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The Top of the Pops chart from June 1965
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David Bowie & the Spiders From Mars periorm ‘Starman’ – the defining Top of the Pops moment, 6 July 1972
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Cliff Richard – now Sir Cliff and proud holder of the record for most Top of the Pops appearances

























Foreword by Sir Cliff Richard





Top of the Pops was always a ‘must do’. With all the new technology available today, people forget just how few television outlets there were for rock & roll back when the programme began. But my career had been going for 6 years before that first show was broadcast in 1964!


In its early years, the power of Top of the Pops was such that if you performed on the programme, your song was guaranteed to climb up the next week’s charts. And at the beginning you had to travel up to Manchester to appear on the show, where you’d meet all the new acts like the Who, the Kinks and the Rolling Stones. On occasion, I even found myself lending a helping hand to more established names – like the Shadows!


I loved doing the Pops because you knew that you would be rubbing shoulders with other singers who had been Number One, or were heading that way. You never knew who you were going to bump into – over the years I appeared alongside everyone from the Wurzels to the Police, and Barry Manilow to Jethro Tull!


While the programme itself is now gone, you can still relive those classic moments on the internet and BBC 2. Though, if pressed, my vote would still be to bring Top of the Pops back to our television screens, where it belongs. But if that doesn’t happen, then this 50th anniversary book, will tell you all you need to know about a genuine television institution. Remember though: Top of the Pops was always more than just a programme; it reflected an era when the charts were vitally important to music. And every week, when that announcement finally came: “It’s Number One! It’s Top of the Pops…”, it really meant something… Nowadays, the programme may have gone, but thanks to books like this, those memories live on…


 


Sir Cliff Richard


London, 2013
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The show must go on: Original TOTP producers Stanley Dorfman (left), and Stanley Appel, frame Leo Sayer, London, 2013

























Stanley Dorfman Top of the Pops Co-creator, Producer and Director





I joined Top of the Pops from the design department, just after Johnnie Stewart started Bill Cotton’s brilliant concept of a pop show geared to the combined weekly charts of the Melody Maker, New Musical Express and BBC radio’s own chart.


The rules were that we would only feature singles that were in the top 30.


Only singles that were moving up the chart (even if the Beatles dropped from No. 1 to No. 2, even though they were pencilled in for the next show, we had to call Brian Epstein and say ‘Sorry mate, but the boys are out!’)


We had a ‘Tip for the Top’, which allowed us to feature new and unknown acts.


And a ‘New Release’, which featured major acts with a new record.


This format stayed, I believe, for all the years of TOTP.


It made the show always fresh, but also extremely difficult as we planned next week, when the charts came out, the day before the live show. There was always a frantic rescheduling: booking and rebooking, pre-recording of acts (particularly visiting Americans) that might be advancing up the chart the following weeks.


Also our brilliant choreographer, Flick Colby, might have to re-plan, reconstruct and re-dress an entirely new routine for the wonderful Pan’s People, who each week would dance to an act that was unavailable but strong in the charts.


That said, working on this show was an absolute joy! The excitement of a live show with cameras and cranes pushing their way through a dancing audience of over-enthusiastic teens; the rush of working with performers like the Rolling Stones, the Who, the Kinks, ‘Little’ Stevie Wonder, the Beach Boys, Supremes, Jimi Hendrix… And of course, the Beatles as well as Dusty, Lulu, Elton and Bowie who were just beginning massive careers.


Who can forget the excitement of John Lennon’s first live appearance after the Beatles on the show with ‘Instant Karma’? And George Harrison’s first appearance with the classic ‘My Sweet Lord’.


And the many lifelong friends I made: Ian Ralfini, Bill ‘Foxy’ Fowler, Brian Hutch and Tony Bramwell. Record producer Glyn Johns… managers and agents Deke Arlen and Harold Davison… publishers Terry & Mandy Oates… and of course, our dear photographer to the stars, the late and wonderful Harry Goodwin who even had an exhibition of his TOTP work at the Victoria & Albert Museum.


