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In the early sixties a lifestyle evolved for young people that was mysterious, exciting and fast-moving. It was directed from within and needed no justification from without. Kids were clothes-obsessed, cool, dedicated to R&B and their own dances.
They called themselves ‘Mods’.
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We’d just come out from the Scene to cool down a bit. It was incredibly hot and sweaty down there and we were doing the next most-cool thing, which was to hang around in Ham Yard and check each other out. The Scene club used to get pretty humid and their ventilation system consisted of a brick to hold the door open. When you first arrived, though, it was usually freezing. A lot of kids were standing around in Ham Yard in small groups talking. Half of them were pilled-up. Pete Meaden had taken about six ‘blues’ and was talking at everyone and clicking his fingers West Side Story-style.


It was one of those odd moments in life which you know you will remember sometime in the future. I knew that night that I would actually look back on it in years to come. It wasn’t a particularly memorable night. It was exciting at the Scene club, it usually was. There were lots of interesting new people and the D.J., Guy Stevens, the man with the best R & B record collection in the country, was playing some of his precious rare records. But I think what was memorable and struck me most that night, was that I fully realised that there existed a complete Mod way of life. I’d been involved with Mods and Mod fashions and music and been carried along by it all, but that night it hit me how all-embracing the lifestyle was, and how committed and intense everyone was about it.


I wasn’t a Mod and never even thought of being a Mod. I was at Art School. My involvement with Mods came because my friend from Art School, with whom I shared a flat, played in a group which had recently come under the co-management of Pete Meaden, and Pete Meaden, lived, ate and slept Mod. He was in the process of masterminding the group into a Mod group. I was very involved with them and so saw and experienced much of what they did at that time. Also I ran an R & B club with a friend which eventually turned into a Mod’s stronghold.


The Mod way of life consisted of total devotion to looking and being ‘cool’. Spending practically all your money on clothes and all your after work hours in clubs and dance halls. To be part-time was really to miss the point. It was all very new and fast and to me a bit mysterious.


The Scene wasn’t licensed and only sold orange juice. It wasn’t considered particularly cool to smoke or drink anyway, but we wanted a drink. So a group of us made our way down through the Soho evening crowds of Windmill Street to a pub. Mods had their own style of walking. They swayed their shoulders and took short steps, with their feet slightly turned out. It was more of a swagger, a walk of confidence. They’d sometimes have their hands held together behind their backs under their coats or plastic macs and these would sway as they bowled along. If their hands were in their pockets they would have their thumbs sticking out. That was the look. This particular night I noticed both Pete Meaden and Pete Townshend had the walk off to a T.


The small group of us swaggered into the pub. You either drank scotch and coke, vodka and lime or an orange juice. Mickey Tenner and Pete Meaden and somebody else were talking at each other so much that they never touched their drinks, although Meaden constantly picked up his scotch and coke and let it hover near his lips for a few thousand words and put it down again.


After a while Pete and I left Meaden, Mickey Tenner and the others and strolled around by Shaftesbury Avenue talking about Mods and the lifestyle. We’d been overwhelmed by Pete Meaden when we first met him. He was English but talked like an American radio disc jockey, really fast and slick. He called everybody ‘Baby!’ ‘Hey, how are you Peter Baby, too much, what’s happening, great, keep cool, can you dig it? Barney Baybee, s’nice to see you again, O.K. Baby?’


I’d never heard Murray the K or other fast talking Americans. Meaden never stopped for breath. He was like somebody you’d see in films, only he was this side of the screen, standing in front of you. He was bursting with ideas and energy and had great plans to turn the group into a cult phenomenon. The group had just got a new manager, a businessman who had a foundry that made door handles and castings in Shepherds Bush. I thought he had the idea that any businessman with the money could be a Brian Epstein. After all, managing a pop group must have seemed a lot easier than working for a fortune. Pete Meaden was hired as a publicist. We had changed their name a few months before, but he changed it once again. They were to be called the ‘High Numbers’. All very Mod and esoteric. There was a lot of talk about ‘Image’ and ‘Direction’. He was going to try to establish the group in the most important Soho Mod clubs. Meaden didn’t have a lot of money, he did a bit of publicity for various pop groups for which he was poorly paid, but somehow he always looked sharp and immaculate. Quite often he would appear in a different new-looking jacket and smart trousers although he only lived in his tiny office in Monmouth Street which just had a chair, a telephone, a sleeping bag, a filing cabinet and an ironing board. He knew what was ‘in’ and where to get it.


This particular evening Pete and I were discussing the very point of what was ‘in’ and why. Meaden and Mickey Tenner and some others in the Scene club had been saying that it was time to stop wearing something or other and that such and such would be very ‘hip’ next week. It was incredible to me that the fashions were constantly changing, and the frequency with which they did. I wondered who thought them up. I was convinced that there was an inner clique of policy-making Mods who dictated fashion. I wondered whether they had a secret bunker beneath the Scene club, and whether Pete Meaden wasn’t one of them. Now, looking back, as I knew that night I would, I realise how naïve my suspicions were. However, wrong as I was, I had touched on what I suspect was a fundamental ingredient of the whole Sixties Mod thing.


