











ALL THE MOVES



A book devoted to all those air guitarists out there and those trapped in mundane jobs dreaming of the excitement and glamour offered by the music industry, these are the entertaining, insightful and revealing memoirs of a man who, during a career spanning four decades, was at the heart of the pop-music business.


Director of such companies as Elektra, UK Records, CBS and Pye and creator with John Peel of the Dandelion independent label and, later, Strange Fruit Records – one of the most successful ‘indie’ record labels ever – CLIVE SELWOOD worked with such legendary rock names as Tim Buckley, Jim Morrison, Love, Paul Simon, Bruce Springsteen, Clifford T. Ward, Rod Stewart, Abba and Marc Bolan. He was also associated with Gerry Anderson of Thunderbirds fame and with the Wombles. From the Doors to Brotherhood of Man, Andy Williams to Springsteen, Dusty and Liza to Simon and Garfunkel, the reader will be there at crucial moments. All the Moves covers every facet of the music business and, in doing so, provides a blueprint for the ambitious.





PRAISE FOR ALL THE MOVES



‘As far as the music industry goes, Clive Selwood’s been there, done that and not only bought the t-shirt but probably booked it into a studio and signed it to a long-term record contract too … a plethora of absorbing tales.’ – Maxim, Book of the Month


‘This hilarious memoir reveals the weird side of the music industry.’ – Daily Mail


‘It’s not been a bad life. Having started out as a Butlins Redcoat, Selwood spent more than four decades on the bosses’ side of the music business. He’s probably best known for starting up Dandelion label with John Peel. Part memoir, part insider’s guide to the industry and knee-deep in anecdotes.’ – Q


‘Offers an insight into an era of the business which seems long forgotten … a fascinating and entertaining chronicle.’ – Music Week


‘A colourful memoir … He [Selwood] is a restless soul who has moved from company to company and artist to artist, making All the Moves a very entertaining book. Nearly all of the anecdotes are new to this reviewer, there is a short story on every page, sometimes several. A fun book to read.’ – Goldmine (USA)


‘A fascinating journey along the rollercoaster ride of Clive Selwood’s life. Everything that happened to him is here in clear, concise, cutting words. An intoxicating adventure.’ – Record Collector
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To beloved Shurley who made it all possible; to Sam, Bee, Chet and Brod who made it all worth while; to John and Sheila who made it all a bit of a laff; to Petals who made it all ridiculous; to sister Joan and to Michelle who supplied the family pictures; to the staff of Peter Owen Publishers who tried to put all of this into some kind of order and without whom you wouldn’t be reading this; and to the many artists who never quite made it. But most of all to the tens of thousands of hopefuls who know that with a little support, encouragement and advice there is an exciting and glamorous life waiting for them out there.





FOREWORD BY JOHN PEEL
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It wasn’t all that long ago that I sat in a BBC theatre and listened as a man told a simply hilarious story about the late John Walters and myself. Members of the audience rocked in their seats at the telling of the tale. I even laughed myself. It was a really good story. The trouble was that it was almost completely untrue. Did the teller, I wondered as I chortled unattractively, know that the story was untrue? Had he decided to sacrifice veracity in the search for a winning anecdote – something Walters himself might, on occasion, have done? I wanted to leap to my feet, to tell the truth, to let the other people in the room know that I had never, ever in all of my life dressed as Tom the cat, although Walters and I did spend an evening in mouse costumes at a party at which we were the only people in fancy dress. But who would have believed me?


I don’t know what stories Clive is about to tell you in this, his book. Perhaps it is better that I don’t. But if he tells you anything other than that I am kind and generous and good and, in certain lights, not unattractive, I should treat what he has written with a pinch of salt. I have asked him to underplay my heroism on the banks of the Imjin River all those years ago, though.


I understand, too, that there are sections of Clive’s narrative that contain no mention of me at all. I have asked him to ensure that the book will appear in the shops with these sections clearly marked so that you can hurry by them.


Clive and his Shurley have, for thirty-five years now, encouraged me in most of the correct decisions I have made and attempted to persuade me against making most of the incorrect decisions. It is because of them that I declined the chance to play a role in a production of The Rocky Horror Show in Stoke-on-Trent.


I owe them much more than this foreword.





AUTHOR’S PREFACE


A balloonist floated gently towards earth and enquired of a passing stranger, ‘Excuse me. Can you tell me where I am?’


‘Certainly,’ replied the stranger. ‘You are in a hot-air balloon, about thirty feet off the ground.’


‘Tell me,’ said the balloonist, ‘do you work for a record company?’


‘I do,’ said the stranger. ‘But how did you know that?’


‘Because’, came the reply, ‘what you told me, while technically correct, does nothing to help me in my present difficulty.’


‘Then you must be a recording artist,’ responded the stranger.


‘It’s true. I am’ was the proud reply. ‘But how could you tell?’


‘Well,’ said the stranger, ‘you don’t know where you are or what you are doing, but now that you have told me, you think it’s my fault and my problem.’


But his words were lost in the air as the balloonist fired up the flame and floated off into the atmosphere – unaware of the dark clouds on the horizon …
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INTRODUCTION


So. There you are, dear reader. Not an original line, I fear, but one I discovered inside the flap of a letter from the greatly missed Viv Stanshall of the Bonzos. Still, if it got your attention …


The late John Walters, who produced the Peel shows for many years on BBC Radio 1, tells of the time that Vivian deputized for Peel for a couple of weeks one summer. Walters claimed that it was an ‘interesting’ experience but not one he ever wished to repeat. The programmes were an exhilarating mix of music and surreal humour, written and performed by Viv with assistance from his chum Keith Moon of the Who.


Having booked studio time, Walters and Moon – who was at the peak of his fame at the time – waited patiently for the great man to arrive. After an hour or so a call to Viv’s wife established that he had indeed left home and should be at the studio within minutes. A further call half an hour later drew the same response, as did a third and fourth. The fifth call established that our man had in fact only just left home but should arrive at any moment. All this time Mr Moon, who could have been forgiven a tantrum, sat quietly waiting without complaint.


With very little studio time left Mr Stanshall eventually arrived and, setting down a carrier bag that clinked ominously, apologized for his lateness with the explanation that he had been driving around trying to find an off-licence that would cash a cheque. Almost speechless with relief – and rage – Walters hurried the pair down to the studio where he asked Viv to speak the opening lines of his script in order to establish a level. ‘Oh, hang about, old boy,’ was the response in that wonderfully fruity voice. ‘I’ve got to write it first.’


The shows were in fact ground-breakingly funny. Years later, with Viv’s approval, I tried to release them as spoken-word cassettes, but by then there were no master copies left. Both Keith and Viv died young and in tragic circumstances. They were each unique and great British eccentrics who can never be replaced.


My editor is threatening to add ‘some cohesion’ to this collection of chapters. I wish him luck and hope that he can. In my limited experience life is just a collection of chapters, good and bad, interesting and dull. A series of accidents without a plan. Take a look at the biography that’s printed on the cover of this book. Would anyone plan that mess? The great patrician Prime Minister Harold Macmillan is said to have described his period in office as ‘responding to events’, and that is most likely true for all of us as we stumble through life.


