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INTRODUCTION


Belonging to a countercultural tribe is as absurdly foolish to many outsiders as it is passionately important to many devotees. Lots of the movements in this book have at one point or another been described as ‘cults’, most often in a spirit of condemnation, yet the term isn’t wholly inappropriate.


While many – both within and outside the realms of these street tribes – would be uncomfortable with the comparison, subcultures fulfil a lot of the same functions as religion. They provide distinct rituals, value systems and peer group support, their own heretics and martyrs, sacred sites and creation myths. Yet the idols and prophets of subcultural legend are of modern, fallible flesh and blood, their dogma rooted in the world around us. To sceptics, this makes them trivial, even laughable. But from another perspective, at the very least it makes subcultural devotion somewhat more rational and relevant than conventional creeds that worship intangible entities, revealed to us by distant historical figures whose recorded words we are asked to take on trust.


Being willing to risk violence on the streets, the disapproval of your family and peers, and your future career prospects by adopting the trappings of a subculture implies a level of true devotion seldom given credit by outsiders. Truth be told, it’s not often analysed by the devotees themselves – it just seems like the right thing to do, a natural act of self-expression or self-discovery. True countercultures command fervent loyalty among the faithful, but the nature of that faith can be maddeningly fluid.


To give an example of the confusion surrounding our subject, for many years the devotees of heavy metal weren’t regarded as an ‘authentic’ counterculture at all – too macho and apolitical to fit the unwritten blueprint concocted by liberal media commentators. Yet, as your author can attest, long hair and a black leather jacket certainly put you beyond the pale in many eyes in the eighties, attracting unwelcome attention from both the police and belligerent conformists, and making numerous bars and jobs off limits. And, while there were clearly countless thousands of us in the UK alone, nobody seemed quite sure what we were called. I remember reading the back of a 1982 Iron Maiden album in my teens, which described the band’s fans as ‘Headbangers, Earthdogs, Rivet Heads, Hell Rats and Metal Maniacs’. I was fascinated by who these diverse tribes might be, though upon more mature reflection, they were fanciful inventions, only ‘headbanger’ enduring with any credibility.


I later discovered numerous localised contemporary variants. For example, in the West Country, kids in black leather jackets were mysteriously known as ‘jitters’, while in parts of South Wales they went under the singularly unaffectionate moniker of ‘sweaties’. One unifying factor was that most of the terms weren’t exactly complimentary, yet many sanguine headbangers reluctantly accepted the pejorative label as the mark of the outsider (even ‘reclaiming’ the word, in a sense, in the same way that the homosexual community reclaimed the insult ‘queer’ in the nineties). The solidarity of this – and each of the tribes featured in this tome – points to a single conclusion.


While during the 20th century, British power was declining in almost every other field, the influence of the UK’s counterculture was only rivalled by that of political and entertainment superpower the USA. In his book The English: A Portrait of a People, the respected political journalist Jeremy Paxman pays tribute to what he describes as ‘the most effervescent youth culture in the world’.


‘The old hierarchies are finished,’ he opines. ‘And as they crumbled, we have seen energy unleashed in fashion and music.’ Perhaps, as Paxman implies, the UK proved fertile ground for the growth of subcultural style in part as a response to Britain’s plummeting status on the international stage?


Paul Rambali, ex-editor of eighties style bible The Face – which, along with i-D magazine, played a pivotal role in defining ‘street style’ in the UK – reflected that, ‘On the streets of Britain, you can still be whoever you want to be. You can masquerade as whatever you like, be as outlandish as you please, and only tourists will stare. It’s an aspect of the liberal tradition in Britain that’s much admired abroad – our apparent tolerance of eccentrics – where it is seen as part of the British character.’


Indeed, when Jeremy Paxman extols the vibrancy of British fashion, he is specifically referring to ‘street fashion’ rather than haute couture. While London certainly has its vaunted designers, mention high fashion and you’re more likely to think of Paris or Milan. An important idea to appreciate while reading this book is the distinction between fashion and style. Fashion and style are not just different, but the direct opposite of each other. Style is a celebration of self-expression; fashion the art of wearing what you are told by ‘experts’. These different attitudes to dress are emblematic of the gulf of understanding between countercultural devotees and conformist consumers. While ‘normal’ folk cannot appreciate why anyone would deliberately dress ‘weirdly’, the ‘weirdos’ themselves cannot comprehend why people spend huge amounts of money on a seasonal basis in the hope of looking like everybody else. In case you haven’t guessed, this book takes the side of the weirdos. There’s more to this difference of opinion than first meets the eye.


At the core of the concept of fashion is the idea that style – like everything else – can be bought. Subcultures value authenticity, and most, having little time for poseurs, express contempt for those who have tried to purchase a look off the rack.


