened.

         ‘I remember growing up with boys that were four or five years old, and it would be them that wouldn’t talk about what had happened. You’d know that something dreadful, strange or bizarre had happened to them. It might have been simply that they felt abandoned by their parents. Whatever it was, they were scarred. And if you said the wrong thing, you got a smack in the face. Out of all proportion. “Why do you comb your hair back like that?” Boom!’

         The record’s release was chaotic. The Who and their management were in serious dispute with their record company, Brunswick, and their first producer, Shel Talmy. ‘Substitute’ was to be issued on a new label called Reaction, with the flip another song about confusion, ‘Circles’, which they’d already recorded as ‘Instant Party’. Talmy sued, and Brunswick released an old song, ‘A Legal Matter’, as a spoiler. Reaction had to stop production and issue a new B-side.

         But ‘Substitute’ was both well-reviewed – ‘some excellent modernistic lyrics’, ‘a sense of urgency’ – and unstoppable, as were the group, almost despite themselves. As it slowly went up the charts, the Who were pictured on the front of the Observer’s colour supplement – an unusual occurrence at the time – accompanying an article about the nature of a pop business saturated in speed, violence and cynicism. John Heilpern quoted at length the group’s managers, one working-class, one posh – the period’s ideal mix embodied. ‘I like the blatantness of pop, the speed, the urgency,’ said Chris Stamp. ‘There’s either success or failure – it’s no use bollockin’ about.’ Kit Lambert thought that the Who’s ‘rootlessness appeals to the kids. They’re really a new form of crime, armed against the bourgeois … The point is, we’re not saying, Here are four nice, clean-cut lads come to entertain you. We’re saying, Here is something outrageous – go wild!’

         The photographer Colin Jones remembered that he’d ‘never met a band that was so antagonistic’, but the resulting image freezes a moment. Posing in front of a Union Jack stolen from a hotel flag-pole by Keith Moon, the four men glower at the camera. They are living pop art, a riot of clashing stripes, lozenges and Bridget Riley-style optical patterns. Placed front centre, Pete Townshend wears a Union Jack jacket as if to say, ‘This is what the country is now, this is what you have become. What are you looking at me for? Boom!’

         
            * * *

         

         
            ‘LONDON, the most with-it, exciting city in the world. The pace-setting city; the most watched city. What will London do next, what will London wear next?’

            ‘A RAVER’S POP GUIDE TO LONDON’, Rave, April 1966

         

         The sense that the young were moving into a more demanding, if not self-involved, phase was reflected in a book published in Britain that March. Collated by Wilfred De’Ath from a series of conversations with an anonymous young man, Just Me and Nobody Else was published with a cover blurb that proclaimed it to be ‘a vivid and vital clue to the understanding of a generation now on the threshold of manhood. The world will soon be in their hands. The effort to understand them must be made – and now.’

         The book was promoted and received as ‘a vivid and vital portrait of a Teenager: his world and opinions’. Like Generation X and The Teenage Revolution, it offered a snapshot of young life seen from within: this time from the perspective of a teenage runaway, beatnik and petty criminal who had come to prominence in the media when, after a spell in a detention centre, he had been wheeled out to offer the youth’s point of view on crime and punishment for government committees and the serious weeklies.

         The anonymous youth was called Neale Pharaoh. Raised by a domineering and ‘emotionally shut down’ father, he was in constant trouble at school. His war with his parents had escalated when he started going to jazz clubs: ‘Beatniks were all the rage then, with C.N.D. badges chalked on their sweaters and rough denim jeans.’ One evening, his father followed him and dragged him out of a club. After a climactic argument, he was thrown out of the parental home.

         Pharaoh quickly adapted, finding a place in a hostel and immersing himself in the beatnik culture of the time: jazz clubs, coffee bars, Benzedrine tablets, tenement flats. He was perceptive about the nature of outsider culture, telling De’Ath: ‘If there is a break in your experience, like the clash with my parents, you begin to cut yourself off emotionally; if you have any intelligence in the first place you form your own sub-culture. You can’t feel a part of the parent culture and your experiences and values become broader.’

         He elaborated: ‘In the fifties there were a lot of people who never had it so good and a large number had a very disturbed family background as a result of the war and the increase in the gap between the commercial “teenage” identity and the adult world aggravated this. Our whole system, including education, was so rigid that these sub-cultures formed themselves and were pushed further away instead of being absorbed. So the process crystallised into beatniks at the intelligent end of the scale and juvenile delinquents at the other.’

