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CHAPTER ONE





THE SWEET WERE ALREADY off and running when glam rock hit. Five hit singles since the spring of 1971 had established them as one of the key chart acts of the age. Indeed, in the same week that Marc Bolan and T. Rex’s ‘Metal Guru’ left the Top 5, and Slade’s ‘Take Me Bak ’Ome’ went to Number 1; Glitter’s ‘Rock’n’Roll’ hit Number 2 and Bowie’s ‘Starman’ made its Top 50 debut, the fifth in that sequence, the playground innuendo of ‘Little Willy’, was sitting pretty at its own chart peak of Number 4.


Elsewhere in the Top 10, Don McLean, Michael Jackson, Elvis Presley, Donny Osmond, Paul McCartney and the Drifters clung on with increasingly irrelevant tenacity. All were destined to maintain their own success throughout the years to come, but simply glancing at their faces on the Top Of The Pops chart countdown it was clear that they had next-to-nothing to do with what was really happening, either at the top of the charts or the top of the high street.


The odd thing was, neither did the Sweet. Not that week. Turning out on Top Of The Pops, they were a blaze of colour, but so was every band at the time. Colour television itself was still something of a novelty; just two years earlier, Top Of The Pops itself was still being broadcast in monochrome, and a lot of groups were still coming to terms with that shift, appreciating the importance of imagery but uncertain as to what it actually meant. So they looked to the rainbow for inspiration and, when you watch some of those early Top Of The Pops recordings today, you can burn your eyes out on the performances.


So the Sweet were bright and kind of beautiful, then, but all that had really happened since the last time they were on the show was that singer Brian Connolly and guitarist Andy Scott had split a canary yellow suit between them (although Connolly’s tank-top remained regulation Woolworth’s). And, if Steve Priest’s sleeves were wider than they needed to be, the studio audience was scarcely more restrained in the fashion department. They had no illusions about looking good, though, or appearing cool or even trendy. So far as the Sweet were concerned, they were simply playing dress-up – and the more absurd they looked, the better.


That motivation came home hard as they got ready to take the stage. A recently reborn one-hit wonder named David Bowie was appearing on the same broadcast, all carroty hair and custom-crafted costuming and, hanging out backstage while the make-up girls made the final adjustments to the Sweet’s appearance, was growing ever more indignant as the Sweet’s stage wear came to life. The clothes, the hair, the make-up – especially the make-up.


Sweet drummer Mick Tucker recalled, ‘Bowie kept on saying, “No, no, no – the eyes aren’t right,” and we all thought, ‘What a strange young man, taking it so seriously.’ But then, perhaps, for Bowie, it was just the excuse he needed to wear make-up in public. As far as Sweet were concerned, it was all a piss-take. We just wanted to look like four old tarts, but nobody ever sussed that out – not even the chicks in the audience.’


And he was calling Bowie the strange one?


Tucker continued. ‘Four dissipated old whores mincing about on Top Of The Pops and being as flash as arseholes. Everybody thought we were a bunch of poofs, and that Brian and I were bum chums. Even the birds thought we were a bit sexually suspect.’ And it was that assumption, Tucker and his bandmates realised, that was going to raise them out of the pop swamp and into glam rock. The next time the Sweet were seen on the scene they had undergone the most extreme makeover of all.


The Sweet were scarcely a new band, even when they scored their first hit. Under their own name, the group were veterans of more than three years of underachievement; before that, the four members had been in and out of a stream of underachieving acts, of whom even the best-known were remembered either for the presence of another new-born superstar – vocalist Brian Connolly replaced future Deep Purple singer Ian Gillan in soulful sextet Wainwright’s Gentlemen – or for their persistence; Andy Scott was a former member of the Elastic Band, a much-touted but seldom noticed rock group that surfaced on Decca during the psychedelic era.


That was nothing unusual. Few of the artists who broke through in the early Seventies, at least among those that had a degree of staying power, were what could be even generously described as total newcomers, and most had been stabbing fruitless fingers towards the chart since at least the mid Sixties.


Slade and Marc Bolan had been recording since 1965, David Bowie since 1964 and Gary Glitter since the end of the Fifties. Alvin Stardust had already been a superstar once, with four hits in the year before the Beatles burst his bubble, and even such relatively fresh-faced newcomers as David Essex and Mud had been around the block at least a couple of times before they scored their first hits. By their standards, in fact, maybe the Sweet were newcomers. (See Note 1)


Like Brian Connolly, Mick Tucker was a graduate of west London’s Wainwright’s Gentlemen; like him, he had tired of the band constantly beating its head against the wall. The group had been around since the early Sixties, staking a firm place on the local club circuit with their energetic recreations of a travelling Stax/Tamla R&B-style show, and occasionally venturing further afield as guests of the various army and air force bases that littered the south of England.


Regular dances at such venues had long since become bread and butter to a number of bands that might not otherwise have survived; and though the typical audience scarcely demanded creativity from the evening’s performers – a good grip on current dance songs was enough – proficiency and professionalism were a must. The scene in Spinal Tap, where the band wind up at one such venue and have the plugs pulled on them a couple of songs into their set is not an exaggeration.


By late 1967, however, Wainwright’s Gentlemen were losing interest in such audiences – or, at least, some of them were. ‘I’d been with Wainwright’s for well over a year,’ Tucker explained, ‘and it was a great band; tight and we knew our stuff, very professional. But that seemed to be all they cared about, being professional. There was never any real ambition; we’d play our show and if there was somebody from a record company there then we’d still play our show. Nobody ever tried to push us ahead – we just played on and on and on and finally it got too much for me.’


Connolly was Tucker’s one true ally in the band, the person who seemed to share his belief that there was more to being in a live rock’n’roll group than playing the same circuit of clubs and halls to the same crowds of pimpled teenaged dancers. The singer had joined the group in mid 1966, about six months after Tucker, and for a time there were hopes that Wainwright’s Gentlemen might be out to emulate Steampacket, a similarly unwieldy band whose membership was equally adept at playing all genres of music and whose frontal attack was an equally striking male/female duo.


But co-vocalist Ann Cully quit not long after Connolly joined and, quite coincidentally, around the same time as Steampacket themselves broke up to afford Julie Driscoll and Rod Stewart their own stabs at solo fame. The era of the all-purpose live revue bands was coming to an end, at least so far as home-grown stock was concerned; if that contributed to the Gentlemen’s lack of ambition nobody could be surprised.


Connolly himself had a less than distinguished musical background. Born in Glasgow, at the Royal Samaritan Hospital for Women on 5 October 1945, his teenaged mother Frances Connolly put him up for adoption a year after he was born. He was taken in by Jim and Helen McManus, a brother to their son, 13-year-old   Mark (the future star of TV’s Taggart), and daughters Cathy and Marilyn.


The family moved to Hillingdon, north London, in 1956, when Brian was around 11, and it was there that he received his first guitar, a gift from brother Mark, and formed his first ‘band,’ the Kentucky Kids with schoolfriend Mike Jerome. ‘It was a bit of a novelty,’ Connolly later recalled. A short kid, just five feet tall, he described himself as ‘such a midget’ and remembered wrestling to even appear visible behind his instrument. But it was clear that he could sing; he made his first trip down to London at the age of six to take part in a talent contest being held at the Nestlé chocolate factory in Hayes.


‘I won, and Max Bygraves’ son came second.’ Friends joked that he hadn’t really grown much since then, but his diminutive proportions were soon a thing of the past. A sudden and totally unexpected growth spurt as he hit his mid-teens saw Connolly blossom overnight to a respectable five foot eight.


Upon leaving school in 1960, Connolly entered the Merchant Navy College, training to become a Third Officer. With several years in the Uxbridge Sea Cadets behind him, he said, ‘I just fancied it. I always wanted to go to sea. I did trainee runs to Canada and Hong Kong and then I was on cargo training.’