For some of you there may not be enough specific information on dates and times and other finer points of fact. I guess whether something happened at a specific time on a given day wasn’t so important to me that I committed it to memory. The way you see it here is the way that I remember it, and if it seems a little jumbled at times, well, life’s like that. So, while every effort has been made by the author, editor and several dedicated experts to ensure the accuracy of dates, places and spellings, please remember that these were heady and exciting times. We were all busy doing it and being there rather than keeping a diary, so it is possible that there may be a few minor discrepancies. Should you find one, please keep it to yourself, and it will be your secret.


If you’ve stayed with me this far then you, too, are probably fascinated by the mystique of the record business. This is a book for everybody interested in popular music in general and the machinations of the record business in particular. Every business has its own traditions or tricks of the trade, and I, working at the heart of the music business, have seen most – and invented rather more than my fair share. It is not, however, an exposé. It is rather more a chronicle of how a sometime wannabe crooner – who filled in time at various chores such as washing lampshades, working as a welder’s apprentice and selling toffee apples at the Nottingham Goose Fair – came to be offered the top jobs in the British and American record industries.


On the way the reader may learn how to record, manufacture, distribute, market and promote that record into the charts; how to manage the careers of successful artists; how to create and launch one of the world’s most successful independent record labels; and what it is like to deal with such superstars as Bruce Springsteen, Paul Simon, Andy Williams, Abba, Jim Morrison and the Wombles on a daily basis.


The author was there when 10CC were spirited away from Jonathan King’s record company; when at different times both Elton John and Freddie Mercury were convinced that their careers would never get off the ground; when Rod Stewart ‘depped’ for a drunken singer and made a smash hit record for just £15 worth of nuts and bolts; when David Bowie pulled all Three Degrees; and when the then head of BBC Radio 1 instructed John Peel to stop playing Marc Bolan because ‘he will never be popular’.


I hope this book will provide some insights into the seemingly casual and amateurish behaviour of many record company executives that masks a collection of highly skilled, ambitious, greedy, devious and often charming rascals, who spend millions finding, grooming, recording and ‘hyping’ the talent that so many love to hate.


The enduring fascination of the music business to millions of new believers every year is the notion that anyone can do it. And it’s true! The rags-to-riches tale of this year’s hot property is well documented – and usually fictitious – but few people outside the magic circle are aware that the same applies to those somewhat shadowy figures who pull the strings behind the big names. No qualifications are required beyond enthusiasm, dedication, a degree of common sense, a lot of persistence and a great deal of luck.


In artist management it is doubtful that anybody had greater success than Colonel Tom Parker, who was successful long before his time with Elvis. The Colonel had little education and spent his formative years working fairgrounds. By contrast Jonathan King, with no commercial experience, had a smash hit record and recorded Genesis while still at Cambridge. On sheer charisma and bravado he went on to found UK Records, which, during my time in charge, enjoyed four records in the Top Twelve simultaneously while JK himself was away on an extended holiday.


Jac Holzman founded Elektra Records and signed megastars Queen, the Doors, the Cars and dozens of equally successful acts. His influence still reverberates throughout the music world, but he began by recording his friend Theo Bikel on a domestic recorder and bicycled across Europe setting up a distribution network.


When Herb Alpert and Jerry Moss started A&M Records, they sold their wares out of a Volkswagen, and Berry Gordy created Tamla Motown by selling records door to door. It just happened that two of the early doors he called on housed the Temptations and the Supremes. At least he never had to deal with failure, as did the Ertegun brothers who, between them, had several dud ventures before hitting pay dirt with Atlantic Records.


Closer to home, even the ubiquitous Mr Branson launched Virgin Records initially as a cut price mail-order operation that had great difficulty paying its bills. Steve Mason bought a bankrupt company called Pinnacle, turned it into the leading independent record distributor and became a multi-millionaire in the process. Steve is proud to speak of his beginnings as a bouncer at the Greyhound in Croydon and has not lost the common touch despite his mansions and fleet of expensive cars.


The great broadcaster John Peel, with whom I have been associated for over thirty years, left school with just four O-levels and went to America to seek his fortune, where he became, in turn, a computer programmer and storm-insurance salesman.


This writer was expelled from school with too few qualifications and the headmaster’s prediction that I would end up working in an amusement arcade. He was right. I ended up working in the world’s largest amusement arcade – the one known as the music biz. It has given me an exhilarating life and bought me homes and property on both sides of the Atlantic.


It’s true. Anybody can do it. Two of my children, Bee and Chet, worked for me briefly in the eighties then left to set up their own record operation. With no financial assistance – and just the increasingly rare word of advice from me – they now employ a couple of dozen staff and have a turnover of millions.


This is not a ‘how to’ book. The business of music changes so rapidly that even if it were possible to write such a book it would be out of date before it appeared in print, but it is to be hoped that this modest tome will serve as a guide to some of the opportunities and pitfalls that await the determined but inexperienced entrepreneur.


The music business is wide open; more so now than at any time. It may not be easy, but this working-class lad achieved just about all he ever wanted to in a career that has included international travel, working closely with world-famous stars, helping to shape musical tastes, making a lot of money and, most importantly, having a whole lot of fun.


Trust me. There’s still plenty of room at the top.
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YOU TOO?


Let’s face it, for the majority of the population life can be pretty boring. Apart from those fortunate few prancing about in the ‘meeja’, life is a dreary progress from cradle to grave, punctuated by the odd holiday, affair or minor achievement. It’s no wonder that so many get out of their heads on drink or drugs or look wistfully at the antics of people in show business who apparently lead a glamorous life of adulation, achievement, parties and luxury travel. And they do!


Having worked with many of the world’s top entertainers I can tell you that at the top of the heap life can be wonderful. Naturally, almost none of them sees it like that. They see it as just deserts for their monumental talent. It is a constant struggle to remain at the top, which involves fights with all the people who aided their progress: the record company, which still expects to make a profit; the manager, who tries to retain a home life; the promoter, who hopes to stay in business; the publisher, late with royalties from far-flung places; the tour manager; the publicist; the producer; the video director; every member of the band; the accountants; the lawyers; and, of course, the taxman.


It sure is tough at the top, but it’s a thousand per cent tougher for thousands of hopefuls with a toehold on the bottom rung and even tougher still for the millions of hopefuls who can only dream.


Actually getting into the music business as a performer has become relatively easy over the past few years and even easier yet with the arrival of the internet, though it remains to be seen if this route can provide the rewards. Even achieving a modest degree of success is now possible for anybody with a hint of talent, a few hundred pounds and the determination to succeed against all odds. If you don’t already know, I’ll lay out a few ground rules as we go. It’s a lot cheaper than a drug habit or even spending your leisure hours in a pub or taking exotic holidays – and you never know!


Getting started in the administrative side of music is rather more difficult but still possible for anybody reasonably intelligent, presentable, prepared to start at the bottom and claw their way viciously up the corporate ladder.