If counterculture style has no other value, then it is at bare minimum a reminder that some things can’t be bought for money, which is a valuable notion in a world where almost everything seems to come with a price tag and cash conquers all. It’s this idea that lies behind the definition of subculture in this book – movements that erupt outside the mainstream to create value systems of their own, bewildering the business world by disdaining consumerism, and infuriating insecure conformists by rejecting the herd defence of anonymity. It also defines the point at which some movements stop becoming countercultures, and simply become another flavour on the mainstream menu.


This book – like all history books in a sense – has evolved into a series of stories. Within each entry I have tried to capture the central mythologies that went into transforming a series of different ideas into a coherent culture that attracted devoted followers. While music is inevitably prominent, other oft-overlooked factors – from movies and books, to politics and sexuality – also play a vital role.


Counterculture is a vast area that is at once so subjective and passionately felt. I have done my best to get beneath the skin of each subculture covered, while retaining enough distance to remain objective. If I have failed to truly capture the essence of the subculture you love to your satisfaction, it is perhaps inevitable – nobody really gets it unless they wholly embrace it, and there are a million stories to tell. I respect and salute that. With those humble provisos, I hope you will find this trip through fifty years of doing things the wrong way for all the right reasons enlightening.
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Teddy boys became a familiar fixture on the streets of fifties Britain.


When the subculture first emerged, over half a century ago, teds were regarded with fear and loathing by many of their contemporaries.


In many eyes, the image of the teddy boy is now swathed in a warm nostalgic glow. He cuts an almost cuddly figure in his distinctive drape jacket and quiff, a reminder of safer, simpler times. Yet when the subculture first emerged, over half a century ago, teds were regarded with fear and loathing by many of their contemporaries. If nothing else, the teddy boys offer a fine example of how nostalgia distorts our vision of the past.


The component most associated with the teds today – American rock’n’roll – was perhaps the least significant, and certainly among the last of the factors that helped shape what is often described as Britain’s first home-grown youth culture. ‘Everybody now associates teddy boys with rock’n’roll – rightly so – but the teds came out way before rock’n’roll,’ observed original teddy boy Brian Rushgrove, interviewed for the 2008 BBC show British Style Genius. Significantly, at the time of the interview Brian was still a ted, confounding the enduring myth that such subcultures are merely youthful indiscretions, teen fads abandoned once the adherent ‘grows up’.


Judy Westacott became a teddy girl in 1978, at age thirteen. ‘It married two things I really liked – the 1950s music and the style of dress,’ she told the Times in 2003. ‘It was exciting going out in tight skirts, looking elegant – it was very stylish compared to flares. My parents hoped it might be a passing phase but it lasted twenty-five years.’ Westacott was being interviewed because she’d discovered the original prints of photos taken by the esteemed maverick film director Ken Russell in 1955. Russell was then working as a photographer for Picture Post magazine; the photos were of teddy girls. ‘The public perception is that teddy girls all wore circle skirts and bobby socks and listened to “Rock Around the Clock”, and that kind of stuff,’ said Westacott. ‘But these pictures predate it, and it proves that the cult wasn’t really music-based at the start, that was something that came later. What the teddy boys and girls were listening to was big-band stuff like Ted Heath and Ken Mackintosh.’
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Ted style was a streetwise blend of Savile Row fashion and styles borrowed from Hollywood Westerns.
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Ted flamboyance could turn girls’ heads, as in this 1955 scene from a London park (note the early Teddy girl garb).


The teds were a product of Britain’s post-war period, before American rock’n’roll took the nation’s teens by storm in the late fifties. The only obvious element of ted style borrowed from the US was the bootlace tie, influenced by the bad guys in Hollywood Westerns. The immediate predecessor to the teddy boy was the spiv, the flashily-dressed petty criminal who dodged conscription, preferring to take advantage of wartime shortages in order to make quick profits on the black market, rather than fight Hitler on the frontline. While affectionately spoofed in the form of such fictional anti-heroes as Private Walker in the BBC sitcom Dad’s Army (1968-77) or Flash Harry in the St Trinian’s films of the fifties and sixties, spivs are an uncomfortable reminder that the idea that everybody pulled together when Britain was menaced by Nazi invasion is at least partially a myth.


When the Allies finally triumphed, one unexpected consequence was the rise of the teenager. While other factors played their part, the war’s terrible toll of lives lost facilitated social mobility, as mass mortality made prestigious jobs more freely available.


