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To all music lovers everywhere




Edinburgh is one of my favourite dreams. The Edinburgh Festival and the Tattoo in the castle. I always remember feeling very emotional about it, especially at the end where they put all the lights out and there’s just one guy playing the bagpipes, lit by a lone spotlight.


– John Lennon
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PREFACE


Edinburgh’s Greatest Hits is a compilation of intriguing tales, curious facts and landmark moments that shine a light on the city’s eclectic but often overlooked music history. The capital is acclaimed for its annual arts festivals yet music remains a lesser-known string to its cultural bow. It is not widely known, for example, that Edinburgh pioneered the live music scene in Scotland for a long period during the seventies, eighties and nineties before Glasgow developed its well-deserved reputation.


This book is a collaboration between Edinburgh Music Lovers and Edinburgh Music Tours – two organisations that promote the past, present and future of music in the Scottish capital – and we hope it provides a flavour of this beautiful, creative city.


At the time of writing in early 2022, the city’s music scene, like those in many others, has been severely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. It is not known how things will look when the smoke clears, but we hope the stories in here serve as a reminder of great music moments from days gone by and look to Edinburgh’s bright future.


The stories have been selected for their entertainment or curiosity value. We make no claims to being comprehensive or unbiased. The key criterion for inclusion was that the stories were fun, noteworthy and highlighted Edinburgh’s music credentials. We hope you enjoy it and look forward to seeing you on one of our tours or at one of our gigs.
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Leith Theatre: a shining example of Edinburgh’s past and future.




FOREWORD


They say you always remember your first time. For me, that means Barclay James Harvest at the Usher Hall. I was sixteen and didn’t even own one of their albums. I think ‘Mockingbird’ was the only song of theirs I knew. But my mate Colin had gone over to Edinburgh from Cowdenbeath and come back with tickets. In my memory, the plan had been to go see another band – Argent maybe – but they were playing in Leith and we weren’t sure how to get there from Waverley Station, so Barclay James Harvest it was.


It was tough being a music fan who lived in the sticks. A few groups played Dunfermline, but not many. Concerts in the capital, meantime, usually involved a skipped encore so you could run back to the station in time for the last train. Eventually, as our confidence grew, we started renting buses, which meant I got to see the likes of Jethro Tull, Genesis and Rick Wakeman – usually in the Odeon or the Usher Hall. Other venues would have to wait until I arrived as a student in the city in October 1978. At the end of Freshers’ Week a band had been booked to play the refectory in Potterrow. That band were the Ramones. It was a far cry from Barclay James Harvest, and one for which I was not unthankful.


I soon got to know the scene in the likes of the Astoria, the Nite Club and Clouds and witnessed early and intimate (i.e. sweaty) performances by the likes of U2 and New Order. I remember Peter Hook playing some arcade game in the bar between sets, while the crowd of drinkers kept a respectful distance. At the Nite Club, Robert Fripp was able to move among the audience unmolested before his show. I think I was one of the few who recognised him.


Back at the University of Edinburgh refectory, the dining tables were cleared away so Pere Ubu could play (with The Human League in support), while another night saw John Peel bring his DJ set to the venue. I pressed a scribbled piece of paper into his hand asking him to wish me and my new band all the best on his Radio 1 show. He duly did, though the fact we didn’t yet have a name meant it did us little good in the recognition stakes.


Fast-forward a few years and I was witnessing The Residents at the Queen’s Hall and Tom Waits at the Playhouse (his favourite theatre in the UK apparently). And so it goes . . . Your memories will be different; your favourite nights will be different. But as you flick through this book you will find a selection of brilliant moments from Edinburgh’s musical heritage, stretching back to ‘the kilted Elvis’, the first British rock ’n’ roller to appear on American TV, and including memorable cameo appearances by Bob Dylan and David Bowie among others.


The venues, the artists, the record shops – all are here to be feasted on. Well, I say ‘all’, but as the authors say in the preface, this is not meant to be a comprehensive (i.e. dry as dust) academic survey. Instead I would class it as a celebration of the city and its enduring love affair with music and musicians, venues and shops, one which will spark the remembrance of unique, high-octane experiences for all of us.


Ian Rankin
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At 347 Leith Walk, Elvis Shakespeare have purveyed fine vinyl and literature since May 2005.
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The legendary Vinyl Villains on Elm Row – named after a Police bootleg – have specialised in collectible vinyl since the early eighties.
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Jackie Dennis compares dance moves with presenter Freddie Mills on the BBC’s Six-Five Special in 1957.




LOCAL HEROES


JACKIE DENNIS


The Bay City Rollers are undoubtedly the most famous tartanclad teenybop superstars to emerge from Edinburgh – in fact from anywhere – but they were not the first.