After a little over a year, however, a routine medical revealed him to be colour blind and he was discharged. He returned to civvy street and whatever jobs he could find, and returned to music too, eventually landing a job as a singer/entertainer at Gibson’s Holiday Camp in Bracklesham Bay, near Chichester, in the summer of 1964.


Back in London that autumn, he took a technical engineering course at college and joined a new band, the So-and-Sos. This was followed by a stint in the League of Gentlemen, a band that was formed by future King Crimson mainstay Robert Fripp but was now struggling to get on without him.


‘We really weren’t very good by the time I joined,’ Connolly grimaced, just a competent club band ‘who lucked into a few gigs around the provinces, backing up various visiting Americans. We used to play in the north a lot, for some reason. My memories of that band all seem to involve driving up to Manchester, playing a show and then driving back to London again because we couldn’t afford to stay overnight.’


He finally left the band in late 1965, he explained, when they landed a booking for a tour of German clubs. ‘I just didn’t want to go.’


His recalcitrance was not mere hubris. Aside from his eyesight problems, the Merchant Navy had also diagnosed the regular stomach pains he suffered as being chronic ulcers, ‘and being on the road really didn’t help them, I had to watch what I ate – of course I didn’t. And drinking didn’t help either, but sometimes I had really bad flare-ups and that always put me on my back.’ It was his ulcers, he said, that also forced him out of his next band, Generation, in early 1966. But, just weeks later, a friend suggested he audition for ‘this great harmony band he knew of who were looking for a singer. So I went along, had a jam and that was it, really.’


He was now one of Wainwright’s Gentlemen.


Mick Tucker was two years Connolly’s junior, born on 17 July 1947 in Kingsbury, north London, and growing up in Harlesden. As a child of the mid Fifties he also fancied himself as a guitarist, although it took a meeting with another would-be guitar player to inform him that everything he thought he knew about the instrument was wrong.


‘I had no tuition, so I just tuned it by ear to an open chord and played with one finger (of the) left hand, ‘til I met an older boy who told me I was all wrong and tuned it right. I couldn’t get on with that, it was all Chinese to me, so I put it back the way I knew (and) lost interest – it looked so complicated that I just drifted away from it.’


Rock’n’roll, the mutant American import that had taken the country by storm in the mid Fifties, was on its last legs by now. A few years of wild frenzy had given way, as they always do, to the calculated sounds of the music industry regaining control of its output. And where once Elvis had simmered, Little Richard had yelped, Jerry Lee Lewis had pounded and even Bill Haley seemed to know how to rock, now the temperature was falling fast.


Then it rocketed back up again with the arrival of the Shadows, an all-instrumental guitar-led band that might have been best known for backing up Cliff Richard – himself, the most adept of all Britain’s rock-into-pop performers – but would soon be striking out on its own as well, with a string of nifty hit singles. ‘Apache’ in 1960, was the first; ‘Man Of Mystery’ and ‘FBI’ followed. An entire generation of would-be British guitar players learned everything they knew from listening to the Shadows, but it wasn’t only the guitarists who were hooked.


Mick Tucker was 14 when he bought his first drum kit, one of the flood of youngsters who realised that Hank Marvin was not the only star in the Shadows and turned their emulative attentions to either bassist Jet Harris or drummer Tony Meehan.


That flood became a deluge after Harris and Meehan quit for their own career in 1962 and promptly scored a massive hit with the instrumental ‘Diamonds’. ‘Scarlett O’Hara’ and ‘Applejack’ were next on the agenda, and many more would doubtless have accompanied them had Harris not been seriously injured in a car crash. His career effectively halted there, but for the kids who’d followed Harris and Meehan so far the game was only just beginning.


Tucker started taking drum lessons from Tony Carlaw, a local semi-celebrity who had played alongside Johnny Kidd when the swashbuckling rocker still fronted his eponymous Freddie Heath Five back in the late Fifties. His first drum kit set him back £65, saved up from the wages from his part-time job at a local garage, and Tucker was still coming to grips with his kit when he formed his first band, teaming up with guitarist Frank Torpey in an instrumental band modelled on the Shadows but with an eye for finding their own Cliff Richard as well. Tucker later recalled one potential applicant being a singer named Stewart Brown, who was in fact forming his own group, Bluesology, with his piano-playing mate Reg Dwight. Apparently, Brown took one look at Tucker’s group, then a second look at Tucker himself, and promptly invited him to join his own band. Tucker turned him down ‘and Elton John’s first group had to find another drummer.’


Leaving school, Tucker ranged through a variety of jobs, none of which lasted long and none of which could compete with his musical ambitions. Although he later insisted he didn’t take drumming seriously until he was 17, he certainly allowed it to stand in the way of any number of potential careers. He once admitted he paid so little attention to anything else that, by that same tender age, he was over £1,000 in debt – a colossal amount of money at a time when the average wage was around £10 a week. It would take him the next five years to pay it off.


Meanwhile, the music scene was changing, and Tucker’s tastes with it. By 1964, with the Beatles having broken through and completely cleansed the club circuit of the Shadows-like instrumental bands that once dominated, Tucker joined a new band, the Fortune Tellers – named for the Benny Spellman B-side that almost every beat band of the day included in their repertoire.


‘We did a few gigs. We weren’t bad, actually. You know, it was quite a good band for what it was,’ Tucker reminisced years later, in an interview with Record Mirror’s Val Mabbs. But he was also aware of their deficiencies, especially after one particular show at the Clay Pigeon Hotel in Eastcote, Middlesex. ‘We were as green as grass. But when I was with them, we worked at the Clay Pigeon with Wainwright’s Gentlemen. They were a seven-piece group with Ian Gillan. They were so good. I remember someone saying “follow that”, and I felt awful.’


Talking with Danish writer Karsten Boriths, Tucker continued, ‘I thought I’d die to be in that band. And they were gonna ask me to join them, but I didn’t notice until three months later and I eventually ended up joining them – I was about 17 by this time. We were like the interval band, they were on then we went on. And I remember thinking “What a great band. I’d love to be in that band.” And they were thinking of getting rid of their drummer (Phil Kenton). And their decision was, ‘He’s probably happy with his own band’ and they never asked me and, you know, I’d have died to be in that band, but by the time I did get into the band, Ian had left. They were down to a four-piece with (two) guitarists (Gordon Fairminer and Jimmy Searle), the same girl singer (Ann Cully), the same bass player (Jan Frewer) – that was it.’


Gillan would go on to form Episode Six with bassist Roger Glover, the duo’s first steps towards the leviathan that was Deep Purple. Wainwright’s Gentlemen, meanwhile, spent the next six months searching for a new singer and finally found one in the form of a 21-year-old carpet salesman named Brian Connolly.


Over the next year or so, Wainwright’s Gentlemen continued playing the same circuit they had always plied, residencies at the Clay Pigeon and the Café des Artistes in the hinterland between Earls Court and Fulham, the Starlight Ballroom in Greenford and the Blue Moon in Hayes, air force bases and colleges and any other venues they could find favour with. But they never seemed to climb any higher up the ladder.


‘We opened for Procol Harum once,’ (in Cambridge in June 1967), Brian Connolly recalled without too much enthusiasm, while he was able to rattle off a selection of songs from the Gentlemen’s repertoire – Motown standards by Marvin Gaye, the Temptations and the Four Tops, the occasional soul and R&B shouter by Sam Cooke or Wilson Pickett, rearranged to showcase the harmonies in which every member of the band was versed. ‘It was Mickey Mouse stuff that worked a few years earlier, but can you imagine, going out opening for…bands writing their own material and writing it well? People like Hendrix and the Who and so on gigging all over the place, and then we come out as a singing, dancing jukebox. It just wasn’t happening.’