I was fortunate enough to get an early foot in the door and go on to work with some of the most creative, inspirational, stimulating, weird, ruthless, amusing and infuriating people outside of a novel. Stay with me and you’ll meet some of them. All too many, unfortunately, are dead, but that, too, is part of the glamour of the music biz. Jimi, Janis, Jim and John went to early graves simply because of who they were and how they lived. Like Marilyn and James Dean, they had to go, and, for that reason alone, they will always be with us.


Every year tens of thousands of young people leave schools, colleges and universities all over the world trained as academics, scientists, computer programmers or whatever and sharing a burning ambition to get into the music business. Why? It may be that they know, or at least sense, that the music business offers virtually unlimited opportunities to do your own thing and, for the successful few, it can be an exhilarating life in which creativity can combine with commercial ability to produce fulfilment, riches, excitement, glamour, travel and even a place in history. It can also guarantee early burn-out, life without sleep, massive disappointments and, all too often, a dependence on drugs or liquor.


The artists probably have the toughest task. With over a hundred records released every week, only one or two achieve any measure of success. For the others it usually means the end of the road. A road that involved years of trekking around the country, packed into smelly, unreliable vans, turning up and laying out your heart for people who neither know nor care, walking off stage to the sound of your own footsteps and then packing up the equipment for yet another drive to yet another town where, with luck, you might be paid enough to cover the cost of your petrol. For every overnight sensation there are thousands of crushed former hopefuls. It’s hardly surprising that a high proportion of those precious few who eventually make it indulge in the kind of excesses that so often lead to a swift return to obscurity and poverty.


Some good friends of mine began their professional careers in a group called Band of Joy, whose line-up in those early days included two members who later went on to form Led Zeppelin. The original group split up, and the two who went on to form Zep earned millions, with adoring fans throughout the world. My chums formed another band, signed a recording contract and were taken to America where, halfway through a tour, they were dumped, penniless. They tried to continue playing, but with no backing, money or American reputation they ended up living for weeks on a daily handful of dry porridge oats and a glass of water. They were eventually forced to sell their instruments to raise the cash for the return fare. Are they bitter? Not really. It takes a special kind of madness even to start down that road – but to have come so close! It’s never – repeat – never simply a question of talent. To achieve any success as a performer requires dedication, a huge amount of luck, excellent timing and, almost invariably, the commitment of a responsible and knowledgeable manager. The support and deep pockets of an aggressive and well-staffed record company helps. Without all that backing the talent is just a curse.


And what of those who make it to the top before disappearing almost immediately back into unfulfilled obscurity? Those one-hit wonders who have to go back to operating a lathe or stacking supermarket shelves. Those few months of fame and seeming prosperity are very seductive. Launching Strange Fruit Records brought me into contact with literally hundreds of musicians and artists who’d had a taste of fame but, for whatever reason, found it impossible to sustain. Character, luck, judgement or simply an unwillingness to continue to grow all played their part.


Clifford T. Ward and Sting were both schoolteachers with a talent for writing and performing wonderful songs. Cliff refused to tour and just wanted to stay home and write. Sting took his talents around the world, honing his craft, first with the Police and later as a solo act. Sting is a fantastically wealthy man, who can afford to ‘mislay’ the odd few million, while Cliff, before his death in 2001, lived on a fast-diminishing income of royalties from over a quarter of a century ago and battled daily with a wasting disease. In terms of pure talent it is too close to call, but in terms of character the answer is clear.


At a sales conference in Ontario I had a conversation with a young man on the brink of making a fresh start. He had enjoyed enormous success with a song called ‘Mister Piano Man’, about which he complained he had not received the rewards he felt he was due. Rather than sitting back bemoaning his fate and the fickleness of the public, he was back on the trail with all guns blazing – albeit as an unheralded addition to an entertainment menu featuring Paul Simon, who was himself launching his second solo career. That was several million albums and singles ago for Paul but also for Billy Joel, for it was he, and they both continue to flourish and entertain.
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ALL I EVER WANTED TO BE …


Even after four decades in the music business, working at the highest levels, selling millions of records and dealing at close quarters with superstars, there is nothing to compare with the sheer joy and elation of performing in public.


The early days at primary school were promising. I had a good voice and, while evacuated to Reading during the Second World War, sang solo with the school orchestra and even broadcast on the BBC Home Service. Returning to London during the Blitz I was forced to entertain relatives with my soprano rendition of ‘The Minstrel Boy’ to my huge embarrassment. Eventually a posse of experts arrived at the school to assess my potential. Can you imagine a small, scruffy ten-year-old boy singing unaccompanied to a group of middle-aged experts? They concluded that I tried too hard and should have performed in a more relaxed fashion. The story of my life.


The Blitz must have been hell for adults, but kids quickly adapt to almost anything. We played in the streets while the dreaded doodle-bugs zoomed overhead, pausing only when the engines stopped to dash through quickly opened front doors to the comparative safety of the Anderson Shelters buried in the backyards. As soon as the explosion came we would resume our street games, unless, of course, the explosion had been very close, in which case we would go along to investigate the carnage. Occasionally a second bomb would land only minutes later on the same spot in an effort to kill off or maim the rescue services. That caused a few narrow escapes.


Sailing through the eleven-plus exam I was awarded a scholarship to Christ’s Hospital School, which was, so I believe, one of the best in the country. Unfortunately it was for boarders and required the wearing of a very strange uniform consisting of breeches and white stockings. This was obviously out of the question for a working-class lad, so I applied to, and was accepted by, another very good school. Latymer Upper School had very high standards and a magnificent record for sending students to Oxford and Cambridge. The entrance exam was not a problem but, on arrival at the school, I was the proverbial fish out of water and very much intimidated by the upper-class accents and smart clothes of the other boys, many of whom had already spent a couple of years there as fee-payers.


Knowing nothing of Latin or even proper English grammar – so no change there – I quickly sank from being a star entrant to languishing at the back of the D form. The staff were a motley crew. One master in particular, a badly disfigured war veteran with a tin leg, soon got our attention by leaping up on to the front desk and proceeding to march around the classroom on our desktops giving each pupil a smart crack around the ear with his swagger stick. Today he would probably be arrested. Another master loathed me with a passion and, having spotted me flicking a chum with my soft rubber book strap, beat me with it in front of the class until he was soaked in perspiration and was forced to remove his jacket and tie. In fact it didn’t hurt at all, but he was not to know that, and it must have been a dreadful thing to watch. The Divinity master carried a collection of several canes, each of which he named and, upon being chosen for punishment, we were expected to select a cane by name. God moves in mysterious ways. The French master administered punishment with the sharp edge of a large ruler on the back of the culprit’s hand. Boy, that still smarts. The headmaster enjoyed fondling small boys in short trousers and, if sent to his room for detention, he would insist that they stood on their heads. One quickly learned to avoid such situations.