         Just Me and Nobody Else is a strange book, caught in the contradictions of Pharaoh’s character and his voice, which fluctuates in tone between clarity, honesty, self-justification and pompousness. Like many people who are given a platform, he can grow fond of the sound of his own thoughts. But it’s also a valuable and undersourced historical document, giving a genuine insight into a forgotten area of British youth culture. For, freed from parental constraint, Pharaoh went on Aldermaston marches, attended the infamously rowdy Beaulieu Jazz Festival of July 1960 and haunted the youth spots in Soho: ‘coffee bars like the Gyre & Gymble in Villiers Street or the Nucleus’, or Colyer’s all-night jazz club. This was beatnik central: ‘By midnight, when the session began, the floor at Colyer’s would be packed with people carrying rucksacks and sleeping bags. The night went on from there.’

         These sessions were fuelled by Benzedrine: ‘Once the kick builds up there is no need to stop moving. More pills and you don’t need to sleep or eat the whole weekend … you roar into Soho for the all-night sessions, talking and twitching because you can’t stop moving. Must move. Dance all night … Then you come down, and the lights switch off one by one. You’re left sick, grey, shattered, walking down the Charing Cross Road in the Sunday-morning drizzle.’

         Despite all the wild parties and the envy of weekend ‘ravers’, Pharaoh began to feel that he ‘was living in a dream in which I didn’t feel I was actually taking part’. This disconnection worsened: ‘you float above yourself and it’s not really you down there’. He started to get in trouble with the law and, after being caught stealing a second time, was sent to a detention centre in Sussex on a three-month sentence. From that point on, the book operates as a report and an exposé on this punitive regime.

         On his release in early 1963, Pharaoh returned to the west London beatnik circuit: the Auberge coffee club in Richmond and the Eel Pie Island Jazz Club. At the latter, Arthur Chisnall – an outreach worker in all but name, with a special interest in the problems of youth – presided over a benevolent regime that provided a haven for successive waves of disaffected teens. From 1956 on, the club had hosted trad bands like Ken Colyer’s, visiting blues musicians and the new wave of British R&B groups.

         Chisnall suggested to the young man that he write about his experiences of the detention centre for New Society. The article, entitled ‘The Long Blunt Shock’, was published in September 1963. Pharaoh wrote a follow-up about the purple hearts ‘menace’, ‘He Gets Out of It’, in February 1964, and then, after attending a few meetings of the 1964 Home Office Committee for Juvenile Delinquency, relapsed into a semi-obscurity not reversed by the anonymous publication of his memoirs.

         Pharaoh closes the book on a rather sour note about the youth culture of the mid-sixties: ‘The “Mod” has been diverted to purely material channels and soon the process is going to begin again. Underneath the new morality and the dress revolution, there is nothing. The priority of the beatniks, a sense of community, an emphasis on coffee-bar intellectualism, on trying to understand, has been supplanted by the mass pseudo-event that young people have created for themselves.’

         However, in the time lag between the book’s writing, delivery and publication, beatnik culture had evolved and had begun to occupy centre stage in British and American youth culture. Although it wasn’t mentioned in the text, Pharaoh had come from the same milieu as the new wave of British pop bands – the coffee bars and church halls in Richmond, and the Eel Pie Island Hotel, where the Stones played fourteen times in 1963. He had even shared a flat for a while with Yardbirds’ guitarist Eric Clapton.

         The music and the clothes were different, but in many ways the experiments of the early sixties were becoming more and more popular amongst Britain’s youth. When Pharaoh returned to art school, he found it strange: ‘The students, especially the art students, were beginning to do what I had done three years ago. They were taking drugs, calling themselves existentialists, and doing all the other things that they thought set them apart. It certainly set them apart. From me.’

         The outsiders were becoming insiders. The mods had simply taken over the beats’ pill-popping, all-nighter habit, with contemporary black American dance music instead of trad, while the mix of sexual freedom, drug experimentation and overt anti-Establishment values that had been rehearsed by those early-1960s pioneers had been assumed by the hit-makers of 1965 and early 1966: the Yardbirds, the Who, the Rolling Stones, all of whom were still in their early to mid-twenties.