Many working-class youngsters south of the Thames – the traditional symbolic barrier between rich and poor in London – decided to use their newfound spending power to make sartorial gestures. Meanwhile, north of the river in 1948, tailors on Savile Row, who’d dressed the Empire’s elite for generations, launched a new fashion based on the styles of the Edwardian age. The first decade of the 20th century was the last time that the British Empire had really meant anything, so the logic applied by these exclusive tailors was that flamboyant styles – harking back to less troubled, more confident times – would appeal to young gents and off-duty army officers who wished to cut a conservative dash in the dour, uncertain years after the Second World War, wearing clothes that celebrated stability and the status quo. Once this style crossed the Thames, however, cultural piracy instantly inverted such symbolism.


This new look consisted of long jackets with ornamental lapels, fancy waistcoats and tight trousers. ‘Oxford graduates wore them, gentlemen from London wore them,’ observed Brian Rushgrove of this forties neo-Edwardian fashion. However, the style was swiftly being copied by the flash dandies selling black-market goods in London markets, and Rushgrove recalls, ‘Once the spivs got hold of it the gentleman’s whole wardrobe became unwearable – the Oxford graduate couldn’t wear it, the gentleman couldn’t wear it, because he would be classed as a hooligan.’ A modern parallel might be chavs – Britain’s current underclass – who have embraced modern designer labels like Burberry (much to the dismay of the company itself) and ostentatious gold jewellery in order to try to project a defiant, if unconvincing, image of affluence. Yet the significance of such a style statement in the fifties was more profound. At a time when the identity of Britain was in flux, these rough working-class peacocks struck a nerve.


The teddy boys offer a fine example of how nostalgia distorts our vision of the past.


Before they were called teddy boys, many suggest that the teenagers who adopted this Edwardian style were called ‘cosh boys’ and belonged to ‘razor gangs’ – the volatile young malcontents who haunted Britain’s most deprived neighbourhoods after the war. According to writer Harry Hopkins, ‘Most significant, perhaps, was the teddy outfit’s function as the badge of a half-formed, inarticulate radicalism (upon which the political left had failed to capitalise). A sort of half-conscious thumbing-of-the nose, it was designed to establish that the lower orders could be as arrogant and as to-the-manorborn as the toffee-nosed ones across the river.’ Juvenile delinquency was nothing new, yet the impertinence of these strutting street toughs in their flash gear was something else.


The teddy boys took the neo-Edwardian style and exaggerated it. The drape jackets were typically in dark shades, trimmed in a contrasting colour with velvet at the lapels and cuffs. The size of the coats provided ample space to conceal weapons or bottles of beer. Trousers were tapered and tight, deliberately cut short to show off the archetypal ted footwear, the crepe-soled brothel creeper. Reputedly based on the suede boots worn by British soldiers in the North African desert campaigns, the disreputable name undoubtedly appealed to teds, as did the extra height the thick soles provided. At a time when fashion was highly regimented, anyone wearing shoes that couldn’t be shined was seen as a potential cad. The crowning glory of any true teddy boy was his quiff, formed by combing long hair forward into a crest held in place with grease, the rear of the style completed in a DA – or ‘duck’s arse’ – at the nape of the neck. Accessories included pocket watches and flick knives, though the extent to which these were for show rather than actual use has been debated.
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Angel Rose – the West End barber who claimed to have introduced the quiff to the UK – in action in 1954.


Certainly they were sometimes used in deadly earnest. In July of 1953 a gang of teddy boys stabbed a teenager named John Beckley to death near Clapham Common in London. The Daily Mirror reported the murder under the headline ‘Flick Knives, Dance Music and Edwardian Suits’. The term ‘teddy boy’ was coined in an article by UK daily newspaper the Daily Express in September of 1953. It’s a classic early example of the way in which the conservative media seeks at once to mock a burgeoning youth culture as foolish – the term ‘teddy boy’ clearly intended to belittle its subject (‘Teddy’ from ‘Edward’, as in ‘Edwardian’) – while simultaneously branding it an ominous threat. Venues were soon posting up notices requesting ‘No Edwardian clothes, crepe or rubber-soled footwear please!’, while teddy boys became the subject of prurient fascination in the press, villains to be exploited for cheap copy on slow news days.


Inevitably, this bad reputation lent teds glamour in some young eyes. ‘We got dressed up because it was always the teddy boys who got the look-in. We weren’t being noticed by them,’ recalled Rose Shine of what inspired her and her friends to become teddy girls. ‘We weren’t bad girls,’ she adds. ‘We were all right. We got slung out of the picture house for jiving up the aisles once, but we never broke the law. We weren’t drinkers. We’d go to milk bars, have a peach melba and nod to the music, but you weren’t allowed to dance. It was just showing off: “Look at us!”‘


‘Cinemas, dance halls and other places of entertainment in South-East London are closing their doors to youths in “Edwardian” suits because of gang hooliganism,’ reported the Daily Mail in an April 1954 article. ‘The ban, which week by week is becoming more generally applied, is believed by the police to be one of the main reasons for the extension of the area in which fights with knuckle dusters, coshes, and similar weapons between bands of teenagers can now be anticipated. In cinemas, seats have been slashed with razors and had dozens of meat skewers stuck into them.’ The most notorious example of such movie-theatre vandalism occurred in 1955, when Blackboard Jungle, a film about juvenile delinquency, played at a cinema in the teds’ South London heartlands, and the teenage audience rioted. The primary trigger was the opening song ‘Rock Around the Clock’ by Bill Haley and the Comets, which led to frenzied dancing in the aisles, a reaction subsequently recreated across the country.