My poor father attended countless meetings at the request of the various masters and must have wondered why he ever bothered. I don’t recall the precise reason for my eventual expulsion, but it had something to do with smoking and a couple of ladies occupying a houseboat on the nearby Thames. I didn’t inform my parents and left home at the usual time, spending the days catching up on schoolwork in the local library. I did manage four O-levels, which was rather more than I deserved, and the headmaster predicted that I would end up ‘working in an amusement arcade’ – which turned out to be a pretty good guess.


Leaving school with no money and few prospects, I was determined to be a singer and took a job at the Eldorado Ice Cream factory to earn enough to buy some clothes. It was a truly dreadful job, which entailed standing in several inches of hot, greasy water and lifting hundred-pound tins of lard from floor level to shoulder height all day and every day. The tins were ripped open by hand with a triangle of steel that left a sharp and jagged edge, which we gripped with a wet cloth to heave upwards. The trick was to try to keep your footing on the greasy floor, but I managed to spill plenty of blood and saw the occasional finger severed and dropped into the steaming cauldrons, which were only shut down at the end of the day. Before leaving at the end of the shift we were expected to climb into the vats to clean them out. A favourite game for the old hands was to wait until one of the new boys had dropped into one of the eight-foot-high stainless-steel cookers before turning the heating back on and removing the ladder. Our screams as we burned fingers on the scalding metal provided much merriment. Workers of the world, unite.


I also spent several weeks working with my father as a fitter’s mate. At the time he was employed on a school site in Ruislip, which involved a journey of two bus rides and several stops on the Underground to arrive at eight in the morning. The work was relatively well paid but arduous. On one occasion we worked right through a complete weekend, without any sleep, stripping out the school heating system, which was, of course, packed with asbestos. No masks or protection were offered, but it was a lot of welcome overtime. On another occasion we were required to carry a bundle of lengths of copper tubing across the site: my father took the front end, hoisting it up on his shoulder, and I did likewise several yards behind. Copper tubing is very whippy and, pausing to light a cigarette, I dropped my end to the ground causing the tubing to vibrate at high speed, so almost decapitating my poor father. He murmured a few appreciative comments.


Another example of the unity of the workers occurred when we finished the job and returned to the factory where I was immediately banned by the union as a non-member. I offered to join the union but was refused and was effectively thrown out of the job by my workmates. It didn’t matter to me – but suppose I had needed the work?


I applied to join the Merchant Navy but blew it at the first interview when ordered to stand to attention. If it was like that even before joining I had no chance. There followed a series of silly jobs such as working in a plant contractor’s office and even as a clerk in a firm of solicitors, where I manned the switchboard and accidentally disconnected all the conversations, which resulted in an early dismissal. There was never any thought in my mind of a career other than as a singer, but meanwhile I was expected to earn my keep, and dole was non-existent if you refused any of the totally unsuitable jobs that were offered at the Labour Exchange.


It was still a great time to be young and single, however. I managed to get the odd job singing in pubs and attended all too many disastrous auditions. The weekends were spent at all-night parties. At one of these it snowed heavily, which prompted one of my chums to walk out of the house and about two miles up to Putney Common on his hands through the virgin snow just to leave tracks to confuse any early risers. He was a few years older than me and seemed very dashing and sophisticated. Sadly, he ended up doing time for indecent exposure. Perhaps a clue was, when leaving the house, he would ask his dear old mum to ‘knit him some French letters’. I never thought my mum knew what they were until I arose one morning to find the contents of a packet that I had left in a shirt pocket laid out on the kitchen table. The matter was never referred to.


The mother of another pal owned and ran a very smart coffee bar close to the London Coliseum, which was frequented by actors and chorus boys. We were forbidden to visit but, of course, did when she was not there. One play at the theatre was Mister Roberts starring the screen legend Tyrone Power. The gossip was that the star was making such a nuisance of himself with the chorus boys that they were sabotaging the show. This seemed entirely possible when the gentleman came on to me in the coffee bar and I was forced to flee with one of my early heroes in hot pursuit. Another customer was Diana Dors, who would arrive in the company of a grotesque dwarf whom she would lift up on to the counter before engaging in bawdy banter with the other customers. Pretty dangerous and heady stuff for a teenager. That reminds me that I also managed the odd day as a film extra on a Diana Dors picture. It was excruciatingly boring just standing around for hours, but the money was good.


My cousin was engaged to an American sailor whom she subsequently married. He was a very nice man, but I abused his friendship on all too many occasions by breaking into his London flat and stealing his cigarettes and liquor. In fact I became addicted to Southern Comfort and in my early teens was knocking back a couple of bottles a week. At the US forces’ shop, the PX, that liquor cost the dollar equivalent of five bob (25p) a bottle and Lucky Strikes were about a shilling a pack! By late teens I was perilously close to becoming an alcoholic but was saved when my sister introduced me to her Sikh boyfriend, who claimed never to be affected by drink in any quantity. I took up the challenge one evening, after a visit to the theatre, and between us we cleared a cabinet full of assorted booze. He drove us home, but I was paralytically drunk for three days. I was working in the shoe department of Selfridges at the time and somehow managed to stagger into work before collapsing into a heap, whereupon the staff assumed that I was suffering from some dread illness and sent me home in a taxi. It was ten years before I could drink even a half-pint of shandy, which probably saved my liver and possibly my life.


When I was thirteen or fourteen years old I met my first wife, Patricia, with whom I went steady until she became pregnant at the age of eighteen. In those times marriage was automatic, and we were married the day before I was due to travel to Scotland to take up a position as a Butlin’s redcoat entertainer. I was married in a borrowed suit, and the honeymoon was a miserable night in a London hotel. We were just a couple of silly kids who somehow managed to produce and raise three wonderful, happy and successful children. With barely a thought for the overwhelming responsibilities of marriage, I set off for Butlin’s in Ayr and my first regular engagement as a professional entertainer.
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BUTLIN’S


Anyone who did time at a Butlin’s holiday camp, either as a camper or on the staff, will know that the sitcom Hi-de-Hi on BBC television got it exactly right. It was still an age of innocence in the mid-fifties when I was hired on as a redcoat for the princely wage of £8 a week all in. Believe it or not, this was an opportunity to save a considerable sum of money, and I jumped at it.


I set off for Ayr full of hope that I might follow the paths of other redcoats who had gone on to greater things – after all, my immediate predecessor in Ayr had been Des O’Connor. Upon arrival at the camp in the pouring rain my first glamorous task was to knock holes in the tennis courts with a hammer and a large nail to allow them to drain. I was allocated a chalet to be shared with a grumpy old traditional North-Country comic, exactly as played by Paul Shane in the television sitcom.