         By mid-March, these cultural leaders – if not Pied Pipers – were all in the Top 20. Early that month, the Rolling Stones had returned to Hollywood, where they spent another week recording in RCA Studios. KRLA Beat reported that unusual instruments were being used: ‘a dulcimer, a sitar – there will be a heavy Indian accent on this album … some vibes, piano, an organ, a harpsichord, a fuzz organ, and the oddest collection of guitars ever seen’. In the pictures, the group look exhausted. But there would be no rest.

         Next up was a short European tour: Holland, Belgium, France. On 30 March, at a date in Marseilles, the violence got out of hand. As Disc Weekly reported, ‘In a brawl which started at the end of their act Mick was hospitalised by a seat tossed onto the stage by rioting teenagers. “They were ripping the seats apart and beating up the gendarmes,” he said. “It all seems to have become part of the performance over there. The kids were going bonkers. Even hitting the police with their own truncheons.”’

         The second of April saw the American release of Big Hits (High Tide and Green Grass), a good-value package that came with six Top 10 US hits and a lavish sleeve with eight pages of colour pictures. Two weeks later, while the pop papers were full of an apparent feud between Mick Jagger and Scott Walker, the Rolling Stones issued their fourth British album. This had been first trailed in late January under the title of Could You Walk on Water? – an implicitly blasphemous Andrew Loog Oldham idea inspired by the Guy Webster reservoir shoot.

         The retitled Aftermath was another major statement, a very long – at just over fifty minutes, it was cut very quiet – and entirely self-penned album. The group’s days of R&B covers were over, on record at least. This was a varied collection of songs that ranged from modern madrigals (‘Lady Jane’), music-hall ragas (‘Mother’s Little Helper’), strange, curse-like dirges (‘I Am Waiting’) and uptempo pop (‘Think’) to several bone-dry blues mutations (‘High and Dry’, ‘Flight 505’, the eleven-minute ‘Going Home’). It got rave reviews.

         Richard Green of Record Mirror thought Aftermath was ‘the smash LP of the year’, and his prediction was accurate. It went to #1 a week after its release and stayed there for eight weeks, defining the year. For London School of Economics student Pete Fowler, writing in his memoir, ‘The Stones had been on a roll since “Satisfaction”, and some of the material on Aftermath caught the moment of 1966 far more accurately than, say, the contemporary Beatles tracks.’

         Fowler was from the first generation in his family to go to university, and he was acutely aware of being caught between two worlds. When he returned to his home town to work in a frozen-food factory in between terms at the LSE, he was surprised by the hostility of his workmates: ‘we were pooves, we were idlers, we’d never done a day’s work’. Searching for an explanation, he realised that by his very presence, he was ‘anathema to the young workers in this Cleethorpes factory. We had a freedom that was now forever denied to the lads working full-time on the factory floor. And they knew, as we knew, that the world was on the cusp of a change – and that they were going to miss out on that change. It hadn’t impacted on Grimsby and Cleethorpes yet, but they could see the changes as they watched Ready Steady Go! and The Avengers on television. Everything seemed looser, it must be different living in London.’

         With what Fowler decribes as its ‘very singular attitude’, Aftermath encapsulated that distance and that freedom. It embodied detachment and superiority: ‘Life was, basically, one long sneer. It was for us, looking around in a Grimsby pub feeling sorry for the young people there; it was looking back on old friends and knowing that you had moved on so much more than them. It was not only derisory of your parents and their generation, it was scathing of most people of your own age.’

         On Aftermath, persona becomes person: the nastiness of the Rolling Stones’ constructed image spills over into the lyrics of ‘Stupid Girl’, ‘Under My Thumb’ and ‘Out of Time’. Jagger’s difficulties with his then partner, Chrissie Shrimpton – a feisty upper-middle-class girl who gave as good as she got – translate into a high level of contempt towards women that received zero comment from the male reviewers of the album and, indeed, does not seem to have troubled many of the group’s female fans at the time.

         On the same day that Aftermath came out, Time magazine published their cover story on ‘London: The Swinging City’. This was the culmination of the process that had begun with the unprecedented success of the Beatles three years or so earlier. The idea that London was swinging had been a popular trope in the British pop papers for a while – Fabulous had an issue on the topic in 1964 – and it was still current, as Rave’s April 1966 issue proclaimed, ‘London Swings’. For Time to pick it up was big news.