Record companies certainly seemed determined to keep the band at arm’s length. According to Tucker, producer Mark Wirtz, mastermind of the epic ‘Excerpt From A Teenage Opera’ hit in late 1967, took the Gentlemen into the CBS studio in New Bond Street some time that summer, but when author Mick Duthie attempted to pursue the rumour to its source neither Wirtz nor his assistant Mike Ross-Trevor recalled the session. Neither do any tapes appear to have survived from the engagement, making it seem more likely that Wirtz was simply a name that had found its way into the Gentlemen’s collective address book and never taken any further than that.


Besides, the end was already looming. A new guitarist, Tucker’s old friend Frank Torpey, had recently joined the group, fresh from the Tribe. This well-respected club act had once boasted a monthly residency at the Marquee Club – a venue Wainwright’s Gentlemen had never graced. Torpey auditioned at the band’s next gig, an American air force base in High Wycombe, and everybody seemed to love him. But his time with the Gentlemen was short, no more than a month or so, before he was fired in favour of one of bassist Jan Frewer’s friends,


Neither was Torpey’s departure to be the last of the sackings. According to Tucker, CBS were still mulling over the possibility of signing Wainwright’s Gentlemen when he followed Torpey out of the door, sacked in a late-night band meeting he had not even been invited to attend. In fact, the first he knew about the summit was when Connolly called him up the following morning.


‘One day my telephone rang and it was Brian – “I’ve been thinking, do you fancy forming a new band?” I said “Well I don’t as it happens, I want to give it another three months with this band,” and he said “That’s what I thought you’d say, but they fired you last night. There was a meeting behind your back, they said you’d lost interest…I don’t want to stick around there, so if you’re out anyway, let’s go form a new band.” And I said okay.


‘I was quite surprised,’ Tucker said of his sacking. ‘They thought I was disinterested, but I think the reality of it was, things were moving forward …they were getting old-fashioned and, you know.’


Connolly was infuriated by the group’s decision. ‘They kicked out Mick because he was (too) flamboyant. I liked him, I liked his style. He had a showbizzy approach and that seemed much more fun. So I left and teamed up with him.’ Days later they reunited with Frank Torpey.


The search for a bass player for the new, still unnamed group was mercifully brief. On their travels around the London circuit, Connolly and Tucker had frequently bumped into a band called the Army, whose bassist Steve Priest had long ago caught their eye. They’d not necessarily spent any time with him – Priest later admitted he’d only ever met Connolly twice in his life. But one phone call later, Priest was making his way to the schoolroom in Ealing that the nascent band had somehow commandeered to ‘audition’ for his new bandmates.


‘We already knew that we wanted him,’ Tucker said. ‘As a drummer, I knew he was what I’d always wanted to play with, a Jack Bruce-y player. We were all big Cream fans at the time and, even though we knew we’d never be able to go down the same road as them, there was no harm in trying.’


That first session, somewhere between mid January and early February 1968, was purely acoustic, Torpey strumming guitar while Connolly, Tucker and Priest harmonised together. ‘We didn’t really know what we wanted to do musically,’ Connolly confessed. ‘We’d got sick of Wainwright’s, but we also knew, Mick, Frank and I, what we were good at, and that was the harmonies thing. But we wanted to be harder-hitting; we saw ourselves taking soul and Motown standards and rearranging them for ourselves in the same way that people like Cream and Jimi Hendrix rearranged the blues. Nobody was really doing that – everybody else was trying to sound like the records and just be something people could dance to. When we got together with Steve, we knew we could become something they’d listen to as well.’


Full band rehearsals followed at Torpey’s house. ‘We’d troop round there,’ Connolly recalled, ‘and just play whatever we thought would sound good, with Steve and Mick on harmony, and it sounded fantastic. I listened to them and I couldn’t believe how great we sounded together.’




NOTE 1



Glitter in the Sixties - Where the Glam Gang Began



1960:‘Alone In The Night’ by Paul Raven (Gary Glitter)


1961:‘I’m A Moody Guy’ by Shane Fenton (Alvin Stardust)


1963:‘Tell Me Wha’cha Gonna Do’ by Mike Sheridan & the Nightriders (Roy Wood/Wizzard)


1964:‘Good Morning Little Schoolgirl’ by Rod Stewart


1964:‘Liza Jane’ by the Kingbees (David Bowie)


1965:‘Come Back Baby’ by Bluesology (Elton John)


1965:‘The Wizard’ by Marc Bolan


1965:‘And The Tears Came Tumbling Down’ by David Essex


1966:‘You Better Run’ by the N’Betweens (Slade)


1967:‘Flower Power’ by Mud 






















CHAPTER TWO





STEPHEN NORMAN PRIEST was born in Hayes, Middlesex on 23 February 1948, one of three sons born to an EMI Records executive. A choirboy as a child, a spirited ukulele player and an aspiring guitarist, Priest was already ploughing through his copy of Bert Weedon’s Play In A Day tutor – the Holy Bible for every would-be guitarist of the era – when he caught sight of the Shadows performing ‘Apache’ on Cliff Richard’s eponymous television show. It was summer 1960 and, even as Mick Tucker became a disciple of Tony Meehan, so Priest fell for bassist Jet Harris.


‘That was when I wanted to play bass. I thought he looked really cool with his red Fender Precision.’ Black and white television suppressed a little of that observation, ‘but I saw coloured pics later.’


Such an instrument was priced far beyond the 12-13 year-old Priest’s resources at that time. But, with an enterprising spirit that he shared with so many of his generation (the young Jeff Beck included), he built his own instrument, and more or less predicted the entire musical scene of the Eighties by deliberately rendering it fretless – ‘because I didn’t know how to make frets.’ Then he plugged it into a cheap amplifier and began teaching himself to play with even more dedication than he’d thrown into the guitar.


By the time he joined his first band, the Countdowns, in 1963, Priest was already regarded as one of the hottest bassists in the area, especially after they landed a residency at a local youth club playing alternate weeks with the Javelins – the band Ian Gillan led immediately prior to joining Wainwright’s Gentlemen. Indeed, the Countdowns had their own run-in with that band too, when they entered a local Battle of the Bands competition and found themselves up against the newly formed, but already accomplished Wainwright’s Gentlemen.


They lost that skirmish. But if there were any neighbourhood bragging rights to be debated, the Countdowns looked to be hands-down winners.


Among the names that bestrode British pop with a reputation tantamount to genius in the years before the Beatles came along, Joe Meek was probably the most legendary. The most inventive producer the country had ever seen, a rival to the American Phil Spector in terms of sonic vision, Meek might have lived a chaotic personal life, filled with anger, jealousy and insecurity, but place him behind the home-made console that dominated the third floor flat he called his home studio, 304 Holloway Road, and he had no fear.


Or maybe one. The Beatles. Meek was already a proven hitmaker by the time the Fab Four emerged in late 1962; had a stable of stars that could out-sing almost anyone else on the block, especially once Meek added his peculiar electronic magic to their music. And, according to legend, he had actually been offered the opportunity to record the Beatles earlier in the year. Beatles manager Brian Epstein had knocked on every door in his drive to land his band a record deal, to find somebody – anybody – who would pay attention to his Liverpudlian quartet.
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But Meek was as dubious of their qualities as anybody else, maybe even echoing Decca A&R man Dick Rowe’s insistence that vocal groups meant nothing any longer. Now, vocal groups were all that mattered, and Meek was scouring far and wide in search of one. When Malcolm Sergeant, a singer he’d employed for a few sessions earlier in the year, turned up talking about the new group he’d just joined, the Countdowns, Meek demanded an introduction.


The Countdowns would remain a part of the Joe Meek empire more or less until the producer’s suicide in February 1967. Not one of their recordings ever saw the light of day during that period, however; Meek never saw the band as headline material, but he kept them busy regardless, recording demos of the songs that he was writing or borrowing for other acts on his roster – the Honeycombs, mainly, but others too. Priest remembers recording a small mountain’s worth of songs, including one, the Buddy Holly-esque ‘Little Girl In Blue’ that was meant to sound like the Beach Boys but emerged ‘more like two castrated cats’. Meek later recorded a slightly more palatable version with Jamie Lee.