Some of the other redcoats were old hands who treated it as a summer season between pantomime and idleness, but I quickly made friends with Jackie, a small but colourful character who had been an amateur British boxing champion, a commando during the war and was now making a stab at becoming an entertainer. Unfortunately, he was intermittently mad and, since he hated kids, was immediately dubbed ‘Uncle Jackie’ and put in charge of keeping the children entertained. One of the weekly rituals was the children’s treasure hunt in which Jackie, in a variety of disguises, cycled around the campsite collecting a train of youngsters who would pursue him to the point where he would ride his bicycle off the top diving board and into the pool. The spectacle was captured on film and shown to the parents in the theatre at the end of the week. Imagine the gasps of horror and outrage when the film showed Jackie kicking out at the kids and smiting them with his bicycle pump as they pursued him. Fortunately there was no sound or my chum may have been lynched. He was quickly given another title and different duties – one of which was to beat the stuffing out of any drunks who became too troublesome. One of my enduring memories is of Jackie donning black leather gloves and escorting a drunken lout to his chalet where, it was said, the troublemakers often literally climbed the wall to escape his attentions. They were then thrown off the camp with their belongings chucked after them. Rough justice – but it worked.


Though it is fashionable to believe that anti-social behaviour by youngsters is a recent phenomenon, it was rife – if less organized – in the fifties. The dread period at Butlin’s was when the ‘wakes weeks’, or holiday periods, of both Glasgow and Newcastle coincided and the camp became a battleground for the two warring factions. Minor skirmishes developed as the week progressed, culminating in a pitched battle in the ballroom when the bars emptied. The participants were left to it and locked in for the rest of the night. In the morning the ballroom doors were opened to a scene of absolute devastation, with smashed mirrors and floors liberally sprinkled with blood. Those who could still walk were escorted out of the camp by burly security men; those who could not were literally thrown over the camp fence, followed by their belongings, and left to make their own medical and travel arrangements. Summary justice again, but I understand that for most of the combatants it was a cherished annual event.


The security guards were formidable and dressed in quasi-military uniforms. They were ostensibly employed to keep gatecrashers out, but many of the ‘Happy Campers’ believed them to be guards to keep them on the site and would occasionally offer them bribes to help them escape. We would dream up escape routes that entailed the camper crawling face down across waste ground to tunnel under the perimeter fence. A number of campers eagerly adopted this route just to do a little shopping in the local town – or perhaps it was to escape the organized physical jerks that took place every morning. And for these pleasures they were paying the equivalent of a month’s wages.


Another Jackie escapade was ‘Penny-on-the-Drum’. Each night the redcoats would parade around the camp at bar-closing time singing and chanting to the accompaniment of a big bass drum. Oddly enough, it worked, and the booze-sodden campers would follow the parade into the ballroom where they would be encouraged to perform various silly and energetic activities in order to sweat out the alcohol and belligerence before retiring to bed. On one infamous night Jackie persuaded all the drunken miners into the centre of the ballroom with their wives and girlfriends lining the perimeter. Following a series of loony exercises such as getting them to hop around like rabbits or kangaroos and climb on one another’s backs, he persuaded them to remove their heavy boots and hurl them at their loved ones! Stupid and drunk they may have been, but all too many were very good shots and there were some nasty casualties resulting in another change of duties and job title for my friend.


Jackie had a beautiful wife who worked elsewhere, but, like so many in the entertainment business, he regularly fell in love with another woman. When things got desperate he would call his wife, who would arrive the following day and cradle him in her arms murmuring, ‘Ah, has my Jackie fallen in love again? Never mind.’ A couple of hours of this and she would depart, leaving a few pairs of fresh drawers which they apparently shared. Jackie went on to become a huge hit on Australian television, which is probably about right. He was a great comic, and together we performed a double act which was very well received – often to the extent that members of the audience actually wet their pants with laughter. I would be on stage singing when Jackie would interrupt, saying that I was not delivering sufficient emotion. He would then demonstrate what was required, which somehow entailed me ripping off his shirt and covering him with an assortment of eggs and flour. It sounds awful but in the hands of a master it worked.


The food at the camp was spectacularly awful, and on a number of occasions campers and staff went down with food poisoning. Any staff who did not make it into work were docked wages and warned to be more responsible. Many of the workers rebelled and threatened to strike. The response of the management was to inform them that, in the face of strike action, staff from other camps would be flown in to replace the dissidents within twenty-four hours. I have a hunch that Billy Butlin and Margaret Thatcher would have got on famously.


At the start of the season the entertainment manager, ‘Knocker’ White, gathered all the redcoats together to warn of the dangers of over-participation in the very available sexual opportunities. On purely business terms it was pointed out that any over-indulgence leading to a fall in work rate would incur instant dismissal. We were, after all, a collection of healthy and presumably attractive young people and, as I discovered, the campers tended to leave all moral restrictions behind as they entered the gates. To my astonishment, the first wave of arrivals on the first day surrounded the redcoats and begged to be allowed to perform personal chores such as washing shirts and underclothes. I had been advised that this was code for sexual liaisons and, like my colleagues, chose only the prettiest girls to grant these privileges. As the season went on one became even more selective by doling out socks to this young lady, shirts to another and underwear to a third or fourth. In general the redcoats were reasonably discreet – aided by the fact that, as I discovered, a major function of the security staff was to patrol the camp at night, paying particular attention to the redcoat chalets, where a powerful torch beam would often pick out an energetic backside or two. On several occasions the male redcoats enjoyed the favours of both mother and daughter singly or together. I often wondered if the women concerned discussed the experience with each other when they got home.


As the singer with the band, the opportunities open to me were considerably more than I could handle and, given my recent marriage, I took some time to adjust to this new-found freedom. Any activities of mine, however, paled into celibate insignificance compared to those of the camp football coach, who almost literally shagged himself to death. At the conclusion of a night on the bandstand he invited me along to meet a couple of his ‘friends’ who were waiting in their chalet. Having no other plans, I joined him and we visited two attractive young women, had our wicked ways with them and left without, as far as I can recall, even being introduced. The whole episode took no more than fifteen minutes, whereupon my footballing friend suggested we make a further visit to another two receptive females. I demurred but suggested that I wait outside while he concluded another romantic episode. Sure enough, about fifteen minutes later he emerged and suggested yet another liaison, whereupon I left him to it, marvelling at his stamina if not his style. Within a month he could barely walk, let alone coach football. After five weeks he could barely see, and it became a morning ritual to awaken him, carry him up to the barber shop and pack ice on to his eyes until he could open them. He was one of the first casualties of the morality code, and I never discovered whether he ever returned to professional football where he had been a star player with one of the leading Scottish clubs.


Affairs between the redcoats were rare, and I never knew of any. If the male reds were in demand with guests you can imagine how the glamorous girl redcoats were pursued, courted and showered with gifts. They simply had no time for romantic attachments with staff – though it was rumoured that the Radio Butlin announcer had a bit of a thing going on with the entertainment manager. The real beauty on the site was a former Butlin’s Holiday Princess, Aileen, a truly stunning girl who was required to parade around in a swimsuit and arrange the beauty competitions. Aileen had to fend off suitors with a stick, and the truly persistent were told that she and I were a couple – on the grounds, I guess, that it would be difficult to compete for favours with the singer in the band. We were in fact only mates, with never anything more between us than mutual friendship. It worked for Aileen and made me look good. All that changed, however, when my new wife came to stay. I will never figure out the female mind. On the second night of my wife’s visit Aileen came calling at around midnight, ostensibly for a cup of tea since mine was the only chalet boasting tea-making facilities. In fact the facilities consisted of an electric ring balanced on top of a wardrobe, and it could be operated only from a standing position on the bed, but its presence had created a popular late-night meeting-place for the musicians and entertainers. On that night Aileen wore a raincoat and it became apparent that beneath it she was nude. A somewhat strained conversation ensued, and after Aileen left my wife quizzed me about the relationship. Despite my protestations of total fidelity to her she had obviously heard the rumours and made a connection. The chalet had single beds, and I eventually went to sleep to be awakened hours later by the sound of a bread-knife swishing through the air towards my heart. Fortunately I was able to dodge the blade but never able to establish my innocence.