In predictably sensational terms, the press blamed teddy boys for the worst of the vandalism. A South London social worker of the time perceptively observed that this piously breathless reportage may have actually acted as a catalyst, or even recruiting tool for the teds, as the ‘excitement and sense of destruction were fed by publicity. The gangs felt that such behaviour was almost expected of them . . . they began to behave more defiantly, to show off, to be “big heads”, to become what they thought the public wanted them to be – cosh boys, teddy boys. It was as if they were being sucked into violence by something bigger than themselves. In other words, press publicity itself sharpened the lines of conflict between society and teddy boys.’


The cinematic release of Blackboard Jungle cemented the subculture’s love affair with rock’n’roll. Teddy boys were largely ignorant of the music’s black roots, while visiting American rock’n’roll artists were often bemused when they saw the sea of drape jackets and brothel creepers among British audiences, as they looked nothing like US crowds. The darkest days in ted history came in the late summer of 1958, when Notting Hill witnessed what became known as the Teddy Boy Riots. They were the culmination of building racial tension between Caribbean immigrants in the London borough and gangs of racist white youths, many of them teds. For almost a week, groups of as many as 400 white youths ran amok, targeting black people and their homes. When the authorities finally re-established control, there had been 140 arrests, predominantly of white troublemakers; four of those convicted being handed weighty four-year prison sentences.


The teddy boys faded into the background in the sixties. Some abandoned their drape jackets in favour of bike leathers, becoming rockers, and while many remained true to the original look, the press had largely lost interest. One business that catered to the hardcore of ted traditionalists was Let It Rock on London’s fashionable King’s Road, which opened its doors in 1971. It sold fifties clothes, records and magazines, by then generally regarded as retro. Its co-proprietor, Malcolm McLaren, was fascinated by the history of youth rebellion, but his teddy boy clientele often proved something of a handful. Politically conservative, authentic street toughs, they were nothing like the longhaired student radicals of his art college days.


Juvenile delinquency was nothing new, yet the impertinence of these strutting street toughs in their flash gear was something else.


‘We became very disillusioned with the teddy boys because they never changed,’ said McLaren’s then partner, Vivienne Westwood. ‘They were very static, reactionary people. Not what we thought they were.’ In 1972 McLaren and Westwood rebranded the business Too Fast To Live Too Young To Die, dealing in rocker gear, before finally entering the style history books two years later when the shop assumed its third identity, as SEX, arguably the world’s first punk fashion boutique. The punk image McLaren and his co-conspirators were pioneering borrowed heavily from teddy-boy style, something the teds themselves seldom appreciated.




The crowning glory of any true teddy boy was his quiff, formed by combing long hair forward into a crest held in place with grease.





In April 1976, the influential UK music paper NME put teddy boys on their cover, suggesting a revival might be on the cards. Rock journalists are not noted for their accuracy as oracles, and magazines are inclined to be a bit overenthusiastic when identifying burgeoning trends, but there was clearly something in the air.


In 1977 the teddy boys would be in the papers again, but now in the sort of negative light they’d been portrayed in twenty years previously. That August, the West London Observer printed a story headlined ‘A Day of Violence’: ‘Vicious street fighting broke out for the third weekend running in the King’s Road area on Saturday afternoon. The clashes were between rival gangs of teddy boys and punk rockers . . . The main trouble erupted when police moved in to try and arrest some of the crowd of over 100 punks assembled in Sloane Square . . . the whole road was blocked by fighting . . . At about 3:30pm, the mob moved off, but the fighting went on till early evening.’ Many compared it to the clashes between mods and rockers that had dominated British headlines over a decade before. It’s probable that the media deliberately sensationalised the situation – even largely concocted some of the early reports – but once things got going they developed a momentum of their own.