Just one of these demos has since seen the light of day; ‘You Stole My Heart Away’ turned up on one of the myriad Joe Meek compilations and retrospectives released in the UK during the late Nineties. But others doubtless exist among the infamous tea-chest tapes, that vast stockpile of both released and unreleased Meek masters that has haunted the dreams of his admirers since it first went under the auctioneer’s hammer in 1967.


Although Meek kept the band busy, the Countdowns’ work with him barely covered their expenses. Neither did their live work, which was generally confined to their immediate Hayes neighbourhood. Priest’s main source of income came from his work at a central London lawyers’ office, where he was what was generally considered the odd-job boy – a post that conveniently provided him with plenty of time in which to tour the city’s musical hotspots.


Many of his duties, after all, took him out of the office to deliver or pick up documents. Nobody back at the office would know whether he was really stuck on a bus in a mid-afternoon traffic jam or if he’d dropped by the headquarters of Southern Music in the heart of Tin Pan Alley, to watch as various other bands went through their musical paces and make it clear that if they ever found themselves in need of a bassist or a vocalist he’d be happy to step in.


And so it came to pass that, in summer 1966, Priest found himself called in to play his own part in a little slice of musical history as the legendary promoter and entrepreneur Giorgio Gomelsky decided to lambast the government’s decision to ban pirate radio (and replace it with Radio 1) with a song bemoaning the death of British youth’s one true musical lifeline.


‘We Love The Pirate Stations’, to be released under the name of the Roaring Sixties, was being overseen by John Carter, a member of vocal harmony group the Ivy League but now a jobbing singer-songwriter and, as house producer at Southern, the man responsible for any number of one-off pop confections through the second half of the Sixties.


Priest would add his own vocal to the song’s rousing chorus, and while ‘We Love The Pirate Stations’ failed either to chart or change the government’s mind (the offshore broadcasters were finally sunk on 14 August 1967), the session musicians who led the recording, Mick Keen and Robin Shaw, were obviously impressed with Priest’s contribution. Later that same summer, they recruited him to sing on their next release, the Ministry of Sound’s ‘White Collar Worker’.


In the midst of all this activity, the Countdowns finally called it a day and Priest moved on to a new band, the Army. An eight-piece soul act led by Tony Tacon, guitarist with Ian Gillan’s old band the Javelins, the Army were regulars on the lowest end of the pub scene, rarely earning more than £30 a gig which didn’t go far when divided between eight players, management and a temperamental van that always seemed to need something or other done to it.


Still the Army ranged as far as they were able. They were the opening act the night Peter Green played his first ever gig as a member of John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers (replacing the Cream-bound Eric Clapton); and, when the Troggs went out to push their ‘Give It To Me’ hit single in March 1967, they found the Army waiting to open for them in Dunstable. They also opened a show for Wainwright’s Gentlemen at Ealing Town Hall, and Priest spent much of the evening deep in conversation with two of the band, the singer and the drummer. But that was nothing new – he often whiled away evenings in conversation with fellow musicians, and he completely forgot about the meeting in the excitement of the Army’s next posting, an audition for television’s long-running Opportunity Knocks talent show.


Remembered today as a panoply of excruciating child talents (Lena Zavaroni and Neil Reid both emerged from the show), grisly pop confections (New World, Paper Lace, Camberwick Green), novelty body-builders and fire-breathing poodles, Opportunity Knocks was regarded with similar cynicism back then, as well. Nevertheless, an appearance on the show could open all manner of industry doors, and victory would fling them wide.


Excitedly, then, the Army made their way to the show’s regular audition space at Chelsea Barracks to perform before host Hughie Green. And, although the venue’s acoustics were appalling, Priest shrugged, Green ‘seemed to like us’. But he never did discover whether or not the band passed the test because that was when Brian Connolly called his number. And there was something so refreshing and exciting about the vision that Connolly put forward, of a band that seriously wanted to push forward the frontiers of harmonic pop, who admired the sounds of the Jefferson Airplane and Buffalo Springfield at the same time as they craved the energies of Hendrix and Cream. Priest quit the Army on the spot.


It was time to choose a name, and that came easily, too. The quartet chose the Sweetshop because, as Connolly put it, ‘there were a lot of bands around called all sorts of sugary names. There was Strawberry Jam, Marmalade, Orange Bicycle, Tangerine Peel – so we thought, to sum it all up, we used a name that instigates (sic) all of them.’


The Marmalade link went further; looking for an agency to represent them, the band found themselves taken on by the same company that handled the newly-launched ‘Lovin’ Things’ hitmakers Starlight Artistes – and became stablemates, too, to the Tremeloes, another super-pop combo whose chart run stretched back to the early days of the beat boom. It might not have been the hippest company to find themselves in, but the Sweetshop didn’t worry about that. Right now, all they needed was exposure.


The band’s slowly developing repertoire was almost exclusively covers. Torpey and Connolly had written at least one song together, a faintly progressive rocker called ‘Too Late Early In The Morning’, but the bulk of the menu was borrowed: Brenton Wood’s ‘Gimme Little Sign’ was an early favourite, alongside Priest’s solo vocal showcase, Willie Parker’s ‘You Got Your Finger In My Eye’. ‘Nobody had ever heard of it,’ Priest reflected, ‘but it always went down well.’


They mastered the Byrds’ ‘Eight Miles High’, the blues classic ‘Stormy Monday’, the Supremes’ ‘Stop! (In The Name Of Love)’ and Eddie Cochran’s ‘Summertime Blues’. A clutch of Who songs were also being worked up, ‘I Can’t Explain’ and ‘My Generation’ among them. ‘We wouldn’t try anything,’ Connolly recalled, ‘unless we thought we could bring something different to it, something of our own. So, while you could look at our set list and call us a covers band, we were a lot more creative than a lot of people would give us credit for. I always thought of us in the same way as people like Scott Walker, who didn’t write his own material either, but you always knew it was him.’


An image began moving into view, albeit one that Priest insists ‘ranged from the sublime to the ridiculous.’ In an age when the best-dressed bands frequented the trendiest boutiques on Chelsea’s King’s Road, and the rest did their best to look like they did, Sweetshop cemented their vision around a vaguely dandified hippy chic, a charity-shop version of the court of George IV. ‘I wore a kaftan with beads and no shoes,’ Priest recalled. ‘Frank wore jeans and looked like a builder. He didn’t like the idea of stage clothes. Mick and Brian wore frilly shirts with chiffon scarves. They both looked like a couple of tarts. Later, we decided that we should have some sort of common stage attire, but we couldn’t afford that yet. I was unable to buy a decent pair of boots.’


Rehearsing through the first months of 1968, the Sweetshop finally opened for business on 4 March, playing their first ever gig at the Hemel Hempstead Pavilion. It was a venue all four members had visited with past bands, and they hoped that might serve them in good stead with the audience. What they didn’t seem to consider was that they only had enough material worked out to play for 20 minutes – which was barely enough for one full set, let alone the two that the contract demanded.


Nevertheless ‘we seemed to go down well,’ recalled Priest – and, with the venue’s management confirming that they would happily rebook the band, as long as they could double their repertoire, the Sweetshop were off and running. Indeed, a month or so later, a brief moment of at least reflected glory arrived in the form of a three-week residency at the La Dolce Vita cabaret in Birmingham, opening for all-girl trio the Paper Dolls before returning to the stage to accompany the headliners.


The Dolls’ single ‘Something Here In My Heart (Keeps Telling Me No)’ was knocking on the Top 10 door at the time, and Priest recalled, ‘I had seen them on the TV, and they looked like go-go dancers with short skirts and obvious, curly wigs.’


The two groups met up at a rehearsal studio in London to run through the set. ‘This whole thing was a completely new experience for me,’ Priest admitted. ‘I thought that showbusiness was putting on a guitar and playing in front of a load of drunks. Here we were in a professional rehearsal studio with three young ladies who had a record in the charts. It was frightening.’