Another sexual non-event occurred when I took a very attractive young Irish girl for a walk along the beach. We lay down for a while, but she complained that the sand was troublesome and suggested that we go back to my chalet. Lying together on the bed in the darkness, she became concerned that her blouse was becoming creased and ‘would I think badly’ of her if she took it off? Being a gentleman, how could I refuse? She following this by worrying that her skirt, too, was becoming rumpled and would I mind terribly helping her off with it. And that was it. Nothing further occurred despite my mumbled entreaties and blandishments. After about an hour of wrestling and muttering, the North-Country comic, who was occupying the other single bed, roared out of the gloom, ‘Either fuck or fuck off. I need some sleep.’ Very romantic. The surprising thing was that a day or two later one of the other redcoats told me that he had enjoyed a very satisfying night with the young lady marred only by the fact that in the heat of passion she had insisted on calling out my name. I’ve never worked that out.


The most potentially dangerous situation occurred following a night spent with a red-headed Scottish girl who insisted on biting my tongue after each climax. It was quite painful and eventually my face was covered in blood, my tongue was swollen and I was virtually unable to speak, let alone sing. Despite the fact that it obviously worked as a stimulant I do not recommend it. Masochism was never my thing, and I spent the next few days hiding out in the shower and generally trying to avoid her. Not very gallant, I know, but I was only eighteen. Imagine my horror when, shortly after my wife arrived, I saw the two of them deep in conversation while I was on the bandstand. That night I sang everything in the book in an effort to avoid the impending confrontation. In fact nothing was said, and for that I’ll always be indebted to the lady to whom I behaved so badly.


For those not engaged in sexual exploits, fighting, trying to escape or avoiding food poisoning, there was bingo and professional wrestling. Some of the older hands among the redcoats managed to supplement their meagre wages by fiddling the bingo proceeds, but I was fascinated by the entertainment prospect and teased the audiences with long-drawn-out calling of the numbers in a way that could drive some of the dedicated players into a frenzy.


The bingo calling took place in the ring where, once a week, a troupe of professional wrestlers entertained. It was all fairly well choreographed but nevertheless a very tough business. Towards the end of the evening things would get somewhat out of hand and I would be called on to enter the ring and separate the combatants. This inevitably resulted in me being picked up and hurled out of the ring into the laps of the delighted ringsiders. Choreographed it may have been but, trust me, it still hurt like hell.


For reasons that I am quite unable to recall we were visited by one of the original screen cowboys, Bill Boyd, who played the hero Hopalong Cassidy to the delight of countless young customers of Saturday-morning pictures. To encourage campers to enjoy evenings free of the worries of parenthood, it was Butlin’s policy to monitor the chalets in the evenings listening for crying babies. The parents would then be informed over the PA and make appropriate arrangements. Over dinner one evening, following the usual announcement, Hopalong suggested that he make the trip to the youngster concerned. It is hard to imagine the experience for the children of being greeted in the middle of the night by the famous cowboy in full Western kit. The next day, at a civic ceremony on the steps of the Town Hall, the silver-haired star was presented with the keys to the city by the Provost of Glasgow in ceremonial regalia complete with gold chains. Hoppy thanked him kindly and in return presented the Provost with a tin Hoppy button.


The very best times for me were the hours spent in the theatre after the show, singing with a few of the musicians who shared my enthusiasm for jazz. I was having fun, but it couldn’t last. My wife hated the place and, after just a few weeks, insisted that we leave less than halfway through the season. She was, after all, still very young, pregnant and unable to eat any of the food or join in the physical activities. It was for me a time of wonderful freedom and self-expression without even the responsibility of providing food and shelter – probably the last such period in my life. I recommend it to any young man and in fact encouraged my eldest son Brod to do a season at Butlin’s. He has never disclosed any of the details, and I think I know why.
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STRUGGLING


Back in London with no job, nowhere to live and a pregnant young wife to support, the future looked bleak indeed. My new brother-in-law offered to rent us a couple of rooms in his house and fixed me up with a job as lampshade cleaner at the Cumberland Hotel where he worked as an electrician. The job, for the most part, entailed finding somewhere quiet to hide and sleep, though occasionally we would venture out to change the odd lightbulb.


One of the many places we found to snooze was on the parapet that ran around the roof of the hotel. This was a ledge about one yard wide, approximately two hundred feet above the traffic of Marble Arch, where we would sleep for hours with nothing but the occasional floodlight between certain death and us. These days I get dizzy standing on a brick. One of our little gang was a young Irishman, who, after settling his debts every payday, spent what was left of his wages in the pub. He would return to the hotel in a drunken stupor, which often prompted him to tiptoe around the parapet with his back to the traffic and his heels out in space. There were more than a few startled guests surprised by the sudden appearance of a young man outside their window, several storeys above the traffic and seemingly about to fall backwards, but they probably dismissed it as an illusion. He eventually emigrated to Australia to pursue a career as a cowboy.


The time at the Cumberland was useful to me because the hotel is not far from Denmark Street, where most of the music publishers were located, and within walking distance of Archer Street, where musicians met to be hired. Here I picked up the occasional job and got to meet Sid Green, who was one of the great publishing fixers. Around the wall of his office were dozens of pictures of him with music greats such as Nat Cole and Sinatra. I was in awe and determined that one day I, too, would have such a collection. Years later I did, but I never displayed them and they seem to have got lost somewhere along the line. Sid arranged for me to take classical singing lessons and arranged an appearance on In Town Tonight on BBC radio, where I was supposed to be a visiting Australian singer. For Sid this was just another way to get radio exposure for ‘Stowaway’, the song he was currently working. It was eventually a hit, due in no small way to his efforts, and is an illustration of the lengths it was then necessary to go to in order to get exposure for a song. I knew nothing of this and anyway failed to capitalize on the opportunity.


Shortly after my son Brod was born I was sacked from the hotel but managed to get employment in a radio and television shop in Richmond. With another mouth to feed and no money for bus fares, I walked several miles each way to work and rationed myself to five hand-rolled fags a day and an apple for lunch. We were so poor that we could not even afford milk for cups of tea and had to make do with the free powdered milk that was available for the baby. My dear mother made several mercy trips bringing bags of food, which she would leave on the doorstep.