         These were features disguised as advertising copy. ‘In a decade dominated by youth, London has burst into bloom,’ Piri Halasz opined in Time. ‘It swings; it is the scene. This spring, as never before in modern time, London is switched on. Ancient elegance and new opulence are all tangled up in a dazzling blur of op and pop. The city is alive with birds (girls) and beetles, buzzing with mini cars and telly stars, pulsing with half a dozen separate veins of excitement.’

         Halasz had visited London in 1949 and remembered the bomb sites and the terrible food. The city had been transformed, and in preparation for that piece she immersed herself in four days of ‘the most concentrated swinging – discotheques, restaurants, art gallery and private parties, gambling, pub crawling’. She noted the distance between then and now: ‘In a once sedate world of faded splendour, everything new uninhibited and kinky is blooming at the top of London life.’

         There were naysayers, of course, mutterings about decadence and frivolity, but Halasz observed ‘a bloodless revolution’, quoting Richard Hoggart: ‘A new group of people is emerging into society, creating a kind of classlessness and verve that has not been seen before.’ There were famous cockneys – Michael Caine, Terence Stamp – but many came from the Midlands, Yorkshire, Manchester and Birmingham: Peter O’Toole, Shelagh Delaney, Albert Finney, Rita Tushingham, the Beatles.

         The article took a breathless tour through Ready Steady Go!, a lunch with Caine and Stamp, an opening at Robert Fraser’s gallery, Carnaby Street, John Aspinall’s Clermont Club and various discotheques – Dolly’s, Annabel’s, the Scotch of St James. The Rolling Stones hover as kings of the scene: ‘Lady Jane’ is cited as part of a tradition that goes back to Shakespeare, while Mick Jagger is spotted at the Guys and Dolls coffee house with Ready Steady Go!’s Cathy McGowan.

         Britain was rebranded as Pop Island, with London at its heart. The capital, in turn, had become a city of youth – all 2,400,000 of them, as estimated by Time. London’s effervescence was ‘the result of the simple friction of a young population on an old seasoned culture that has lost its drive. Youth is the word indeed in London – and well it should be: nearly 30% of its population is in the 15–34 age bracket, far more than the rest of the country as a whole.’

         This was a seductive and well-presented fantasy that had some basis in truth. Even if the swinging lifestyle was not available to the mass of British teenagers, it was there as an ideal, propagated by a sophisticated national media, and it could be seen and bought in cities around the country – Manchester, Liverpool, Newcastle, Birmingham, Carlisle and so on – each with their own youth enclaves: boutiques, coffee bars, clubs.

         The degree to which it was still a fantasy was exposed – just as it was being constructed for an international audience – by cynical young Londoners like the Kinks and the Rolling Stones, who were smart enough to see the emptiness that lay beneath the hype. A key song on Aftermath was the slide blues ‘Doncha Bother Me’: ‘All the clubs and the bars / And the little red cars / Not knowing why, but trying to get high,’ sang Mick Jagger, before tartly announcing that ‘the lines around my eyes are protected by copyright law’.

         The truth was that by April 1966 Swinging London was pretty much over. The wave of energy and creativity that had followed the Beatles’ first breakthrough was nearly spent. The pop press was full of negative stories during the early months of 1966: the surliness and unavailability of established stars no longer willing to play the cheeky, chirpy game; the American fightback (‘The British Boom – Is It Over?’, asked Rave in February); the sense that things were slipping away from the capital and Britain.

         Psychological leakage was spilling over into major pop hits, a reaction to sheer tiredness and the killing pace of international success. In the Rolling Stones Monthly, Mick Jagger recalled that the first part of ‘19th Nervous Breakdown’ to arrive was the title: ‘We had just done five weeks’ hectic work in the States and I said, “Dunno about you blokes, but I feel about ready for my nineteenth nervous breakdown.”’ It wasn’t just a catchy hook but an accurate, if self-mocking, description of his mental state. His nervous collapse was not far off.

         March 1966 saw a couple of well-reported crack-ups. The leader of the Searchers, Chris Curtis, had a breakdown during an Australian tour with the Rolling Stones in late March. Details about this event are unclear – Curtis was secretive and never spoke about the episode – but pills were almost certainly involved. Andrew Loog Oldham alleges some impropriety on a naval base: Curtis had ‘gone out at night after a show, a Gladstone doctor’s bag in his hand, trying to pass himself off as a doctor to all the young conscripts’.