It was also demoralising. Susie ‘Tyger’ Mathis, the Dolls’ lead singer, ‘Treated us like hired hands, which, of course, we were. I thought we should have been treated like stars, as I knew we were destined to become just that. She would do demeaning things like click her fingers behind her back to speed up the tempo. I know it doesn’t sound like much, but it soon gets to you.’


Connolly played little part in the show; occasionally he would be handed an unplugged guitar and invited to strum along, just to give him something to do. But that ended one particularly dark night, when he was handed one that had inadvertently been plugged in. He drowned out the show with his wild, unthinking twanging and, while he was hastily unplugged and sent backstage, the Paper Dolls had had enough. The Sweetshop were removed from the tour just days later – although Connolly, at least, remained in touch with the trio and later added backing vocals to one of their flop follow-up singles, ‘Remember December’.


The Sweetshop also engaged a manager, surprisingly turning not towards a hard-bitten maven but a fellow singer. Paul Beuselinck was the former pianist with Screaming Lord Sutch’s Savages and the son of Oscar Beuselinck, a music-business lawyer whose clients included the Who. Signed to Australian impresario Robert Stigwood’s Reaction label, the pseudonymous leader of Paul Dean and the Thoughts’ first single, ‘She Can Build A Mountain’, proved a minor hit on pirate Radio London’s weekly chart in 1966; weeks later, he followed through with a cover of Speedy Keene’s ‘City Of Lights.’


The record was released under another pseudonym, Oscar – which inevitably prompted Stigwood to flood the music industry with specially commissioned promotional replicas of the Academy Awards statuette of the same name. And, though this release fared little better than its predecessor, Oscar remained Reaction’s Man-Most-Likely-To as a string of further 45s spun out to further propagate the family circle. His second single, ‘Join My Gang’, was an otherwise-unreleased Pete Townshend number, while his third, ‘Over The Wall We Go’, was written by the then-unknown David Bowie.


Now he was toying with management and publishing, working at Robert Mellin Publishing, although he would never abandon his musical dreams. As Paul Nicholas, he maintained his connection with Stigwood, featuring in the London productions of Hair, Jesus Christ Superstar and Grease; starring as the vicious Cousin Kevin in Stigwood’s film version of the Who’s Tommy; and ratcheting up a quartet of mid-Seventies hits for Stigwood’s next label, RSO. But he also returned to the other side of the musical desk and today, he co-owns his own theatrical agency in association with partner David Ian.


One of Nicholas’ colleagues at Robert Mellin was a young producer named Phil Wainman, himself a seasoned drummer on the military base circuit. A former member of pre-Procol Harum band the Paramounts, he had been, for a few moments in summer 1965, the man behind the EMI label’s dream of launching the new Sandy Nelson – a late-Fifties American drummer who scored a handful of instrumental hits with percussion as the lead instrument.


Wainman’s single, ‘Hear Me A Drummer Man’, ultimately went nowhere and he returned to session work. However, the experience did teach him his way around the back end of the music industry as a producer and a songwriter. He co-wrote ‘Little Games’, the unabashed pop confectionery with which producer Mickie Most wound down the once-mighty career of the Yardbirds, and he was now considering an offer to produce Dave Dee, Dozy, Beaky, Mick and Tich, the longwindedly-named, but never less than spectacularly theatrical brains behind the hits ‘Zabadak!’, ‘The Legend of Xanadu’ and ‘Bend It!’ (to name but three).


But their days as a chart power were coming to an end, and Wainman wasn’t interested in the pop world’s cast-offs. He had his heart set on discovering something new, something exciting – so when Paul Nicholas buttonholed him in the office one day and mentioned that he was considering taking on a band called the Sweetshop, Wainman agreed to come down with him to watch them play.


The group auditioned for Wainman in a draughty church hall in Stanmore, running through a set that was largely Motown-based and impressing him, as they did so many other people, with the pure choreography of their harmonies.  Wainman immediately suggested they team up; he would find them a sure-fire hit song, they’d record it and then, with their future already held in hand, he would seek out a suitable record label.


Glancing across to his friendship with Robert Stigwood, Paul Nicholas suggested the band try their luck with a Bee Gees song. Stigwood managed and produced the brothers Gibb, and the 18 months since they arrived in the UK had seen the band chalk up a string of hits, both as performers and songwriters.


As Connolly recalled, ‘He wanted us to cover “Down To Earth’’ (from the Bee Gees’ recently released ‘Idea’ album), which was all right, but it wasn’t one of their strongest songs.’ Connolly was far more intrigued by Wainman’s suggestion, that  they go for ‘Baby Come Back’, a classy pop nugget that had just been released in Germany by the multi-racial band the Equals.


That plan, however, was scuppered by the song’s phenomenal success – it topped the German chart, landed a UK release immediately after and went to Number 1 there as well. The Equals were off and running, and the Sweetshop were still searching for their first single.


‘Paul was still keen for us to do the Bee Gees song,’ Connolly continued, ‘but we were siding with Phil, that we’d be better off doing something that people didn’t already know. Finally he came up with “Slow Motion”, a song he picked up while visiting the publishers Valley Music.’


Written by David Watkins, pianist with a Wolverhampton band called the Magicians, ‘Slow Motion’ had already been pencilled in as that band’s next B-side behind another Watkins composition, ‘Painting On Wood.’ But Wainman didn’t care, if he was even aware of the fact. Taking an instant liking to ‘Slow Motion’, he cut a demo with pianist Alan Benson and played that to Jack Baverstock, the head of A&R at the Fontana label.


Baverstock was instantly enthused and declared that he wouldn’t turn it down if he was offered it as a new band’s first single. Then, with Robert Mellin agreeing to finance the session in return for the Sweetshop cutting a couple of the songs that he published, the team decamped to Jackson’s Studios in Rickmansworth to record.


A fourth song, the insistent Nicholas’ Bee Gees pick, was also taped during the session, although the day did not necessarily go smoothly. Rumour has spent the past 40 years insisting that Phil Wainman and yet another Wainwright’s Gentlemen mainstay, Gordon Fairminer, played on the ensuing recordings in place of Mick Tucker and Frank Torpey respectively, pulling off a sleight of hand that would become all too familiar to the Sweetshop in the future. Steve Priest, however, is adamant that neither substitution was made. ‘I know what they’re talking about, but it wasn’t “Slow Motion”.’


Whoever performed on it, Jack Baverstock’s enthusiasm for Wainman’s initial demo did not wane when he heard the finished record. The man who had brought fame to so many artists during the decade so far, giving Fontana hits with Wayne Fontana and the Mindbenders, the Pretty Things, Scott Walker, Dave Dee and co, and so many more, placed ‘Slow Motion’/‘It’s Lonely Out There’ on the release schedule for 19 July 1968 (three months ahead of the Magicians’ version), and the Sweetshop were on their way.



















CHAPTER THREE





THE SWEETSHOP were gigging now – not as regularly as they would have liked, perhaps, but sufficiently for them to hone their repertoire and abilities even more tightly. The majority of gigs tended to be hotels and social clubs, but they would play any place that was willing to hand them £20 for their troubles, including a week-long tour of Scotland in June, the profits from which were almost all poured into travel, accommodation and living expenses.


They returned to their old stomping ground at the Clay Pigeon and glimpsed the bright lights of London with a solitary showing at the industry hangout Blaises, in Queensway on 20th July. But then it was back to the pubs and social clubs, gigging around the outer suburbs in a series of shows that Connolly later groaned ‘really do blur into one another. One long, dreadful mess.’


In fact, the Sweetshop were feeling a little hard done by on other fronts, too. ‘Slow Motion’ was about to hit the Fontana pressing plants when the news came through that another band had beaten them to the name the Sweetshop – and, just to make matters worse, not only was it helmed by Mark Wirtz, with whom Wainwright’s Gentlemen may or may not have recorded the previous year, it was also released by Fontana!