I had assumed that there was a group of self-appointed Mod leaders who controlled the direction of the rest of the Mods. What I had never assumed was that the Mod ‘movement’ was controlled by businessmen, middle-aged plastic D.J.’s, music publishers, the CIA or the media. That’s because it wasn’t. The very idea, again, is to miss the point. Their entire look came from within their own undefined ranks. Apart from one or two individual journalists, the press didn’t have a clue as to what was happening until the Bank Holiday riots in 1964. Up to then they weren’t particularly interested anyway. The whole thing was far too mysterious for them to find it very newsworthy.


Mods were first and foremost concerned with their looks. They were obsessed with clothes and with being cool at all times. What happened outside their world of clothes shops, coffee bars, street corners, dance halls and clubs didn’t concern them greatly. If the press did pick up on a certain aspect of their world, the kids more than likely dropped it. They were relatively affluent and determined to spend all their money and every moment of their spare time on their leisure. The days belonged to society, to the boss, to others, but when they got home from work, washed, changed, and went out, the nights and weekends belonged to them. To understand how new it all was, it is necessary to understand how young and exciting the sixties were. After the forties and fifties, it seemed like England had taken its stays off and discovered how free and alive life could be. Also, to understand how Mods began, it is necessary to understand something of the only other young people previously to have established their own identity — the Teddy Boys.


Before the fifties, teenagers didn’t exist as a separate consumer group. They were classed as either children or adults. By the early fifties school leavers were earning better wages. As they didn’t have any responsibilities other than giving Mum something towards their keep, they had a lot to spend. However there wasn’t a market catering specifically for them. They bought the same clothes, saw the same films, listened to the same radio programmes, watched the same T.V. and listened to the same popular music as their parents.


Popular music at that time was particularly dire. I’ve always thought that if ever there was a cause for the vandalism of the Teddy boys, it wasn’t Bill Haley’s music but the sugary pap churned out by the music industry of the fifties and the B.B.C. light programme. B.B.C. radio played exactly what Tin Pan Alley wanted under an agreement they had which was in operation right up to the middle of the fifties. In those days the big money was in selling sheet music rather than records. Anyone who thinks the Eurovision song contest is bad and doesn’t remember the fifties should take a listen to this selection of typical early fifties hits. Hot Diggity, Pickin’ a Chicken, Bushel and a Peck, Gilly Gilly Ossenfeffer Katzenellen Bogen By the Sea, Happy Wanderer, Close the Door (They’re Coming Through the Window), Oh Mein Papa, Where will the Baby’s Dimple Be?, Sugarbush, Twenty Tiny Fingers and I See The Moon (The Moon Sees Me).


It didn’t take too long for these young people to latch onto music that they could call theirs and that the older generation didn’t like. They rejected the muzak for the ‘proles’ which the radio played, and took to American Rock ’n Roll. This craze grew and grew. Soon there was a booming teenage market as businessmen realised the kids had a lot of money and nothing to spend it on. They adopted and adapted the Edwardian look and the press named them Teddy Boys. All of a sudden teenagers were discovered, and soon after this ‘juvenile delinquency’ arrived.


A lot changed in the fifties. Britain thought it was the most important and powerful nation after the U.S.A. and U.S.S.R. It rigidly stuck to the idea that ‘British was Best’ and unbeatable. It was a time of complacency and head-in-the-sand burying. We still led the world in all sorts of things, like motor cycles. We had Lord Docker, the head of B.S.A., showing off his Rolls Royce and wife’s furs to prove it. We sent our Army to Suez to put the Egyptians in their place but the blighters kicked us out. Hundreds of thousands of people marched from Aldermaston, to protest about the hydrogen bomb.


For the kids, the two most important things were that compulsory call-up into the army for boys of 18 was abolished, and that hire purchase was introduced. This made it easy to buy a portable Dansette record player, (gramaphone to parents), to play the new smaller, more convenient records that had been introduced, which played at 45 r.p.m.


The working class could afford cars, television sets and washing machines. It was the time of the ‘I’m-alright-Jack’ and ‘You’ve-never-had-it-so-Good’ materialism of Harold Macmillan’s consumer boom. The attitude was ‘Live Now, Pay Later’. (When you think about it, they did — and we are).


Lonnie Donnegan started a craze for skittle music that swept the country and had thousands of kids playing it in makeshift groups. If it hadn’t been for skiffle bringing music-making into the bedrooms and sheds of so many British homes, it’s unlikely that British rock would have become the most important in the world in the sixties.
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