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Leaving a coffee bar in Horley, 1966.
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Outside the Ace Café on London’s North Circular, 1964 – a formidable line up of machinery.




 


 


 


‘Either be hot or cold: if you are lukewarm,


the Lord will spew you forth from his mouth…’


Ecclesiastes quoted by Jerry Lee Lewis


The mean and moody Leatherboy on a thundering bike is the strongest image of pop culture. To many he is the archetypal rebel hero who cannot be bound by the straitjacket of conformity, to others a lout, ready to put the boot in; his target defenceless old ladies – even society itself. The Leatherboy dominated the subculture of the streets during the most crucial phase in the forging of working-class youth style. Brando, Dean and Elvis were the key idols of a cult which evolved from a cross-fertilisation of influences: a love affair with bikes and speed, a very English interpretation of American ‘glamour’, a sense of alienation from the ‘worthwhile goals’ of straight society. All these factors fused and took on a new perspective with the eruption of dynamic – and exclusively teenage – rock ’n’ roll music in the mid 1950s.
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The Rocker style is an authentic thoroughbred. The streamlined drainpipe jeans and clean cut leathers are perfectly crafted to the bike-rider’s needs. The throb of the machine, the beat of the music, the flash and swagger of the dance are all interdependent elements of the same lifestyle. They reflect similar moods – raw, edgy, or studiedly ‘cool’. With its instinctive search for excitement, Rocker imagery carries a suggestion of sexuality and more than a hint of violence.


The Rocker image reflects the experience of working-class life in the mid-twentieth century – boredom and disenchantment on the one hand and an intoxicating energy and escapist thrill on the other. There is a potency, an epic simplicity about bikes, leathers and rock’n’roll during this period. Stylistically they are clean to the point of being ‘classic’, even timeless; nothing can ever be that good or simple again! Raw rock’n’ roll music, caff racers, quiffs and leathers never entirely disappeared. And the cult to which they gave rise has long outlived Beatniks, Mods, and Hippies. Indeed, its image is so durable, so undeniably strong, that other youth styles are unable to ignore it, for each succeeding street cult reacts against it, rediscovers it or rips it off.


This is not a book about bikes; specialised technical manuals on the history of motorcycles and motorcycling already abound. It is, rather, about a lifestyle which owes everything to the magic of two wheels. For the purpose of this story the followers of the cult are referred to as ‘Rockers’ – for this usefully links the twin passions of rock music with a look suggesting a close involvement with bike riding or hanging out in the right places, so as to cadge a lift. But of course kids only got called ‘Rockers’ when a rival youth style – Mod – got under way during the 1960s. There had been no direct English equivalent of the French ‘Blousons Noirs’ (Black Jackets); style-conscious rebels might be branded Leatherboys, Tonup kids, Coffee Bar Cowboys, Bike Boys (but never, incidentally, a Biker!)


Mostly, however, Leatherboys just got lumped and confused with Teds; Teds, although a small minority, were the adolescent group which came in for most of the bad publicity. Today it is the Ted who seems to personify the rock’n’roll years. The Rocker has been largely forgotten.


His identity suffered an even greater eclipse as it was gradually swamped by the more recent myths of the Hippy Biker which arose out of the screening of the American film Easy Rider in 1968. Yet the character – by whatever name he is called – endures. Pop culture is never static, but despite the evolution that took place in the Rocker cult its adherents stayed faithful to their roots. For the Rocker needed to balance creative individualism with conformity to the unwritten rules of the cult. It was working-class kids who, as Teds and Rockers reasserted the prominent masculine trait for personal adornment held in check during the first half of the century by the fashionable code of behaviour. For it was through codes of dress and behaviour such groups found the means to articulate and find an outlet for their creative expression. This enabled Rockers to hold onto a coherent identity over a long period. From Corner Boy and reckless Ton-up kid there is a direct link with the bike-riding Rocker of the 1960s, who was responsible for keeping rock’n’roll alive during the years of Hippy dominance. And when at last, during the 1970s, the purity of the style was eroded, elements nonetheless resurfaced among bikeless Punk Rockers who ironically found themselves in opposition to Teds and new-style Bikers.
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59 Club, late 1960s.
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Brands Hatch, April 1955. Lean sharp faces in the crowd: Brylcreem, cloth caps, pudding basin helmets, P.V.C. by the yard – and not a beard or nylon car-coat in sight!
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What is it that defines Rocker identity? Opinions vary – you have to ride a bike; it must be British; you must know how to fix it yourself; you must ride fast; it depends on your background: a fair weather rider just can’t qualify. Yet, curiously, in the days when the Rocker was big it was much simpler than that. All that counted was style; to be a Rocker you had to look the part. A true Rocker has always displayed a sure instinct for the appropriate image and ritualised behaviour. A lot of posing goes on, slouching and leaning up against the wall with hands resting comfortably, thumbs outward in the pockets of the Levis. The shirt or jacket collar is always flipped up. Slicking back the hair, lighting up and smoking a fag, a slow slouching gait, is as much a part of the Rocker’s display as the music or the skill that goes into riding, dancing or getting in a fight.
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The ritual of the scarf . . . the mask becomes the identity.