‘Barefoot And Tiptoe’ was destined to do nothing sales or chart wise, but there was no way a second Sweetshop single could be released by the same label, just weeks after the first. With no time to even give the matter any serious consideration, the Sweetshop dropped the Shop from their name. They were now the Sweet.


‘That was Brian and Mick with their big mouths,’ laughs Priest. ‘They knew Mark Wirtz and they were going “Oh, we’ve got a band together and it’s called the Sweetshop,” and Mark already had the song together and went “Okay, we’re the Sweetshop as well.” And Fontana didn’t give a flying shit, because all they cared about was making some money. So we had to change our name.’


Not that it mattered, especially. A pleasant little ditty though it was, ‘Slow Motion’ fared no better than ‘Barefoot And Tiptoe’ upon its release in July 1968. There was a handful of radio plays, if that, and a clutch of live shows staggered around the record’s release, but nothing to get excited about. There was just one show that Connolly still recalled, twenty years later.




05-07.07.68 – Midlands Tour


13.07.68 Enfield Chase Tennis Club, London


20.07.68 Blaises, London


Summer 68 – Scottish Tour


Summer 68 – Newquay Residency


03.08.68 Red Lion, Warrington


10.08.68 Nottingham


25.08.68 Clay Pigeon, Eastcote





3rd August 1968 saw the Sweet coax their battered red van up to the northern town of Warrington, where they discovered the support act was a band who had been pilloried by the music press just days before. Deep Purple was a new progressive rock act whose all-important live debut, opening for the Byrds at the Roundhouse earlier in the month, had loudly been declared one of the most disappointing showings that fabled venue had ever witnessed.


Ian Gillan’s membership of the group was still a couple of years off; in 1968, Purple were fronted by vocalist Rod Evans, while bassist Nick Simper filled the role Roger Glover would later make his own. But they were still ‘local lads’ to the Sweet – Simper was a graduate of another John Carter’s Southern Music creations the Flowerpot Men; guitarist Ritchie Blackmore had been a familiar face around Joe Meek’s studios at the same time as the Countdowns were working there, while organist Jon Lord’s last band, the Artwoods, hailed from the same neck of the west London woods as Wainwright’s Gentlemen.


Everybody was acquainted with everyone else, then; the only difference was, whereas the Sweet’s next gig was in Nottingham, Purple were off for the United States, where their backers – the US-based Tetragrammaton label – had already declared them superstars in waiting. Britain, however, had no time for their convoluted organ and guitar-led meanderings around sundry pop classics – Vanilla Fudge were bad enough, for heaven’s sake – and the handful of British warm-up shows that Purple were playing were killing time more than anything else.


‘I remember that show,’ Brian Connolly laughed years later. The Red Lion ‘wasn’t a big pub, more like a cosy local with a little stage at one end. And Purple came sauntering on with their American hit single, their purple amps, their flashy clothes – they were a great band, lovely people, but they were so out of place that you really felt sorry for them.’


The Sweet continued to grind along. Paul Nicholas pulled some strings with Robert Stigwood and arranged for his agency to book a handful of Sweet gigs; Mick Tucker also believed that Stigwood’s influence lay behind them making their first ever session appearance on the BBC’s now year-old Radio 1, for DJ Dave Symonds.


‘Fontana really weren’t pulling their weight with us, they released so many singles every week and they couldn’t work them all even if they’d wanted to. Anyway, what can you say about a label that has two acts with the same name and doesn’t even realise? So Paul was pulling in favours wherever he could, and Stigwood had some influence at the BBC, probably through the Bee Gees or Cream (who he also managed) or whoever, and that’s how we got in there. He also got us a residency at some little place in Cornwall (a fortnight in Newquay) although I don’t think he really knew who we were.’


Making the first of what would become a long stream of BBC session appearances in mid-July 1968, the Sweet opted to record three songs – both sides of the single plus the Connolly/Torpey composition ‘Too Late Early In The Morning.’ The session served two purposes, the first to grant the band a little extra exposure. More importantly, however, it also allowed the BBC to conform with the Musicians Union’s ‘needle time’ regulations, a hold-over from the days when gramophone recordings were still a new and revolutionary notion that the Union feared would put live musicians – previously the dominant sound on the radio – out of a job. With only so-many hours’ worth of records permitted to be broadcast in any given day, the corporation filled in the gaps with session recordings which would themselves build into one of the largest and most important archives of popular music ever accumulated.


Sadly, few of the Sweet’s BBC recordings still exist; little care and attention was paid to tapes once they had been broadcast, and in those days of careful financial husbandry a session would simply be returned to the studio to be recorded over again. Those recordings that have survived tended to do so from ‘off air’ sources – fans, or even band members arranging to record the broadcast off the radio at home, while there appears to have been a similarly lax approach to record-keeping. (See Note 1)


Neither were the Sweet at all enamoured by their first session, dismissing the three songs as desultory, badly performed and scarcely heralded by disc jockey Dave Symonds himself. Nevertheless, the BBC retained a degree of faith in the Sweet and, the following month, they were invited back to record a similar selection of songs for Stuart Henry.


October 1968 brought a three-night (16, 17 and 29) residency at Hatchett’s, a reasonably trendy, if equally seedy night club in Piccadilly, and November saw the band put together their first concerted run of live shows, a run of gigs around the English south that saw them spin from universities to youth clubs, play a single show at a hospital, and then two nights at the off-season seaside resort of Margate. It was, all concerned recalled, about as far away from a glamorous showbiz life as you could get.




01.11.68 Medway College Of Technology, Chatham


04.11.68 Penny Farthing, Southend


07.11.68 Mile End Hospital, London


09.11.68 Dreamland Ballroom, Margate


10.11.68 Dreamland Ballroom, Margate


12.11.68 Broomfield Youth Centre, Chelmsford


16.11.68 Industrial Club, Norwich


17.11.68 Poppa John House, London E14


22.11.68 Loughton Youth Centre, Loughton


23.11.68 Amigo Hall, Elephant & Castle


29.11.68 Billericay Youth Centre, Essex


30.11.68 Club La Bamba, Tunbridge Wells


07.12.68 Ritz Ballroom, Bournemouth


18.12.68 Little Baddow Village Hall, Essex


19.12.68 Birdcage, Harlow


20.12.68 Wellington Avenue Youth Centre, Chingford


24.12.68 Royal Links Pavilion, Cromer


31.12.68 Industrial Club, Norwich


04.01.69 Marine Ballroom, Lyme Regis


10.01.69 Shepway Manor Youth Centre, Maidstone


17.01.69 Albermarle Youth House, Romford


18.01.69 Penthouse Club, Colchester


01.02.69 Spotlight Club, RAF Brize Norton


07.02.69 Writtle College Of Agriculture, Chelmsford


13.02.69 RAF Lyneham, Wiltshire


14.02.69 National College Of Agricultural Engineering, Silsoe


15.02.69 400 Ballroom Torquay


22.02.69 St. Nicholas Grammar School, Northwood


23.02.69 Hatfield Youth Centre, Hatfield


28.02.69 Westfield College, London


01.03.69 Industrial Club, Norwich


07.03.69 Shepway Manor Youth Centre, Maidstone


15.03.69 Oakland College, St. Albans


21.03.69 Robert Beard Youth Centre, Hornchurch


22.03.69 International Club, Leeds


27.03.69 Bromley’s Ballroom, Barnstaple


29.03.69 Ritz Ballroom, Bournemouth


31.03.69 Hornchurch Grammar School, Hornchurch


05.04.69 Locarno Ballroom, Swindon


11.04.69 Harrow Inn, London


12.04.69 Pavilion Ballroom, Gillingham


17.04.69 Crystal Club, RAF Medenham, Marlow


19.04.69 Institute Hall, Braintree


23.04.69 Marconi Sports & Social Club, Chelmsford


26.04.69 Imperial College, London


01.05.69 Grafton Club, RAF Marham, Kings Lynn


02.05.69 Westlands Youth Centre, Chelmsford


03.05.69 Havering Tech College, Hornchurch


16.05.69 Chelmsford City Football Club, Chelmsford


17.05.69 Memorial Hall, Newmarket


22.05.69 Youth Centre, Corringham


23.05.69 Clay Pigeon, Eastcote


24.05.69 Town Hall, Morley


25.05.69 Kiosk Ballroom, Castleford


30.05.69 Crow’s Nest, Tring


31.05.69 Industrial Club, Norwich


06.06.69 College Of Agriculture, Chelmsford


07.06.69 Village Hall, Liphook


13.06.69 City Hall, St. Albans


14.06.69 Locarno Ballroom, Swindon


21.06.69 Bernet’s, Newbury


28.06.69 Lafayette, Wolverhampton





 But the group’s frontiers were expanding gently. Early 1969 saw Connolly, Priest, Torpey and Tucker go into the studio with Wainwright’s Gentleman’s old vocalist Ian Gillan, and his new band Episode Six’s bassist Roger Glover, to record a demo for a song they’d written called ‘Questions’.