There were also the technical geniuses who made our work a doddle – vision mixer Richard ‘Dicky’ Pigg; camera crews 1 and 3 with their leaders, Ron Peverral and Ron Green. The extraordinary sound from Len Shorey, Dicky Green and Hugh Barker; the magical musical director Johnny Pearson and his flawless orchestra – visiting Americans were always confounded by how he was able to reproduce their charts! Gorgeous Samantha Juste, who lifted one’s spirit every week just by being there… Richard Chamberlain, Cecil Korer and Colin Charman on the floor and above all, my dear friend and co-conspirator, Kate Greer, who I realised, when I came to America, was doing the work of about six people!


Then there were the amusing moments, when we started the show in an old church in Manchester, the singers had to lip sync to their recordings – P.J. Proby stretched his hands out to the audience and disappeared from view as he was pulled into the crowd, popping up every few seconds, still miming his song!


There’s the 20 quid that Them (with singer Van Morrison) borrowed from me to get back to Ireland after their visit to the pub after the show, for which I am still waiting – 50 years later!


And always the fog in Manchester keeping musicians from arriving – as each band’s turn came we had to resort to lighting only the lead singer, so you would have two Kinks, a Who and a Them masquerading as Herman’s Hermits backing Peter Noone!


I learned an enormous amount from the 6 years I spent on TOTP about the art of television that has affected every show I have done since. Johnnie Stewart and I alternated producing and directing weekly, so we each did 26 shows a year, plus Christmas specials and recordings after each live show of acts (mostly visiting Americans) who we thought we would need in the future.


So over the years, I think I produced and directed about 156 Top of the Pops and loved every one of them and this 50th Anniversary TOTP book captures the very essence and spirit of those pioneering years of the programme.


 


Stanley Dorfman


August 2013
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Disc spinner Samantha Juste (who later married the Monkees’ Mickey Dolenz) with Pete Murray, one of the original Top of the Pops presenters, at a 1967 rehearsal




















 




INTRODUCTION





Pan’s People; hot pants; ‘shaddap you face’; flares; hip hop; rap; Merseybeat; ‘itsy-bitsy, teeny-weeny’; disco; grunge; Motown; Goth; dance; ‘it’s Chriiiiistmassss!’; mod; house; ‘the fastest milkman in the west’; Britpop; Legs & Co; punk; drums & bass; Beckenham-based aliens; ‘It’s Number One! It’s…’


Well, for a start, it’s a programme which has been immortalised in song by the Kinks, Boomtown Rats, Mott the Hoople and, of course, the Rezillos (No.17, 1978, Top of the Pops).


However, this is not just the story of a long-running television programme. The history of Top of the Pops is also the story of British popular music; a shadow history of rock & roll, and beyond. It’s the story of ‘Auntie BBC’ letting down her hair and getting down with the kids; and of how the initial 6-week run turned into a multi-generational, decades-long, pan-global TV phenomenon. Although nowadays, in this brave (if sometimes baffling) new world, where virtually every piece of recorded music is available at the press of a button, it is nigh on impossible to conjure up the strange and distant landscape in which Top of the Pops was first broadcast.


Imagine for a moment: a world without mobile phones or portable music and with a mere two black and white television channels; a nation in which over 75% of the electorate turn out to vote and where cigarettes are just 20p a packet. To the permanently switched-on young people of today, those distant days must seem as distant as the Cruikshank drawings that illustrated the weekly serials of Mr Charles Dickens.


But old-fashioned and clunky though those vintage TOTP may seem in retrospect, back in the day their potent mix of chart material, fashion and dancing proved an already integral part of a new, but fast-growing movement, that had yet to be christened ‘pop culture’.


Strangely, the timeless appeal of Top of the Pops was, if anything, helped rather than hindered by its strict guidelines. The programme’s rules were laid down early on: only acts whose records were going up the charts were allowed on; no act was permitted to appear on two consecutive weeks – save for the nation’s No.1; and every show ended with that all-important apex. At a time when the charts really mattered to pop fans and the pop business, that top slot was crucial to an artist’s career.


For over 40 years, Top of the Pops remained an institution. Very soon after its 1964 launch its power became apparent, and thus, the brand became bigger than any individual band. The year of the programme’s launch saw British pop music go global – and, within weeks of the first edition of Top of the Pops being broadcast, the Beatles made their first triumphant appearances in America, thereby opening the floodgates for the British Invasion and irrevocably altering the shape of our world.