The city’s first home-grown pop star, Jackie Dennis, who was born in Leith, was promoted as a kilted Elvis in 1958. ‘The Kilted Choirboy’, as he was known, couldn’t quite compete with Elvis the Pelvis, as he stood only 4 feet 10 inches tall. It was said, somewhat unkindly, that his spiky red hair was bigger than his body.


However, this did not stop Jackie from scoring a Top Ten hit with ‘La Dee Dah’, one place ahead of Elvis’s ‘Jailhouse Rock’ at number four. For a week, Jackie genuinely was bigger than Elvis.


With the proceeds from the song, Jackie bought himself a Ford Zodiac. This was a pretty sweet set of wheels at the time and Jackie personalised it not only with the number plate JD32 but also with an in-car record player. Very enviable, but surely a bit shoogly and not terribly practical.


More enduringly, he became the first British rock ’n’ roll artist to make it onto US television when he appeared on Perry Como’s Kraft Music Hall in October 1958. Later in life, Dennis worked as a carer in a nursing home. He passed away in 2020, but the Lilt with the Kilt will always be bigger than Elvis around these parts.


HAMISH HENDERSON


As organiser of the People’s Festival Ceilidh in Edinburgh’s Oddfellows Hall in 1951, Hamish Henderson played a pivotal part in revitalising the idea that Scotland’s traditional music was something worth preserving, championing and nurturing so that it could continue to grow. Born in 1919, he died in 2002. His ideas continue to echo in the discussions about nationhood which Scotland has been having with itself more recently.


To his talents as a folklorist, poet and singer-songwriter, we can add his success as a political activist, left-wing thinker and leading light at the School of Scottish Studies at Edinburgh University. As well as Gaelic, he was fluent in several European languages. His mastery of German came in handy in pre-war Germany when, suspected of helping Jewish people escape the regime, he was pulled in for questioning by the Nazis. It is pleasing to think that they let him go because they couldn’t believe a Scot could speak so many languages so fluently.


Despite being a pacifist, he had a distinguished war record and helped negotiate the terms of surrender of the Italian forces. His Second World War poetry is acknowledged as some of the best inspired by that conflict.


A staunch supporter of the anti-apartheid movement, he met Nelson Mandela when the South African visited Glasgow in 1993. Perhaps fittingly, Dr Hamish Henderson, to give him his full title, will be remembered for his song ‘The Freedom Come-All-Ye’, referred to by some as Scotland’s unofficial national anthem.


We think he might chuckle at the fact that he is the only person to be honoured with a bust in both the National Museum of Scotland and Sandy Bell’s folk bar.
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Blairgowrie-born but a long-time Edinburgh resident, Hamish Henderson helped shape Scottish culture in the twentieth century and beyond.
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The fabulously stylish McKinley sisters in 1963.


THE MCKINLEYS


The McKinleys were one of the great unsung girl groups of Scotland. Born in Little France, Edinburgh, sibling duo Sheila and Jeanette McKinley cut their teeth on the same Hamburg scene as The Beatles (who joined their fan club) and went on to perform with The Rolling Stones, Donovan and The Hollies.


They released four singles in the mid-sixties, including the Phil Spector-ish ‘Someone Cares For Me’ and the groovy ‘Sweet And Tender Romance’, which featured on hip music TV show Ready Steady Go!


The sisters were dropped by their label after their singles failed to chart, and they moved back to Germany where they enjoyed some success separately – Sheila as a solo artist and Jeanette as one half of the duo Windows, who topped the German charts in 1972 with the chirpy Eurotrash tune ‘How Do You Do’.


Sheila passed away in 2012, but in 2018 Jeanette came out of retirement to perform at a girl-group celebration concert at the Edinburgh International Festival.


THE INCREDIBLE STRING BAND


Edinburgh may have produced bigger music stars and more globally recognised names, but The Incredible String Band can comfortably be hailed as the most influential group to emerge from the city. Their inspired fusion of traditional western folk forms with Indian ragas and Moroccan music provided a countercultural shot in the arm to the city’s flourishing folk scene in the mid-to-late sixties, and led to arguably greater appreciation in the US.


The group’s initial stomping ground was the Crown Bar, a longlost folk pub on Lothian Street in the Old Town, where Mike Heron – accountant by day, aspiring rock musician by night – was first seduced by the freewheeling experimental playing of Clive Palmer and Robin Williamson.


Heron was recruited as rhythm guitarist and, alongside Williamson, stepped up as a songwriter on ISB’s pioneering albums The Hangman’s Beautiful Daughter and The 5000 Spirits Or The Layers Of The Onion. The former was nominated for a Grammy, while the latter was cited as a favourite by both Paul McCartney and David Bowie. Both are still held up today as psychedelic folk masterpieces.
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