All six were close friends now; Glover and Connolly even shared a flat for a time. ‘For a couple of years in the Sixties, we were inseparable friends,’ Glover later recalled. ‘I liked him because he had a car and drove me places. He liked hanging around my flat in Uxbridge, just around the corner from our local pub – the Gardeners Arms. We were both in struggling bands and shared the same lack of funds and dreams of success.’ And his fondest memory of this period? ‘He was a man who, most of all, wanted to be a great singer in the tradition of (Frank) Sinatra or (Tony) Bennett, as he told me once in the pub, but he achieved no mean feat by his work in the Sweet.’


The band were also in demand at Mellin Music, being called in to demo any number of songs for the publisher, usually with Phil Wainman overseeing the sessions. Connolly alone also made a number of recordings and, in later years, there would be considerable confusion over this material, with the singer usually insisting that he alone appeared on the best-known of these tracks – one of Mellin’s own co-compositions, ‘I’m On My Way’. In fact, that was a full band recording.


Connolly did, however, guest alone on a brace of recordings by an Italian band called the Closed, ‘My Little Girl From Kentucky’ and ‘Spider’, laying down a guide vocal that the  band’s own vocalist would then follow at the final recording session.


It was a common procedure at that time (and probably still is), but it could also, however, be a risky one. Around the same time as Connolly was singing for the Closed, Rod Stewart – at that time vocalist with the Jeff Beck Group – was recruited to perform a similar service on a new song being recorded by a band called Python Lee Jackson. He sang his lines, collected his fee and, three years later, was shocked to hear the song, complete with his guide vocal, on the radio and tearing up the chart.


‘In A Broken Dream’ remains one of the best-loved Stewart recordings ever and, in 1973, Connolly found himself the victim of a similar ploy as ‘My Little Girl From Kentucky’ and ‘Spider’ found their way out as a single in Europe and onto a dubious compilation album in the United States. Only now they were credited to the Sweet, despite a half-hearted Connolly vocal being the only connection with the full band. Nevertheless, the Sweet were forced to resort to legal action in order to get these ghastly little ditties taken off the streets.


Such activities kept the musicians busy, but were scarcely rewarding; any money that the Sweet earned was poor and was, in any case, largely swallowed up by the band members’ basic on-the-road requirements – food, petrol, lodgings, cigarettes, drink and other necessities. Nobody was getting rich, nobody was really happy and, finally, Frank Torpey had had enough.




[image: ]





Talking to the BBC in October 1969, during a brief interview aired alongside their latest session, Brian Connolly just happened to mention, ‘two and half months ago, (our) guitarist left us.’ It was, it seems, that casual. One day in July, with gigs piling up all around the band, Torpey announced he was leaving – ‘to buy a house,’ Steve Priest explained a few years later.


‘Frank Torpey maybe wasn’t right (for us from the beginning),’ Connolly reflected. ‘Maybe we could have got the right fourth member, (maybe) we could have been a bit more searching and a bit more concerted.’ They recruited him in the first place, he suggested, because he was a friend and because it was a lot easier than devoting who knew how long to auditions.


At the time, however, the band had no qualms about making the same moves again; barely was Torpey out of the door than Tucker and Connolly were telling Priest that his replacement was already awaiting their call in the form of Gordon Fairminer. Unfortunately, the self-same lack of riches that Torpey had tired of were never going to tempt Fairminer into the band, and it would be a few weeks more before a full-time replacement, Mick Stewart, finally made himself known.


Mick Tucker introduced Stewart to the band, although his arrival was also one more in that peculiar sequence of events that linked the nascent Sweet to the equally early Deep Purple. Stewart was, most recently, a member of the last ever line-up of Johnny Kidd and the Pirates, formed in the mid Sixties to try and resurrect the old rock’n’roller’s career but doomed to a tragic end following Kidd’s death in a car accident. Bassist in that same line-up was Nick Simper, a founder member of Purple in 1968, and it was Simper who recommended Stewart to Tucker.


‘I used to see a lot of Nick,’ Tucker explained. ‘We were from the same neck of the woods, had bumped into one another a lot over the years and, when he was in Purple we were just starting with the Sweet, so we had a lot in common. I mentioned to him one day that Frank had left, and he said “You may want to check out this guy,” so we did and he was all right.’


Mick Stewart’s tenure with the Sweet was not destined for a happy beginning, however; indeed, their first gig together was an ill-starred and distinctly under-rehearsed showing at the RAF base in Tangmere, opening for Geno Washington and the Ram Jam band. Recalling the night in his autobiography, Steve Priest shuddered, ‘(Geno Washington) had a big following in the general area. The venue was a popular place for the locals to go. The place was packed.


‘Remember that we consisted of just three players and a singer, so if anything went wrong with one of us the rest of the band had to wing it. I had never done so much winging before in my life. It started all right, but after the third song, Mick Stewart’s memory started to fade and he yelled at me, asking for the next chord.


‘I was singing at the time, so this turned out to be tricky. This was turning into a most embarrassing situation and we all wanted the stage to open up under us. The other bands there looked shocked and we obviously didn’t quite come up to their expectations. We didn’t do a second show and, after we left the stage, Mick Stewart totally shrugged the whole thing off. He tried to blame it all on me because I wasn’t able to shout the chords out to him.


‘We didn’t throw him out because we had a load of gigs coming up and had already signed the contracts. We did, however, rehearse a little more and, eventually, started sounding like a real group again.’




--.07.69 RAF Tangmere, West Sussex


04.07.69 Westlands Youth Centre, Chelmsford


05.07.69 Playhouse, Walton On Thames


12.07.69 Gliderdrome, Boston


16.07.69 Marconi Sports & Social Club, Chelmsford


19.07.69 Birdcage, Harlow


24.07.69 Westcliff High School, Westcliff On Sea


31.07.69 RAF Halton, Aylesbury


06.08.69 Ballroom, Royal Artillery Depot, Woolwich


16.08.69 Pavilion, Hemel Hempstead


26.09.69 Medway College Of Technology, Chatham





Over a year had now elapsed since the release of ‘Slow Motion’, a year during which the Sweet had scarcely moved an inch. Paul Nicholas had drifted away by now, as had a lot of the group’s other contacts – their record deal included. The Fontana contract had only ever been intended as a one-off, the label opting for nothing more than an option on retaining the group’s services in the future. They passed and, with that, Phil Wainman faded from their lives.


It would be mid 1969 before a new manager hove into view; Roger Easterby was managing the pop group Vanity Fare at the time and saw the Sweet as being in a similar mould. It wasn’t that far of a stretch; two Vanity Fare singles had made the chart in the last year, ‘I Live For The Sun’ and ‘Early In The Morning’, while the Medway-based band was also looking to make inroads into the American market. There were definitely a lot worst outfits for the Sweet to be allied to, especially as Easterby had no difficulty in lining up an impressive new home for his latest signings.