A true image, of course, is never a mask assumed merely to conceal and disguise what lies behind the surface. For the Rocker, image and ritual serve as a kind of metaphor to reflect his whole lifestyle. And, as with all images, it is its abstract nature that made it possible to encapsulate a way of life with such simplicity. Rules governing the image were never spelt out, they were intinctively and unselfconciously earthy. Through his awareness of image and style the Rocker instinctively knows who belongs and who is an outsider.


The rules of the Rocker game stress the importance of detachment – of playing it cool even when feelings come on strong and when forced into confrontation. To avoid losing face, inward emotional turmoil is restrained and finds an outlet only through hard action or through ritual.


Inevitably it is ‘bikes and leathers’ – key insignia of the cult – which provides an infinite scope for ritual enactment, almost Japanese in the stark severity of its abstraction. A leather is a Bike Boy’s armour. Pulling it on can be a rite which not only protects but transforms the wearer. With something of the reverent deliberation of a bullfighter preparing to enter the ring, zips are adjusted, press studs secured, the collar flipped up against the weather. Then comes the scarf; tightly wound around mouth and throat, it completes the rider’s defences. It was stolen from American Cowboy movies, and with his features concealed in this way, the Rocker begins to take on something of the Cowboy’s identity as wanderer, tramp, hobo; a bit of a villain too.


The handkerchief over the face is wot outlaws used to wear when they robbed a bank and trains and stuff. It puts a mean look on you . . .


Only the rider’s eyes can be seen above the scarf. And if he also assumes a helmet, his features are further abstracted. The mask has become the identity. Now he can be recognised only through his machine and the heraldic painting of helmet and jacket.


Then comes the ritual of starting the machine. When forced to resort to a bump start this, when well executed, is a virtuoso performance, a spectacle always worth watching. Propelling the bike while running for all his worth and then at the right moment, letting out the clutch while leaping onto the glistening beast as he takes off amid a roar of engine. But even the most straightforward everyday action of kicking over a machine can give a buzz. Responding to the owner’s heavy-booted clout, the machine sparks to life in a sudden burst of sound that quickly subsides into a measured even throb that takes the drama into its next stage. Blood racing, the rider leans forward to slip the clutch into gear. Perhaps he shuts down the accelerator as he drops a cog and the bike snarls responsively as the masked warrior pulls away to leave a heady smell of burning Castrol R oil that lingers in the air . . .


The Drive To Conformity


The Rocker lifestyle is rooted in the relative affluence of the 1950s and the emergence of a new Britain out of the years of post-war austerity. This was a time when old and new continued to exist side by side; there were old usages and new expectations, English habits and American dreams.


Nevertheless, it was a dull phase. The Western world had gone stale, and many things appeared frozen in a pre-war mould. Social attitudes, popular music and dance bands, people’s appearance – especially men’s haircuts and suits – seemed not to change at all. On top of this, the relentless pressure of the middle-class codes of behaviour weighed heavily on society as a whole. The values that held sway were the sturdy Victorian virtues – the work ethic, thrift, self discipline, sobriety, personal responsibility. These were the touchstones that ensured progress and social cohesion; they were rigidly enforced in schools, in factories, in the home. England and America alike were run along the lines of a bourgeois consensus. Puritanically moral, the code was also conformist and often hypocritical; in a bourgeois society, it is what can be seen publicly that counts. What is done privately is never as important as what appearances suggest. Nowhere can the hypocrisy of post-war conformism be seen more clearly than in the enforcement of a puritan dress code.