During the programme’s 1970s heyday, it was estimated that a quarter of the entire UK population tuned in to BBC1 on a Thursday evening to watch the latest acts strut their stuff. It could also be argued that the programme virtually created the Glam Rock craze. And even during the punk era of the late 1970s, the most anti-establishment acts seemed only too happy to do their snarling and sneering live on camera. When the acts themselves couldn’t make it, TOTP became the shop window where you could enjoy their increasingly spectacular videos.


For several decades Top of the Pops became the mirror that nurtured and reflected every new musical style, fashion craze and youth movement. But as technology evolved to make the music more accessible, and as the record industry lost its stranglehold on that music, the programme’s power inevitably diminished. It was clear that the writing was on the wall when its prime-time slot was altered; then its day of broadcast; then the channel… Until, in 2006, the BBC announced the unthinkable: it was removing Top of the Pops from its schedules entirely.


Shock! Horror! Outrage! – both from the record industry and the public at large. Yet ironically, with editions re-edited; episodes repeated; compilation CDs released and the growing interest in pop anniversaries… Top of the Pops proved, once again, to be bigger even than the music for which it provided a platform.


Strange to think that it all began in a former church in Manchester, at a time when ‘pop music’ was merely an insignificant trifle that kept young people amused. The last National Serviceman had been discharged just a few months before that historic first programme; the Beatles were strictly a UK phenomenon and Vietnam was still a faraway country of which we knew little.


Top of the Pops started out by offering the majority – who were strangers both to London and the Swinging 60s – a fascinating glimpse into a secret and exotic world. It went on to become the barometer of the British music industry, while helping to shape fashion and reflect changes in music and society. For every subsequent generation, it provided nothing less than the soundtrack to our lives.
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Mick Jagger with original Top of the Pops producer, Johnnie Stewart, backstage in 1969

























CHAPTER 1


The 1960s: Skipping the Light Fandango





Forget the old cliché that if you can remember the 1960s you clearly weren’t there. A far more accurate reflection is that the so-called Swinging 60s only really swung for about a couple of dozen people in London – most of them photographers, models, hairdressers or Cockney actors, plus, of course, a footballer, the Beatles and four of the Rolling Stones.


It was not until 1966 that Time magazine officially declared London to be ‘swinging’. But by then, the image was already familiar: mini-skirted dolly birds swinging down Carnaby Street, while hip young men roared by in Minis accompanied by a blaring soundtrack of Fab music provided by the Who, Small Faces, Kinks, Dusty, Sandie and a hundred more. Pop music mirrored the times – at that time, more than any other.


But BBC radio was yet ready to hold up a mirror to prevailing fashion – in music or anything else. The familiar mid-60s soundtrack of non-stop-pop was instead provided by a motley collection of illegal pirate radio stations, bobbing queasily up and down on the North Sea – tantalisingly, just beyond the reach of British jurisprudence. Together, the two best known sea-faring stations – Radio Caroline and Radio London – provided a glittering soundtrack to that most illustrious of decades. Back then, ears pressed close to crackling transistor radios was how you heard the latest releases from the pantheon of pop greats.


It was not until 1967 that the government’s Postmaster General (lest we forget, Labour politician Tony Benn) finally clamped down on the pirates, banning their broadcasts. And in September that year, the BBC reluctantly launched Radio 1.


Staid and behind the times BBC radio may have been. But just a few years earlier BBC television had definitely been ahead of the game when, on 1 January 1964, it broadcast the first ever episode of the UK’s longest running television music programme.  





[image: ]

The Beatles make their only live Top of the Pops appearance on 16 June 1966, miming ‘Paperback Writer’








Despite all the naysayers who predicted a short shelf-life for rock & roll, there was a surprising number of precedents for pop on TV. In 1957, BBC Television (there was still only the one BBC channel) launched Six-Five Special. In 1958, ITV countered with Oh Boy! And in 1959, with sales of new-fangled 45 rpm singles overtaking those of 78s, BBC TV began the Saturday night institution that was Juke Box Jury. Commercial television hit back again: in 1961 with Thank Your Lucky Stars; and in 1963 – promising ‘the weekend starts here’ – with Ready! Steady! Go!