I was still desperate to earn a living as a singer and managed to get a residency with the house band at the Richmond Hotel at weekends and the occasional gig at the Bull in Sheen, both of which places featured prominently in the early career of the Rolling Stones a few years later. They, however, went on to glory. A possible break occurred when I auditioned for a new record company and was offered the chance to record a cover of the Everly Brothers’ US hit ‘Bye Bye Love’. This was a brand new sound at the time and very strange to someone steeped in Chet Baker, Sinatra, Peggy Lee and Lena Horne. I nevertheless persevered, learned the lyrics and turned up at the studio to be faced with the complete Geraldo Orchestra. That alone gives an indication of how misunderstood was this new music from America. I was uncertain and terrified. To make matters worse, a group of portly middle-aged men arrived in matching blazers to be my backing group. They were the hugely professional Peter Knight Singers. The leader handed them music scores and blew on a pitch pipe whereupon they burst into a perfect rendition of the song I had taken two weeks to learn. I was devastated and squeaked alarmingly while the orchestra stared up at the vocal booth in disbelief and the backing group shuffled their feet. I took to my heels and fled, but not before Geraldo most kindly tried to reassure me that he, too, had been nervous on his first recording. A true gentleman.


Life back at the shop in Richmond began to improve and, though I was expected to sweep up and clean the equipment, I began to make some extra money by foisting sets with high commission values on unsuspecting customers; more money in fact than the store manager was making, which gave him some cause for concern. Also at the store was Reg Smoothey, who was the brother of half of one of the great comedy double acts of a few years before, Lowe and Ladd. Reg had some of their old scripts, and together we performed them at different venues to considerable acclaim. They were truly terrible, but audiences seemed to like the act, a fact which mystified me, and I soon tired of it.


The rooms above the shop were let to a photographer who appeared to specialize in pictures of young men in gladiatorial poses. I got to know him quite well before he was arrested. It seemed that his main source of income was from blackmail. At that time homosexuality was still illegal, and he distributed thinly disguised magazines by mail order, which included an offer to supply photographs posed to customer’s requests. When he received the more outrageous requests he blackmailed the customer with threats of exposure. This may seem abhorrent behaviour, but some of the letters he received were truly disgusting. The one that particularly sticks in my mind was from a bishop, written on official paper, requesting pictures of choir boys being lashed upon bloody buttocks with explicit detail of the pain and horror on their faces. Who was the sinner?


An earlier job as door-to-door salesman for the Kleen-E-Zee Brush Company had offered some insight into this strange world. Selling things door to door is a tough, precarious business and not one at which I showed any promise, though it did allow the freedom to attend those damned auditions even if it didn’t pay the rent. I managed to make a rare sale to an apparently single man in Barnes and celebrated with a bit of sunbathing on the local common, where I was surprised to meet the customer again. He asked if he might join me and confided that he was a part-time professional wrestler and would I like to arm-wrestle him? Murmuring that it was too hot for such activities, I began to collect up my samples and clothes, whereupon he confessed that our meeting was not an accident. It appeared that he had friends in high places who were more than happy to pay for the company of young men, and one very well-known band leader would supply an apartment and a sports car of my choice just for the privilege of a weekly visit. I was thankful to be in a long-term relationship and declined the offer – but if I hadn’t? He then went on to tell me of another of his clients, who had recently returned from a trip to Austria where he had been beaten and tortured to within an inch of his life, including a spell locked in an Iron Maiden. Though close to death, he had enjoyed the experience so much that he was anxious to return as soon as his health improved, and would I care to join him as his chauffeur?


Another part-time job was selling vacuum cleaners to people who had responded to advertisements for cleaners offered at less than £5. It was known as ‘switch selling’, and the trick was to demonstrate that the cheap job was secondhand and useless and switch the customer to a £30 model. A lot of money in commission could be made but not, it would appear, by yours truly. My father thought this looked like an easy route to riches and demanded to be allowed to accompany me on a sales demonstration. We arrived at a rather grand house by appointment and my dad went through the routine of emptying rubbish on to the carpets prior to demonstrating how much better was the more expensive model than the advertised bargain. You can probably guess the rest. The cheap job blew up, fused all of the lights and we fled in panic leaving the occupants to clear up in darkness. Dad never forgave me and firmly believed that I had deliberately set him up.


Training for that job consisted of accompanying the sales manager on a couple of sales demonstrations and learning from him. He had remarkable ability and never failed to make a sale. When the time came for the customer to stump up the money, if the husband demurred he would ask what the man did for a living and point out that he needed tools for his job and surely his wife was not to be denied the tools needed for hers. It never failed. When I asked a customer what he did for a living I was told to mind my own fucking business.


Earning more money from commission than the shop manager in Richmond failed to endear me to him or his wife the cashier, and it was time to move on. I accepted a job in Wimbledon at a shop that sold radios and televisions but also stocked records. My father was horrified by the move and suggested that, at £8 per week, I was probably biting off more than I could chew. There’s a confidence-builder. It was only a small record department, but it opened up a whole new world to me. This was still a time of shellac 78s, and I remember when I first heard about the new 45s that were soon to become popular.


My assistant took an order for a record by somebody called Annabella Fantez, which didn’t appear in any catalogue, but eventually I tracked it down as ‘Mary’s Boy Child’ by Harry Belafonte, which has become one of the all time best-sellers and is still heard every Christmas. A small event but the start of a lifelong love affair.


Occasionally salesmen would visit us from the record companies, and they seemed to me to have one of the most glamorous jobs in the world. I determined that if I could not make a career of singing then this would be the next best thing. And it was.


Learning that the salesman from Vogue Records was leaving, I applied for and got his job. I was ecstatic. The position carried a decent salary and expenses, a van that I could have for personal use and a supply of the latest records. The down side was that my territory excluded London but covered the rest of the country as far north as Manchester, which meant that I would need to spend four nights a week away from home. Vogue Records was owned by Decca Records and was essentially a wholesaler of various catalogues including London American, Coral, Brunswick and a wonderful collection of jazz labels such as Contemporary and Blue Note. The job was a snap. I travelled the country averaging a thousand miles a week and, since the previous incumbent had been a lazy bugger, managed to treble the business. It was a cinch. All I needed was a case full of record sleeves with a few samples of the latest releases and I was welcomed in hundreds of shops that had never seen a record-company rep.


On Saturday mornings I was required to spend time in the office submitting expenses, sales reports and collecting new-release information. It was here that I began to meet some of the oddballs who populate the music biz. The general manager was a Labour councillor and a Catholic, who chased all the girls in the office to their considerable discomfort. The managing director, who worked from Decca and appeared only on Saturdays, was an apoplectic Protestant with a lousy temper. They hated each other and would rant and shout to the obvious amusement of the staff. The director addressed the manager as an idol-worshipping bastard and was in turn referred to as a buttoned-up shit. Somehow they managed to survive each other.