We have become accustomed over the past twenty years to think of clothes as an expression of personal choice. Men as well as women ‘speak’ through their clothes. The clothes maketh the man, and this is as true for the Rocker as for the Beatnik, the Mod, the Hippy, or, again, the New Romantic. But during the early ’50’s clothes were seen as important because they indicated status and job. More than that, the public also attached moral significance to dress. To wear the ‘wrong’ clothes was to provide a sign of sliding down hill. At this time fashion was a prerogative of women who could afford it – the middle aged middle classes. On the other hand it was ‘unmanly’ to be interested in your appearance. Men were expected to be neatly dressed in an unassuming suit, for this was an appropriate signal that you were ‘clean, tidy and efficient’. Apart from work clothes, working class men had a Sunday best that lasted for years. The horsey set, actors, Irish labourers and gipsies all displayed a certain flash but these groups were on the fringes of respectable society. Mostly, the kind of man who dressed to cut a dash was identifiable as either a criminal, a bounder or cad, a spiv or cosh boy and probably ‘queer’ as well!


In a society which demands uniformity and judges quite literally by appearances, the conventional suit perfectly expresses the values endorsed by the middle class. Originally, it derived from the informal, even rakish, casual wear of horse riders of the Regency era. But the suit became more uniformly drab and restrictive as social conventions tightened during the second half of the 19th century. Sober and unassuming, it constrained the body while also camouflaging its underlying physical shape. Uncomfortable and solemn, it projected the respectable aura of solid bourgeois prosperity. And the universal adoption of this uniform, however inappropriately, by men and boys of every class and social background vividly indicates the way society as a whole had been penetrated by middle-class values. Aristocrats, schoolboys and dole-queue miners alike wore suits. Motorcyclists made the best of it and labourers toiled in it even when the job called for something more functional. Togged out like that they couldn’t help but look awkward, and gauche. The suit was intended for sedentary people with narrow chests and it never fitted properly, when worn by a labourer.
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Young Rockers in the making.


Affluence And The Consumer Society


As the 1960s approached, economic recovery and full employment led to a dramatic increase in ‘affluence’. ‘Let’s be frank about it’ remarked Prime Minister Harold Macmillan in 1957, ‘most of our people have never had it so good!’ The ‘good life’ was something to be bought, and it was tied up with a supply of hitherto undreamt of mass-produced novelties and labour-saving gadgets. Material consumption significantly changed the pattern of working-class life, bringing it out of its basically nineteenth-century environment. The essential importance of every new product was skilfully projected by slick American style salesmanship and advertising. Oh, for a new style kitchen, a small car, a large television set, perhaps a move to the suburbs! This way you bought class, status and respectability, and left behind the old-fashioned terraced homes with their worn sinks, damp passages and dreary wall paper. The working-classes were being propelled into a Utopia of comfortable suburban life.
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The ‘Teenager’ Is Invented


As the consumer society spread its tentacles there was, nonetheless, one group that could not or perhaps would not be drawn in – unskilled working-class youth. While so many of his contemporaries were slogging away at college or night school in their determination to ‘get on’, this boy showed no enthusiasm for ‘worthwhile goals’. In a time of full employment his earnings put him in a spending bracket ahead of the more praiseworthy students or apprentices, who with thrift and slog were building a future career with prospects. The working-class lad refused to be drawn into the responsible adult world. He spent all the money he earned and displayed casual indifference to his job. Typecast as a young hoodlum on the road to nowhere long before he had even left school, he lacked what it takes to succeed in society. And so he was branded as a failure and became an unskilled workman.


Such a kid would never ‘make it’. Instead he created an alternative standard of achievement, more physical than cerebral. He set store by his quick wit, took pride in his endurance and physical strength, perhaps in his ability to hold down a job of hard manual labour. He could dance like no middle-class kid knew how; he knew everything there was to know about popular music; and his ‘search for kicks’ led him to worship the speed and noise of motorbikes.


On his 18th birthday a lad would get his call-up papers, the prelude to a compulsory two year stint of National Service. A lifetime in a dead-end job lay beyond. In the meantime he wanted excitement but, during the 1950s, there was precious little excitement around. Unless he shared the same tastes as the adults around him there was no place to go, nothing to spend your money on. There were no clubs, no music, no clothes and few of the right accessories. So these bright-eyed villains hung about on the streets, got pissed off, went spare. Generally they got into trouble; the popular press had a field day with this new-look ‘juvenile delinquency’.