Associated Independent Recording (AIR) were the brainchild of legendary producer George Martin and his partner John Burgess; the pair had launched the company in 1965 as an independent production house that would then lease its artists and their recordings to the labels, providing artists with an extra layer of protection from the whims and demands of the labels themselves.


By 1969, AIR had opened its own recording studios on Oxford Street, in the heart of London’s West End, while Martin’s connections with EMI allowed AIR to funnel all of its releases onto EMI’s Parlophone label, where the Sweet’s labelmates would include Deep Purple.


One of Stewart’s first tasks as a member of the Sweet was to join them at Abbey Road Studios to begin work on the band’s next single, ‘Lollipop Man’. Composed by Albert Hammond and Mike Hazelwood, members of the band Family Dogg, ‘Lollipop Man’ was a fairly inconsequential song that despite the squeak of decidedly Hendrix-shaped guitar with which Tucker punctuated the song’s intro. By the time it reached its chorus, however, it was unquestionably a slab of what the rock cognoscenti had already written off as ‘bubblegum’ music – but Easterby and the Sweet shrugged that accusation off with just a single glance at the charts.


Number 1 on both sides of the Atlantic in much the same week as the Sweet were in the studio, the Archies’ ‘Sugar Sugar’ was on course to becoming one of the best selling singles of the entire decade and, while the Sweet themselves admitted that the record was ‘a bit of a joke’, at the time they had the highest hopes in the world for it. (See Note 2)







NOTE 1


The Sweet at the BBC


Due to the absence of any official session documents, many of the following details are tentative.


August 1968 – Dave Symonds Show


Slow Motion/Too Late Early In The Morning/It’s Lonely Out There


September 1968 – Stuart Henry


??? (possibly Slow Motion/Too Late Early In The Morning/It’s Lonely Out There)


October 1969 – Brian Matthew


Interview + ???


22nd November 1969 – Saturday People


12-16th January 1970 – Dave Cash


2-6th March 1970 – Terry Wogan


9-13th March – Dave Cash


16-20th March – Jimmy Young


All You’ll Ever Get From Me + others?


15-19th June Jimmy Young


Get On The Line + others?


4th January 1971 – Terry Wogan


Funny Funny/All You’ll Ever Get From Me/Oo-Be-Doo-Be/Baby What You Want Me To Do


January 1971 – ??


Funny Funny/Baby What You Want Me To Do/Summertime Blues/Don’t Shut Me Out


February 1971 – Jimmy Young


Funny Funny/Baby What You Want Me To Do/Say You Don’t Mind/Don’t Shut Me


Out/Paperback Writer


February 1971 – ??


Funny Funny/Don’t Shut Me Out/I Can Hear The Grass Grow/I Can’t Explain


May 1971 – ??


Co-Co/Funny Funny/I Can’t Explain/Done Me Wrong All Right


24th May 1971 – Terry Wogan


Co-Co/You’re Not Wrong For Loving Me/Substitute/I Can Hear The Grass Grow


July 1971 – ??? Co-Co/Heaven Is In Your Mind/Funny Funny/Eight Miles High/I Can’t


Explain


July 1971 – Radio One Live


Co-Co/Summertime Blues/Baby What You Want Me To Do


17th September 1971 – Terry Wogan


Funny Funny/Co-Co/Alexander Graham Bell/Mr Businessman


December 1971 – Dave Lee Travis


Co-Co/Carolina On My Mind/Santa Monica Sunshine


13th March 1972 – Dave Lee Travis


Poppa Joe/Co-Co/Honeysuckle Love/Substitute/Done Me Wrong All Right


June 1972 – Alan Freeman


Little Willy + 2


August 1972 – ???


Wig-Wam Bam + ???


December 1972 – ???


Blockbuster! + ???







NOTE 2


Too much Sugar Sugar can rot your brain


The Archies were the direct descendants of the Monkees – totally prefabricated, totally innocent and totally phoney. Archie loved Betty, Reggie loved Veronica, drummer Jughead loved Hot Dog the dog and the old jalopy that got him from Riverdale High to Pop’s Choklit Shoppe. There was no sex, although one of the boys might peck a girl on the cheek at the end of the day. There was no violence, even though Archie himself sounded pretty mean when he warned Reggie ‘Don’t touch my guitar’, there were no drugs, but best of all, there were no musicians. But there was a lot of fun, good, clean fun and a lot of music – good, clean music.


The Archies were the brainchild of industry veteran Don Kirshner, hitherto one of the industry brains who oversaw the Monkees’ rise to televisual superstardom during 1966-67. A musicians’ coup forced him out in the end, but he knew where the future lay. No sooner were his former charges taking the high road towards some ill-conceived conceit of higher musicianship than Kirshner was preparing to supplant them with a band that really did make the Monkees look genuine. He had learned his lesson the hard way; even puppets have feelings sometimes. The Archies, therefore, took the idea of a manufactured pop group to its most logical extreme. They were a cartoon.


Don Kirshner’s Archie Show was premiered on a Saturday morning, traditional TV cartoon time, in September 1968. It was ultimately to run for eight seasons.


Pre-release hype had already cited the Archies as Kirshner’s answer to the Monkees, which in itself was a rather cruel jibe. But neither Kirshner nor the network, CBS, actually wanted to compete with his former charges. They wanted more than that; they wanted to replace them. The Monkees was off the air when The Archies came into being, no-one knew if there would even be another series. But there was still an audience out there, the eight to 12 year-olds whose lives would suddenly be that little bit emptier without Davy, Micky, Pete and Mike.


The Archies could never offer the romantic involvement the Monkees had promised, but everything else about them was perfect. Their adventures, usually involving straight-laced figures of authority that wanted to stop the kids playing their music or going down to Pop’s, were adventures everyone could identify with. And even more than the Monkees, the Archies played music you didn’t even need to learn the lyrics to – it seemed as though you knew them already.


In November 1968, the Archies’ first single, ‘Bang-Shang-A-Lang’, taken from their first ever show, pierced the lower reaches of the Top 30 with little more exposure than it received from The Archie Show itself. Neither was it a particularly memorable song, although when you did hear it, it was difficult to believe you’d ever get it out of your head again. Not even Kirshner and show producer Jeff Barry would have claimed it to be amongst their most exciting compositions, but it wasn’t meant to be.‘Bang-Shang-A-Lang’ was a tentative toe in the water, a cheap one-shot designed to test the malleability of the market.


Several years earlier, Barry and partner Andy Kim had handed Kirshner a song called ‘Sugar Sugar’ they thought might be suitable for the Monkees. Kirshner thought so too, but the Monkees, then at the height of their musical rebelliousness, had laughed it out of sight. Kirshner kept his faith, however, and now, having reassessed its potential with that initial dry run, was ready to commit his ace to the hole. Nine months, and one ill-conceived follow-up flop, ‘Feelin’ So Good’(S.K.O.O.B.Y.-D.O.O.)’, later,‘Bang-Shang-A-Lang’ was finally given a worthy successor – and one which topped the chart on both sides of the Atlantic, four weeks in America, eight in Great Britain.


It was a curious juxtaposition. The second season (now re-titled The Archies’ Comedy Hour) was still to get underway, but ‘Sugar Sugar’ hit the American top in the very same week as the anti-Establishment dream of ‘returning to the garden’ appeared poised for fulfilment. While half a million kids camped out in a field in the Catskills, the wail of Woodstock was an insignificant drone when compared to the sound blasting out of transistor radios everywhere else in the country; Ron Dante (who later led the Cufflinks to success with the equally icky ‘Tracy’) and Toni Wine (co-writer of the Mindbenders’ ‘Groovy Kind Of Love’ and, later, an uncredited member of Dawn) trilling out lyrics which still send a shiver up the spine.…


‘Sugar, ah honey honey, you are my candy girl…’
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