         On 17 March, Ray Davies had a major episode that involved him attacking his publicist Brian Somerville: ‘It was like Morgan: A Suitable Case for Treatment when I look back on it, but at the time it was deadly serious.’ As ‘Dedicated Follower of Fashion’ rose in the charts, he was tormented by people coming up to him in the street and repeating his words: ‘Oh yes he is, oh yes he is.’ When he saw himself performing the song on Top of the Pops, he put the TV set in the oven and then went to bed for a week.

         Just as ‘Dedicated Follower of Fashion’ peaked in the charts at #4, a major new British film was released. Starring David Warner, Vanessa Redgrave and Robert Stephens, Morgan: A Suitable Case for Treatment had every appearance of being a fashionable comedy of manners, if not a farce, but quickly revealed itself to be a case study of madness – as defined and used as a method of social control – and a serious disquisition on the construction of reality. The film was written by the radical playwright David Mercer and directed by Karel Reisz, a founder member of the Free Cinema documentary movement. His 1959 We Are the Lambeth Boys was a ground-breaking look at working-class teenage life, while 1960’s Saturday Night and Sunday Morning showed how naturalism could be big box office. But Morgan marks the moment when British social realism moved successfully into a surrealistic, if not absurdist depiction of inner psychological states.

         In the film, Morgan – as played by David Warner – is an artist with longish hair and fashionable clothes. He has been living the dream. The grittiness of inner-city life in the original play has been replaced by the luxuries of upper-middle-class London. His wife’s Campden Hill flat is full of consumer goodies, while Morgan himself is recast from the original as a painter rather than a writer. His nemesis Charles Napier has a fashionable West End gallery full of mobiles and action sculptures.

         Morgan has made it. But the gulf between his hardcore Stalinist upbringing and the new, apparently classless metropolitan consumer culture is beginning to tear him apart. And so a comedy of manners begins to tip into something darker. Morgan appears to be a bumbling fool, but he is also the fool in an older, deeper sense: the jester who strips away the veils of illusion to reveal an unpalatable truth just as his sanity is stripped away. As he admits at one point, ‘I’ve lost the thread.’

         To depict this disintegration Reisz begins to intercut natural-history footage into Morgan’s reveries. In a famous scene, he is ascending an escalator in the Tube. A dolly bird comes down on the other side. Morgan leans on the moving handrail and, as the young girl flutters her mascaraed eyelashes, envisions a peacock fluffing its feathers – an ornamental but useless creature. Civilisation is a thin veneer in the urban jungle, and Morgan imagines himself as a gorilla, the big beast, King Kong atop the Empire State Building.

         His dreams are becoming nightmares – as he admits, ‘Nothing in this world seems to live up to my best fantasies’ – as they begin to overtake his sense of reality. After disrupting the wedding between Charles and Leonie, Morgan, dressed up in a gorilla suit, spurred on by intercut clips from the original 1933 version of King Kong, speeds off on a purloined motorbike, his suit smouldering, along a Park Lane that is still in the throes of redevelopment: a wonderful, iconic shot.

         Morgan: A Suitable Case for Treatment appeared designed to cash in on the cachet of Swinging London, but it was a polemic, uncovering the deeper psychological impulses that were cloaked by – but could not be eradicated through – the illusion of youth, fashion and money. Exhaustion had set in among the pop elite: during 1966, almost all the major players of the previous two to three years would withdraw, change shape or actively self-destruct. That’s how fast and fundamentally things moved in the high sixties.

         With the first wave retreating or going strange, a vacancy had been created. There was a distinct sense of regime change in early 1966. But the previous three years, with their huge influx of money and media attention, had felt like something totally new. It wasn’t just business as usual; things weren’t going to go back to the way they had been before. Disturbance and breakdown in all their forms would no longer be denied, but would become part of pop’s palette.

         It was too late to stop. As the period’s momentum increased, it was time to strike out for uncharted territory. All this energy, creativity and power had to mean something, but what? It wasn’t just about money and chart positions, but a new way of looking at the world, as attitudes became politics, as personal breakdown pointed to social crisis. In the spring of 1966, this was still inchoate, but under the escalating demands of youth and their culture the fantasy of a consumerist teen utopia like Swinging London would crack for ever.

         
            * For a few years in the mid-1960s and the early 1970s Keith Richards was known as Keith Richard, and this is the name used on songwriting credits, magazine articles etc. from that period. For the sake of clarity, I’ve decided to stick to his given name throughout.
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