These maladjusted rebels formed the nucleus of a new type of adolescent – the teenager. There were stories of ‘teenage hoodlums’, ‘teenage knife-boys’, teenage everything. They were not just kids going through the usual traumas of growing up, these 1950s teenagers. They – at least the ones who got noticed – were wild and wicked. They rebelled, they struggled, they fought. Mostly they were working-class kids who had a ‘social problem’. The problem was always the same. A ‘lack of morals’ combined with a determination to ‘live for kicks’ all added up to an ‘anti-social rebellion’. As kids, affected by the herd instinct started to bunch together, this seemed to lead inevitably to ‘mindless violence’. In short, they were delinquents; the world hid behind the sofa in the living room and waited for something to be done about it. Men could be heard muttering darkly that they didn’t start two world wars just so such riff-raff could hang around street corners at all hours of the day and night.
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Delinquency was all the rage and a House of Commons debate made swift connections between rock’n’roll and hooliganism; the bad boys were ‘all market porters, road workers, a lot of van boys, all in jobs that don’t offer much – labourers would cover the lot’.


The American Dream


The 1950s saw not only the emergence of ‘teenagers’ as an adolescent group adrift from society but also the explosion of a popular street culture which culminated in the eruption of rock’n’roll. The two, of course, were connected. It was rock’n’roll that enabled teenagers to discover a style and thus formulate their own distinctive identity. ‘Pop’ was inextricably bound up with their search for distinctive objects, music and clothes that would define their rebellion, crystallize their stance and fulfil their dreams. They turned ‘revolt into style’ as Thom Gunn was to say of Elvis. For ‘pop’ is about a flight from reality, from responsibility, and life is represented as a dream. In the middle of this all-American twentieth-century, that inevitably meant an American dream.


During the 1950s, America really was the promised land. It stood for the future. Brash and apparently classless, boundless and all powerful, everything about it was larger than life – glamorous, mysteriously remote yet infinitely real. At the pictures American lads could be seen gorging themselves on mountains of food, laying their hands on every kind of gadget, necking with blond sweater-girls at the wheel of what appeared to be their own car. Everybody seemed to have made it; no one was short of a buck! America conjured up visions of bubble gum, hamburgers and candyfloss, ‘lime-green ice cream’, gigantic streamlined motors with fins. There were gangsters, cowboys and glamour girls. In short, America was all about ‘Coca-Cola’. As the 1950s ran their hectic course, it was also about pony tails and beehives, full-circle skirts and fish-net stockings, Elvis’s pink Cadillac, Marlon Brando’s torn ‘T’ shirt, bikes and leathers and flick knives, coffee bars and juke boxes, pin-ball machines, haircuts and sideburns and grease and blue jeans and blue suede shoes; and, of course, rock’n’roll! To sum it up, viewed from here, America was ‘pop’. It was always America that set the pattern for behaviour.
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Teenage innocence and teenage temptations – the reality and the fantasy.
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Built-in whistle bait! Sophisticated, slinky and cat-like, Diana Dors was the girl who could make every man wish he were single.
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‘No, no, no, no;


I’m not a juvenile delinquent!’


Frankie Lymon and The Teenagers


The Teddy Boy


In England, fuelled by ‘blackboard jungle’ scare stories from the States, adult anxiety over adolescent rebellion found two natural targets – the Ted and the Leatherboy. Between them these twin ‘folk-devils’ broke new ground, established a teenage market and helped to win the battle. Thereafter blokes could dress for show.


In the early 1950s most of the bad publicity focused on the Ted. Leather-boys – although a distinct group – got lumped in as Teds. In fact, almost everyone who wasn’t totally straight got branded as a ‘Ted’. And the worst thing about the Ted, what really got up everyone’s nose, was that although he was a ‘nobody’ he attracted widespread interest just because of the way he looked. He looked ‘all wrong’. In a society in which a neatly tailored suit counted for everything, the real Ted’s gaudy ‘Edwardian dress’ seemed a parody of decency. He wore a long coat known as a ‘drape’ loaded, in its earliest phase, with pockets and flaps and faced with velvet. Then there came the fancy waistcoat, drainpipe trousers, ‘bootlace’ or ‘Slim Jim’ tie and thick crêpe-soled shoes. His hair was too long: the only acceptable ‘manly’ style at that time was the ‘short back and sides’, introduced during the Crimean war a hundred years earlier. It was all too outrageous! It was a national disgrace! They claimed the right to show how they felt by what they wore. They were dandies who immediately set about adapting and modifying their new clothes to suit their personal taste. As remodelled, the long black frock coat, embroidered silk waistcoat and bootlace tie brought to life a despised character frequently see in Westerns of the 1950s – the villainous card sharp and city slicker who hangs out in saloons and cheats his way on board Mississippi paddle steamers!
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