The friction, at least in part, derived from punks appropriating and then defacing teddy boy styles. ‘Punks bastardised drapes with safety pins and wore paint-splashed brothel creepers to annoy the teds,’ recalled Boy George, a seventies punk before he became a gender-bending eighties pop star. ‘I was punched in the face and booted several times for wearing brothel creepers.’ Many teds were also no doubt intoxicated at having high-profile media notoriety for the first time in two decades. ‘The younger teds have got more feeling about it than we have because they are out to build the image up again,’ opined ‘Big John’, a ted interviewed by Melody Maker in a 1977 feature on the violent rivalry between punks and teds. ‘It’s due to the younger ones we’re hearing more about the teds these days.’


Differences were also ideological. Teddy boys remained essentially conservative, and didn’t take kindly to the punks declaring ‘Anarchy in the UK’ and disrespecting the Royal Family. ‘To me they look effeminate,’ explained one ted interviewed in a TV item on the clashes. ‘They don’t look like they’ll even be men when they grow up. They look like some sort of third sex. It’s weird. Strange. They look like invaders from another planet or something. Very odd . . . They copy bits of our music and try and say it’s new. It just sounds like rock’n’roll played very badly to me.’


While the teds won most of the battles – they were typically older and bigger than the archetypal skinny, teenaged punk – in many respects they appeared to lose the war. ‘In this country it’s gone right down,’ Sunglasses Ron, who had once proclaimed himself to be ‘King of the Teds’, reflected glumly in 1981. ‘Very few of the old clubs are left. What there are, they’re getting over-run by these youngsters out there – punkabillies or whatever they are, you know. A lot of people like myself who are still about just don’t bother anymore, it’s just not worth the effort. You can go there and mix, but when you get up and jive with your wife, and you get a dozen kids who are pogo dancing around you, you think, what’s going on?’ Yet such defeatist talk was unduly pessimistic. As we shall see later, the ‘punkabillies’ Ron describes would bring new blood to the scene, while the fifties rebel style doggedly adhered to by the teds has now been widely recognised as the essence of timeless cool in the 21st century.
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For many teddy boys the subculture was a celebration of style in the face of fifties austerity, of refusing to bow to their ‘elders and betters’.
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Black leather and biker boots have proven a timeless style statement
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Three symbols are indelibly associated with modern youth rebellion – the motorcycle, the black leather jacket and the electric guitar. Depending on how you define it, the origins of the black leather jacket can pretty much take you as far into the past as you like; prototype motorcycles were emerging in the late 19th century, while the history of the electric guitar doesn’t really begin until the 1930s. Yet, for our purposes, the story starts in the years following the end of the Second World War in 1945. It was an event that changed everything, not just altering national boundaries and setting the stage for future ideological conflict, but creating the backdrop against which the first modern subcultures tentatively began to strut their stuff.
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Tailored to the demands of the motorcycle enthusiast, black leather is one trend that’s firmly rooted in practicality.


The first relevant date on the calendar is 1947, when a motorcycle rally held in the quiet Californian town of Hollister over the first weekend in June got out of hand. The subsequent cultural fallout has been echoing ever since. It was the weekend when motorcycling transformed from a healthy outdoor pursuit into something dark and subversive, turning an innocent means of transport into an iconic symbol of anarchic rebellion. The process by which this happened is a textbook example of how sensationalist reporting can turn a minor local incident into a mythic event. Of how overreaction by sensationalists in the news media, out to start a paranoid witch-hunt against supposed deviants, inadvertently raises a standard that attracts rebellious youngsters. Stir in the efforts of a few opportunistic authors and filmmakers, and you have the basic recipe for many of the subcultures to be found in the pages of this book.
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Marlon Brando as Johnny in The Wild One – one of the most iconic performances in the history of Hollywood cool.


The 1947 bike meet at Hollister was part of a national series of events co-ordinated by the American Motorcycle Association. It drew a crowd of some 4,000 motorcyclists, many more than anticipated, and the town and its police force of only seven officers were ill equipped when drink and over-exuberance led to riotous disorder among a section of the visitors. The lawbreaking consisted of misdemeanours – thrown bottles, vandalism and drag racing down the main street – and by Sunday, reinforced by forty highway patrolmen, Hollister’s lawmen re-established order. There were some fifty hospital admissions – all bikers injured during misadventures – and around the same number of arrests for drink-related offences, such as indecent exposure, disturbing the peace and traffic violations. The weekend was clearly a deeply unpleasant experience for many of Hollister’s citizens, though several local businesses made a killing, reportedly earning some $50,000 in revenue generated by the bikers.


Hollywood’s most obvious shorthand for youthful villainy remained the motorcycle and accompanying black leather jacket.