It was the BBC’s Head of Variety, Bill Cotton (son of bandleader and Saturday night fixture Billy ‘wakey, wakey’ Cotton), who commissioned the corporation’s counter-attack. Originally, Top of the Pops was only scheduled to run for six episodes, with the option of a further six should there be the demand.


Talking to Johnny Black in Q magazine in 1999, Cotton recalled: “At the time, Ready! Steady! Go! was doing amazing things… [a chart show] seemed simple and right, but there were, to say the least, trepidations within the organisation as to the potential of a show such as Top of the Pops. The feeling was, either it would be a total failure or a completely overwhelming success.”


Later, talking to Jeff Simpson, Bill Cotton explained that the timing seemed just right for a new British pop programme: “What struck me was that the majority of the hit parade was British. Previously, it had been mostly American. But now, out of the Top 20, there were probably fifteen or sixteen British songs. Why didn’t we do a hit parade show?”


The timing couldn’t have been better. During the whole of 1963, both the LP and single charts in Britain were dominated by home-grown acts. Even prior to the Beatles’ domination, Cliff Richard, the Shadows, Jet Harris & Tony Meehan, Frank Ifield – all had nailed the top slot down. And before you write in, Frank Ifield was born in Coventry, so definitely qualifies as a UK act! Then came the onslaught of the Beatles, and all the Liverpool groups who came in their wake. Gerry & the Pacemakers, the Searchers, Billy J. Kramer & the Dakotas… all enjoyed No.1 hit singles during that triumphant year of 1963. Only Elvis managed to muster a valiant rearguard action that year – but only for a single week when ‘Devil In Disguise’ was fleetingly at No.1.


Recognising that the time was right to celebrate the UK’s dominance of the pop universe, the BBC gave Top of the Pops the go-ahead. Though as the corporation’s house-magazine, Radio Times, solemnly announced: “The performers whose songs are popular in the charts will mime to their discs, a departure from standard BBC policy. The idea is to replicate the sound of the popular track. No two performances are the same, but this performance is the one that made it a hit.”


The BBC even had to negotiate a special dispensation with the all-powerful Musicians’ Union to allow acts appearing on the show to mime to their own records. In order to protect the interests of their members, who were for the most part jobbing musicians, the Musicians’ Union had always limited the amount of airplay permitted on the BBC. For years, the so-called needle-time restrictions had meant that only a limited number of discs could be played on the Corporation’s pre-Radio 1, Light Programme; the remainder being replicated by BBC orchestras and singers. Elvis Costello’s dad, Ross McManus, was among those who were kept busy throughout the 1960s, pretending to be any one of a hundred different chart stars.


“We feel it is dishonest for someone to just mouth the words,” admitted one BBC executive at the time Top of the Pops launched. “We are relaxing the rules in this case because the programme is designed to let viewers hear records as recorded.”


Johnnie Stewart – who had overseen previous TV pop programmes – The Twist, The Trad Fad, Juke Box Jury – was appointed as the show’s first producer. Years later, discussing the durability of TOTP, Stewart reflected: “Those other shows at the time were kids’ shows, for what is really a minority audience, and they had no peg to hang it on. We went for the charts – and there’ll always be a pop chart.”


Stewart continued as producer, steering the programme through its first 9 years before handing over to Robin Nash in 1973. But so identified with the programme had he become, that the image of the guy on the stool – seen on the show’s end credits for years – was none other than… Johnnie Stewart!


Once the format was established, Johnnie Stewart stuck to two simple rules which the show continued to honour for much of its 42 year history: “It was so simple,” Stewart told Steve Blacknell. “Rule Number One was that we only put a record in the show if it went up the charts that week. If a record was going down, to me it was dead. Rule Number Two: we always, and I mean always, ended with the No.1 record.”


With the show finally green-lighted, there was a rush to gather together the necessary acts – as dictated by the most recent chart – and then to get them all up to the BBC studio in Manchester for that very first Top of the Pops.