The records were racked in blocks of tall shelves, and the copies for the shops were picked to order. One Saturday, while perambulating through the racks, I encountered a beautiful black girl whom I had long fancied but had never approached. Seizing the opportunity, I made a flirtatious remark whereupon, with a low animal growl, she thrust me up against one of the racks and stuck her tongue several inches down my throat. I was, to say the least, a trifle disconcerted and, in true tabloid fashion, made my excuses and left somewhat hurriedly. I felt less of a fool a few weeks later when I learned that the young woman concerned had been dismissed for having it off in the back of a van with four warehousemen on their way to the factory.


As a healthy young man working in one of the glamour industries and on the road four nights a week, however, I have to confess that I was not indifferent to the many sexual opportunities that arose. It didn’t always work out, though, and once, at a boarding house in which I stayed in Coventry, I invited the daughter of the landlady out for a drink only to discover that she was banned in every pub in the city. I also made many good friends and within a year or so was promoted to the London area, but not before I crashed and wrote off the little company van by turning it over three times on an icy road. It was difficult to believe that I had escaped without even a bruise, and on the way to hospital for a check-up I asked the ambulance driver to stop by the wreck, convinced that I had crossed the threshold and would see my crushed body still in place. What was extraordinary was the number of people who had suddenly gathered to peer at the carnage in the middle of the deserted Salisbury Plain.


The London area was a whole new ball game with new opportunities. Some of the major shops could order in thousands, and those that supplied the jukebox trade would order many thousands of copies of sure fire hits such as a new Presley. I recall helping Joanna Smith open the first W.H. Smith record department, unaware that this would begin the slow decline of the specialist record shop. In those days record shops were run, in the main, by experienced and knowledgeable staff who memorized labels and catalogue numbers; if they didn’t have the record you wanted they could find it for you. There were over five thousand such stores across the nation, but now there are less than a thousand. Still, this is no different, I suppose, to the demise of the small grocer or fishmonger – and we are all guilty of patronizing supermarkets.


By this time I was on first-name terms with the managers and buyers of just about every major record shop from London to Manchester and knew which of them made regular returns to the compilers of the charts. I didn’t then know how valuable this information was to become. What was apparent was that I was still out on the fringes of the record business and it was time to move closer to the action. Not only that, but I learned that there was a job available at Philips Records, which came with a real car as opposed to a little van.


Who could resist?
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 PHILIPS RECORDS


First, there was EMI and Decca controlling the UK record business. Then in the 1950s they were challenged by a newcomer, Philips Records. Philips was owned by the Dutch electrical giant, and it entered the British market with the rights to the mighty American Columbia catalogue. In the early fifties its artists dominated the charts, and releases by Doris Day, Frankie Laine, Guy Mitchell, Johnny Ray and others were automatic and instant quarter-of-a-million chart-toppers. The only problem was that Philips viewed records as loss leaders to promote the brandname of their electric light bulbs and, in those early days, were losing about sixpence per disc sold.


I grew up in awe of these acts and have indelible memories of seeing both Johnny and Frankie at the London Palladium. Johnny, in particular, was an extraordinary performer – outrageously camp, partially deaf with a very visible hearing aid, he moved awkwardly but had an almost mystical aura on the stage. I know many seasoned professionals who toured with him and watched every move of every performance from the wings. Very few acts can muster that kind of respect from colleagues. Towards the end of his career I was asked to promote a revival show at the Palladium featuring Johnny Ray, Billy Daniels and other fifties acts. Our cleaning lady was a devoted Johnny Ray fan, and I took the opportunity to introduce her to her hero. He was gracious and charming, but his devoted fan never uttered a word nor ever mentioned the event over the following years. Perhaps I did her a disservice. Meeting idols rarely matches our expectations.


By the time I joined Philips as a salesman, rock and roll had all but thrown out the old guard of the catalogue, and the company was busily trying to build a roster of British acts. It was a mixed bunch led by Marty Wilde, Shirley Bassey, Frankie Vaughan and Anne Shelton. A short, rather pompous American named Lesley Gould, who was not noted for his humour, ran the company. He reportedly redeemed himself in this respect when asking Johnny Mathis’s female manager to allow her artist to appear at a Royal Variety Command Performance. When informed that no fee would be forthcoming, since it was considered a great honour to appear before the Queen, the manager is reported to have said, ‘Well, fuck your Queen’, to which our man is said to have responded, ‘And fuck yours, too.’ (Johnny was affectionately known as the ‘African Queen’ at the time.)


Johnny once explained to me that he walked, talked and acted like a man in every respect but had his own sexual agenda, which seemed fair enough. Later in that conversation he spoke all of the complete lyrics of ‘Witchcraft’ to me in a low, as they say, thrilling voice and invited me to spend the night. He was one of the most devastatingly attractive men you could wish to meet and if ever I was going to cross that line … but I pointed out that it wasn’t for me and the matter was dropped with no hard feelings, to use a rather unfortunate phrase.


As a sometime singer I was in awe of Frank Sinatra, who was on the Capitol label. I had collected his albums, seen all his movies, watched him in concert at both the high and the low points of his career and, of course, tried to ape his unique singing style without any success. Imagine my shock when I actually took a phone call from him.


The call was in fact for Johnny Mathis, who was staying at the Mayfair Hotel while on a British tour in 1962, and I was spending a lot of time with him arranging promotion. John was in the bathroom when the phone rang.


‘Who shall I say is calling?’ I quavered, as if there could possibly be any doubt.


‘Frank’ came the reply. And Johnny would not take the call. He suggested that I ask the legend to call back.


‘Just tell him that we are having a party upstairs in my suite and he should come up,’ said my idol. I was beside myself. A conversation with my all-time hero and an invite to his party! But Mathis would have none of it. The telephone rang several more times that afternoon, and each time my host refused the call. Very disappointing, but Frank and I got pretty matey on the phone at least.


That evening Johnny and I went to the Hippodrome theatre where the star of the show, a brilliant American club act whose name I have completely forgotten, performed part of her set sat at our table with Mathis sharing the spotlight – run-of-the-mill stuff for Mathis but a touch of pure Hollywood to me. We then went on to the Pigalle in Piccadilly, which had just started a season of top US singers in cabaret. The star that week was Peggy Lee. Another of my faves, and another whose style I had copied. The place was packed with all seats having been sold months in advance – but, of course, room could be found for a star of Mr Mathis’s eminence and a table was cleared for us just in front of the stage. Minutes before the show was due to start there was a small commotion outside and all heads turned to see Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Sammy Davis and assorted members of the Rat Pack being escorted to the front where some poor patrons were turfed off their table to allow it to be joined to ours.


Peggy was truly divine and sang only a few inches away from our enthralled company. You really have to see her in a club setting to appreciate fully her subtle changes and nuances. The evening was somewhat marred by the loutish behaviour of Sammy Davis who was very drunk and who insisted on trying to duet with Miss Lee, who was most gracious and, of course, completely cool. ‘Have a little more wine, Sam’ was as agitated as she got, while Sinatra suggested that he ‘shut the fuck up’. I was stunned. Sammy was yet another of my heroes, and it was distressing to see him behaving so boorishly, particularly during a semi-whispered version of ‘Bye Bye Blackbird’ when he leaped on to the table and tried to ape Peg’s exquisite hand movements.
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