It qualified for a brief report in the local San Francisco press, and that would have been it, were it not for the fact that among the visitors to Hollister that weekend was a press photographer named Barney Peterson. He arrived too late to witness the worst of the unrest and so, by all accounts, improvised a shot, coaxing a clearly intoxicated passing reveller into perching atop a bike brandishing two beer bottles, with further empties scattered artfully around him. Life magazine, then America’s leading weekly, bought the shot and ran it on 21 July. A legend was born. It was syndicated across the nation, alongside the accompanying caption that implied all 4,000 motorcyclists had practically ransacked Hollister like some medieval army. The USA was clearly ready for a new bogeyman and the nomadic biker, an anarchic force in peaceable, picket-fenced, post-war America, fit the bill.


The American Motorcycle Association was quick to condemn the disorder and disassociate itself from those responsible, insisting that the vast majority of motorcyclists were ordinary, law-abiding citizens, with only one percent of bikers representing the maverick minority. Though the AMA has denied ever issuing a statement mentioning any such percentage figure, it became a rallying cry, and those motorcyclists who saw their freewheeling lifestyle as putting them beyond petty rules and regulations began styling themselves ‘1%ers’. The most famous 1%er club is the Hells Angels, who are often associated with the Hollister incident, though the club wasn’t formed until a few years later. Several maverick clubs were present – and in the thick of the bacchanalia – including the Pissed Off Bastards of Bloomington (several members of which would later help form the original Angels) and the Boozefighters, who describe themselves as a ‘drinking club with a motorcycle problem’.
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Choosing a disc. American rock’n’roll transformed teenage culture across the globe – not least in the UK.


They didn’t resemble the modern stereotype of the longhaired, leather-clad biker. The Boozefighters used to wear a distinctive football shirt emblazoned with a green bottle as their club colours. The anonymous subject of Barney Peterson’s fateful photo – plump, pie-eyed, his cap askew, his work shirt open to the navel – looks like a regular Joe who’s had a few too many. Something else was needed to transform the drunken ruffians of Hollister into the iconic villains of modern popular culture. The first step towards this came courtesy of a writer named Frank Rooney, who was inspired by the Life report to pen a short story entitled ‘The Cyclists’ Raid’. The bikers in Rooney’s fanciful tale act like an army, and wear distinctive green goggles, making them faintly reminiscent of aliens (at a time when invaders from outer space were becoming the vogue in cheap B-movies). When the story was published in Harper’s magazine in 1951, Hollywood producer Stanley Kramer read Rooney’s tale and thought it might make the basis for a powerful movie.


That movie would become The Wild One – one of the most important milestones in biker culture – based upon press sensationalism, filtered through outright fantasy. To Kramer’s credit, he cast his film carefully and endeavoured to do his research, but such efforts were inevitably compromised by Hollywood convention, lending yet another layer of distortion to the picture. ‘These guys were a new breed,’ Kramer later recalled of the real bikers he spoke to in preparation for the picture, ‘and there weren’t many of them around . . . They all had girls and were living like nomads. A lot of the dialogue is taken from our actual conversation with them. All the talk about “we gotta go, that’s all . . . just gotta move on” was something we heard over and over. And one of the most famous lines in the film came from my conversation with them too. I asked one of the kids, “What are you rebelling against?” and he answered, “What have you got?”‘


The actor who delivered that line in the film was Marlon Brando, who plays Johnny, the taciturn, charismatic leader of the fictional Black Rebels Motorcycle Club. When it was released in 1953, reactions to the movie were mixed. Many cinemas refused to screen it (deeming it too subversive even after the studio toned down the plot to reduce any suggestion that the townspeople’s bigotry contributed to the violence), which damaged initial box-office takings. Yet Brando’s performance was iconic, and several sources suggest that sales of black leather jackets and Triumph motorcycles rose in the wake of The Wild One.


Dean’s status as an icon for tempestuous youth owes much to his dramatic death on Route 466, a tragedy which froze the actor in amber as an eternal teenager.


One individual influenced by the film was the actor James Dean, who looked up to Brando, buying a Triumph and – inspired by the character of Johnny – even restyling his hair. Dean is the second of three figures instrumental in the development of US youth culture during the fifties. His tragic death in a 1955 car crash, after making only three films (though he also had four uncredited walk-on parts), ensured that the handsome, troubled actor would become a poster boy for the ‘live fast, die young’ ethos extolled by many teens. In contrast to Brando’s cool, brooding outcast, in his 1955 masterpiece Rebel Without a Cause Dean would perfect a sort of every-teen – awkward, conflicted, moody, vulnerable – a romantic figure who adolescents could easily identify with. His role in terms of subculture is debatable, in part due to his wide popularity, and Dean’s status as an icon for tempestuous youth owes much to his dramatic death on Route 466, a tragedy which froze the actor in amber as an eternal teenager.