Ironically, though 1964 was the high watermark of Beatlemania, the Fabs did not appear on that debut programme, despite having the No.1 single (‘I Want To Hold Your Hand’); the No.3 single (‘She Loves You’); two EPs (The Beatles Hits; Twist & Shout); and their second LP (With The Beatles) – all in that week’s Top 20 singles chart! There was sweet revenge though, as the first act featured on that very first edition of Top of the Pops was the Rolling Stones, performing ‘I Wanna Be Your Man’ – a song written by none other than Lennon & McCartney!


A further Fab irony occurred during the watershed week in March 1964 that saw the first-ever UK singles chart to feature nothing but UK acts – and the Beatles were absent from that show too! However, the Beatles did make their first appearance on the programme that same month, in a pre-recorded clip on which they mimed to their current single ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’.




***





The historic moment when the very first Top of the Pops episode was broadcast came at 6.35 p.m. on Wednesday 1 January 1964. And the first music was heard was the show’s theme – ‘Percussion Piece’, written by Johnnie Stewart and Harry Rabinowitz and played by Bobby Midgley. Despite all the fluctuating pop fads and fashions, it would remain the Pops’ theme until 1973.


Another enduring staple of the show was the voice announcing: “Yes… it’s No.1… it’s Top of the Pops!” This had been recorded one lunchtime by a BBC light entertainment radio producer called Jim Moir – who later went on to become the most influential figure in the UK pop industry when he became Controller of Radio 2.


Coincidentally, in 1963 while a young trainee at the BBC, Jim Moir had suggested to the corporation’s Head of Light Entertainment, Tom Sloan, that the network should have a programme reflecting the seismic changes which the world of pop was undergoing during that Beatle-crazy year. But, as he remembered to Jeff Simpson, the Beeb were ahead of the game: “As I gave my brilliant exposition of this programme, Tom Sloan held his hand up and said ‘Well Mr Moir, just in case you should ever think that we stole your idea, I should tell you that we in the Light Entertainment Group already have a similar show in mind’.” 
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Dusty Springfield appears on the show in January 1964, promoting her debut solo single, ‘I Only Want To Be With You’








When that very first show was broadcast, it was introduced by Jimmy Savile; the disc spinner was Denise Sampey; and there, live in the studio, miming to their latest hits were the Rolling Stones (‘I Wanna Be Your Man’); Dusty Springfield (‘I Only Want To Be With You’); the Dave Clark Five (‘Glad All Over’); the Hollies (‘Stay’) and the Swinging Blue Jeans (‘Hippy Hippy Shake’). On film, Cliff Richard and the Shadows performed ‘Don’t Talk To Him’ and Freddie & the Dreamers did ‘You Were Made For Me’. The studio audience got their brief moment in the spotlight when they were shown dancing, just a tad self-consciously, to the Beatles’ ‘She Loves You’ and Gene Pitney’s ’24 Hours From Tulsa’.


And, that was it… a fantastic, fabulous, fluent snapshot of British pop music on the cusp of a new era. And only the late, great Gene Pitney flying the Stars & Stripes.
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Jim Hendrix backstage at Top of the Pops after performing ‘Hey Joe’, December 1966













***





The reason the show came from Manchester was that, as today with its switch to Salford, the BBC wanted to maximise its use of regional studios, and their Manchester personnel weren’t exactly over-extended. And as the power of the show became apparent, few managers showed any reluctance to dispatch their charges on that lengthy trek “up north”. The journey took 5 hours and 15 minutes each way and cost £5. Though for an extra £1/6/- (£1.30p) each way, the biggest stars were sometimes treated to the luxury of a British Rail sleeper. With the ever-increasing influence of the programme, some managers even started stumping up £9/14/- for the air fare.


In time, as the power of Pops continued to build, flights would become the norm. As the Searchers’ Frank Allen recalled: “In the very early days, of course, the show was produced at the old church in Dickenson Road, Manchester and those who were based in London would fly up from Heathrow early on the day, then catch the last plane down again after the show had finished – which was, as I recall, an 8.30 take-off.