The last of our trio of icons of fifties youth culture – eclipsing even Brando and Dean – is, of course, Elvis Presley. Every aspect of the singer they dubbed ‘the King of Rock’n’Roll’ has been studied in such minute detail (including scholarship by academics on dedicated courses) as to make saying anything about Elvis almost redundant. Since his death in 1977 he’s been both mocked and revered – reinvented as a religious figure, declared a false idol in controversial biographies. According to American Demographics magazine, eighty-four percent of Americans feel their lives have been touched by Elvis. In short, to call the singer a subcultural figure, let alone a counterculture icon, makes no sense when he’s become an integral part of the American identity at almost every level. By the same token, being a rock’n’roll fan in fifties America didn’t make you a rebel so much as a regular teenager. Yet rock’n’roll certainly caused a storm, and however entrenched in the mainstream the music ultimately became, the grease-haired, leather-clad rocker was – and remains – a significant subcultural figure.
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Elvis has a standard-issue army haircut in 1958, a close shave applauded by many of his conservative critics.


Alan Freed lays claim to inventing rock’n’roll as a DJ on an Ohio radio station in 1951. The show was The Moondog House, Freed billing himself the King of the Moondoggers, and it pioneered playing black rhythm and blues to a mixed-race audience. In 1952 he hosted the Moondog Coronation Ball at the Cleveland Arena, arguably the first rock’n’roll concert. It was a big success – too big – and the authorities swiftly shut down the gig, as some 20,000 youngsters arrived at the 10,000-capacity venue. Riots followed, resulting in five arrests and at least one stabbing. Though it appears that it wasn’t just the riots that sent a chill up some spines, but the racial profile of the rioters, as the crowd featured a mix of black and white faces. At a time when the civil rights of America’s black population were fast rising up the political agenda, with campaigners beginning to challenge racial segregation, this was potentially incendiary stuff.


White establishment suspicion of black music was nothing new. Politicians, clergymen and the media had been condemning jazz in shockingly racist terms for decades, characterising it as ‘jungle music’ that might seduce innocent white girls into lives of debauchery. Many believe that the ‘War on Drugs’ was cynically declared specifically to target jazzmen, who were known for their appetite for exotic intoxicants. ‘Rock’n’roll’ was originally black slang for sex, and it didn’t take too much imagination to decipher the heavy innuendo in many of the lyrics. In 1956 the leading US entertainment trade weekly Variety issued ‘A Warning to the Music Business’, against what it described as music that turned ‘dirty postcards into songs’, while the same year the UK’s venerable Encyclopaedia Britannica defined rock’n’roll as ‘insistent savagery . . . deliberately competing with the artistic ideals of the jungle’.


It’s often overlooked, but establishment hostility to rock’n’roll wasn’t just racist, and singers like Elvis touched on other prejudices among America’s elite – towards hillbillies and rednecks, the rural poor from the nation’s southern states. ‘He was a southerner – in that word’s meaning of the combination of rebellion and slow, sweet charm – a version of the character Brando created in The Wild One,’ recalled the assistant manager at Sun Records, where Presley cut his most legendary recordings. ‘Southern high-school girls, the nice ones, called these boys “hoods” [. . .] All outcasts with their contemporary costumes of duck arse haircuts, greasy Levis, motorcycle boots, “t” shirts for day and black leather jackets for evening wear. Even their unfashionably long sideburns [. . .] express contempt for the American dream they were too poor to be part of.’


The development of Elvis’s career and his various onstage incarnations – from the sinuous, truck-driving Tennessee ‘Hillbilly Cat’ in 1953, to the bloated figure in a white jumpsuit, entertaining nostalgic middle-aged Las Vegas holidaymakers in the seventies – mirrors the evolution of rock’n’roll itself. The black roots of his music and hysterical effect his performances had on young female fans initially troubled conservative White America. Yet it wasn’t long before most parents were reassured that the King of Rock’n’Roll was just a good Christian boy who loved his mama. Elvis finally proved himself to many of his erstwhile critics in 1958 when he was sworn in to do his duty in the US Army, preferring to sign up as Private Presley rather than pull strings to secure a softer posting.


‘Rock’n’roll’ was originally black slang for sex, and it didn’t take too much imagination to decipher the heavy innuendo in many of the lyrics.


Too much, perhaps, has been made of the standard-issue haircut Elvis received when he was inducted into the army back in 1958. While the quiff was certainly an intrinsic part of his image, it wasn’t a particularly striking or controversial sartorial statement in fifties America. Presley reportedly copied the style from Tony Curtis, then a popular young matinee idol, but hardly a rebel icon. It was apparently Marlon Brando’s sideburns that were often imitated by those who wished to emulate his rebellious outlaw look from The Wild One, including James Dean. But while some viewed sideburns as a warning that the wearer might be a delinquent, Hollywood’s most obvious shorthand for youthful villainy remained the motorcycle and accompanying black leather jacket. In the wake of the success of Rebel Without a Cause, there was a spate of films exploiting the popular fascination with juvenile delinquency, a hot topic frequently sensationalised by the fifties media. Several followed the lead of The Wild One by outfitting the bad guys in leather jackets and perching them on motorbikes. Other noisy teen activities, such as hot-rod racing, might be regarded with suspicion, but not compared to the almost demonic connotations of joining a bike gang. The 1958 movie Dragstrip Riot, for example, pits bikers against hot-rod enthusiasts, with the guys on two wheels very much in the role of villains.