“It was a pretty tight schedule but the airline was used to it and would be prepared for a bunch of pop stars checking in a bit late. The programme went out at 7 p.m., so there was naturally a mad dash by cab when it ended with the No.1 record at half-past. Just enough time to make the plane! The other Searchers were Liverpool-based but my home was in west London, so I was one of the mad dashers. Samantha Juste, who was the pretty girl who put the discs on the turntable every week, also had to collect her things and get to the waiting taxi every week. She was friendly and fun and we often used to share that final cab.”


While that first show may have looked great on screen, the reality behind the camera was somewhat less than glamorous. Talking to Johnny Black the show’s production secretary, Frances Line, remembered: “They’d taken all the pews out, but you could still clearly see that it was a church. It was very odd to see Camera One moving up and down what had very obviously been the aisle.”


Things were not exactly cosy in the BBC Manchester canteen either. The Swinging Blue Jeans’ Ray Ennis remembers an occasion when a dinner lady wanted to get autographs from some of the groups appearing on that first show, so one of his bandmates snatched a pen from another group on that historic show… “But Keith Richards demanded his pen back,” Ennis told Johnny Black. “‘You fuckin’ Northern Ernies, give me my pen back!’ So they started grappling over this little plastic pen… and they end up throwing punches on the floor. At this point, Mick Jagger comes in, sees what’s going on, and wades in to help Keith, so it became a real free-for-all!”


Talking to Spencer Leigh, Ray Ennis remembered another mishap when the Blue Jeans were invited onto an early edition of the show to mime along to their big hit ‘Hippy Hippy Shake’, only to find their record being played at the wrong speed – which understandably affected their performance!


For the all-important first show, a studio audience had been rounded up from various Manchester youth clubs. They were not as fashionably dressed as their southern counterparts on Ready! Steady! Go!, but were clearly every bit as thrilled to be sharing a studio with their pop idols. For some acts too, the location was seen as a plus. Hollies’ drummer Bobby Elliott was delighted that the first TOTP came from the group’s hometown, but he also thought it worked better than its London equivalent: “Compared to Ready! Steady! Go! where you were always getting jostled by kids while you were trying to play, even the very first Top of the Pops was a model of organised perfection.”


Not even the thorny question of miming bothered Elliott: “We didn’t mind that because audio technology in those days couldn’t capture a good live band sound for television. The sound on things like Ready! Steady! Go! which were live, was appalling! So on Top of the Pops you just took pride in how well you could match your movements to the record, which was quite a skill in itself.


“Our manager in London said ‘Go up to Manchester, there’s a new BBC show called Top of the Pops.’ I remember saying at the time ‘What a corny, unhip name for a music show!’


“We were booked to perform our latest hit ‘Stay’, so off we went in our Ford Thames van, up the M1 – it ended just north of Watford Gap, and the rest of the journey was on the old A-roads. On arrival at Dickenson Road we found an old boarded-up church.


“Inside it had been converted into a TV studio. Quite cosy. Great little canteen with friendly ladies who served tea in proper cups on saucers…Doing the show was a doddle with dear old Johnnie Stewart directing. We just mimed and made it look real. Easy.”


And so there it was: the historic first episode of a programme which was intended to run for six episodes – and went on for over two thousand!


Barely a month later, the blizzard which was the Beatles would go global when the Fabs conquered America. Their success paved the way for the British Invasion and, by the end of the year, what had been a largely UK phenomenon was reaching out across the Atlantic, as the Stones, Animals, Who, Yardbirds and Kinks took the music they loved back home.


As the only real rivals to the Beatles, the Rolling Stones made numerous appearances on the programme throughout the 1960s. Bill Wyman noted that the only Stones single not featured was 1964’s ‘Little Red Rooster’ – though this was nothing to do with its bluesy authenticity, rather a run-in between the Stones’ management and BBC mandarins.


As well as their run of timeless 60s hits (‘Satisfaction’, ‘Get Off My Cloud’, ‘Paint It Black’) the Stones were also allowed to feature odd album tracks on Top of the Pops: ‘Mother’s Little Helper’ from 1966’s Aftermath; a couple of songs from 1967’s Their Satanic Majesties Request. The Stones were happy to play the promotional game, regularly appearing on Pops, but drawing the line at grinning inanely from the roundabout on Sunday Night At The London Palladium. Though, as Mick admitted: “The only reason we did the show was because it was a good national plug. Anyone who thought we were changing our image to suit a family audience was mistaken.”