Across the Atlantic, British censors banned The Wild One upon release in 1953, only passing it with an ‘X’ adults-only certificate fourteen years later. As we’ve already witnessed in the previous chapter, the 1955 release of the juvenile delinquent picture Blackboard Jungle unleashed rock’n’roll on the nation’s eager teenage population, much to the dismay of most of their elders. While in the US rock’n’roll was too ubiquitous to become the basis of a subculture, in the UK its enthusiastic adoption by the already infamous teds gave it more of an edge. The teddy boys’ espousal of flamboyant, neo-Edwardian English garb made them stand out, but the Americanism of quiffs also contributed to the disreputable image of teds in the eyes of many conservatives. While the USA had been the UK’s ally in the Second World War – saving the British Empire from imminent annihilation – the Empire had fallen, patriotic pride was badly bruised, and some ungrateful Brits hissed that America had entered the war late, leaving battered Britannia struggling to pick up the pieces.


Such sour sentiments often manifested themselves in the conservative voices who huffed that the USA was vulgar, the source of crude exports like gangster movies and rock’n’roll. More forward-looking Brits developed homegrown variants of both cultural imports. Some UK studios produced credible film noir in the forties and fifties, but British rock’n’roll was initially a feeble echo of its American inspiration, with domestic teen idols like Tommy Steele and Cliff Richard swiftly morphing into cuddly family entertainers. However, in 1959 an American rock’n’roll singer would cross the Atlantic, fleeing trouble from his last tour. While, despite his latter-day decline, nobody has credibly challenged Elvis’s throne, Gene Vincent was among the first to qualify as rock’n’roll’s Prince of Darkness, an increasingly coveted role due to the genre’s developing rebel pedigree. Surprisingly, perhaps, Vincent’s claim to the crown came courtesy of a BBC TV producer named Jack Good.


Good had managed acts such as Steele and Richard, as well as more credible British talents like Billy Fury. (‘Onstage he came over as real evil,’ recalls Johnny Stuart in his book Rockers!. ‘But when not performing he had this little-boy-lost charm.’) It was Gene Vincent, however, who became the embodiment of the kind of rebel rock that fuelled rocker fantasies. In 1959, Good convinced Vincent to dress in black leather – then an innovation – and quit concealing the crippling limp he’d received from a serious motorbike accident. ‘From looking like a southern, small-town, pool-hall punk, Gene Vincent had been converted into a limping, near-supernatural menace,’ writes Mick Farren in The Black Leather Jacket. ‘His songs became exercises in frenetic agony. Jack Good didn’t manage to insert Gene into the mainstream of pop – Gene Vincent was always too weird for any kind of mainstream – but he did elevate him to major cult status in Britain, France and Germany. Huge, baying crowds of teenage boys treated him as an ideal, bad-ass role model, an ultimate leader of the pack.’


While British censors had banned The Wild One, there were still UK movies that referenced the burgeoning British biker culture. Most interesting for students of rocker history is The Leather Boys (1964), set in London’s motorcycle scene. While the ham-fisted homosexual subtext played more to liberal critics than teen audiences, it features authentic rockers and their machines as extras, and employed the Ace Cafe as a location, a humble roadside diner that became a legend in British biker lore.


[image: Illustration]


Leather jackets became canvases for self-expression – frequently menacing, though equally often whimsical.


While American teens could build hot rods or go surfing, for many of their British contemporaries, life seemed dreary. Yet improving employment opportunities and the increasingly easy availability of hire purchase agreements left a growing number with enough money in their pockets to invest in a motorbike. Bikes offered freedom, an opportunity to blow away the cobwebs of a grim working week hurtling at death-defying speeds along the nation’s growing road networks. Devotees soon began to congregate at roadside cafes that had previously catered largely to truckers, to discuss bikes, and issue challenges to race fellow enthusiasts, escaping from the stultifying world of work and family life. Amid the greasy plates of egg and chips and cups of watery coffee, a subculture was born to the tune of the rock’n’roll songs played on jukeboxes installed by cafe owners, grateful for the new trade. However, these young sixties daredevils didn’t regard themselves as rockers – they were cafe-racers or ton-up boys (a reference to the ambition to hit 100mph).
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