The band’s reputation as bad boys persisted throughout the 60s – and following the famous Redlands drugs bust, the Stones released ‘We Love You’ – their answer song to the Beatles’ ‘All You Need Is Love’. With the very real threat of long-term prison sentences hanging over their heads, Mick Jagger and Keith Richards shot a film to promote their 1967 single. Based around the 19th Century trial of Oscar Wilde, it showed Mick preening himself as Oscar; Keith as a bespectacled judge; and Marianne Faithfull as the unbearably beautiful Bosie (Lord Alfred Douglas). Needless to say, it was deemed unsuitable for TOTP.


In July 1969, just days after Brian Jones’ death and immediately prior to their first UK show in 2 years – which drew a crowd of half a million to London’s Hyde Park – the Stones were due on the show to promote ‘Honky Tonk Women’. The TOTP appearance “was not our greatest performance,” Bill Wyman noted laconically.


Looking back at the band’s TOTP appearances, it is hard to reconcile the boyish enthusiasm of Mick Jagger with the rock knight of today; the languorous cool of Keith Richards with the 21st Century’s gnarled veteran… and poignantly, was there ever a more quintessential mid-60s pop star than Brian Jones?


“Greetings pop-pickers!” enthused Alan Freeman as he introduced the second Top of the Pops. A familiar voice on BBC radio since 1961, when he first hosted the Sunday night chart rundown on the old Light Programme, Freeman was seen as a safe pair of hands. And over the next three years he would remain one of the show’s regular hosts, alongside Savile, Pete Murray and David Jacobs.


Freeman recalled: “My image was of happiness and joviality, because, after all, the music was lively and you had to be slightly over the top to give flow to the show.” Only occasionally did Fluff’s machine-gun patter falter, such as the time he introduced ‘Cast Your Fate to the Wind’ as – you guessed it – ‘Cast Your Wind to the Fate’!


In November 1964, the Radio Times promised: “Alan Freeman introduces the guests, looks at today’s chart, and speculates on trends in the world of Pop. The studio audience, as usual, take an active part in the proceedings.” As with Ready! Steady! Go!, the audience was to become an integral part of the programme – looking back at them now, there is always the self-conscious, all-purpose dance step to accompany every act, and the quick guilty glance at the studio monitor to check whether they could be seen on TV at home.


David Jacobs had come to TOTP straight from years behind the desk smoothly controlling the panel on the Beeb’s other longstanding pop show, Juke Box Jury. Jacobs hosted Top of the Pops equally effectively, running the show like an avuncular headmaster (“Even on the radio, he sounded as if he was wearing a suit and tie,” Cilla Black told Ian Gittins).


Not much wonder that Top of the Pops made such a mark: Juke Box Jury was jaw-droppingly dull television, with absolutely no visual impact. Panelists were filmed listening to records! And then, for variety, audience members were shown – also listening to the records. The tension finally reached fever pitch when the panel voted the disc a ‘Hit’ or ‘Miss’; then, occasionally, the star would emerge from behind a screen, smiling politely, to shake hands with the panel who had passed comment on their record.
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Official TOTP photographer Harry Goodwin snapping Peter Noone of Herman’s Hermits








Compare old episodes of Juke Box Jury with early Top of the Pops and spot the difference. Although the studio audiences were less excitable than those on later shows; the camera movements were more static than those later employed; and the sets were less exotic – there was already an energy and real vibrancy to the new kid on the TV block.


Our research revealed a fascinating internal BBC costing for one of the earliest editions of the programme. For presenting the 29 April 1964 edition of Pops, Alan Freeman received the princely sum of £105.00; while the comely, disc-spinning Samantha Juste got five guineas. There was also a surprisingly wide variation in payments to the musical performers, with the Merseybeats taking away £63.00; Gerry & the Pacemakers £157/10/-; Peter & Gordon £52/10/-; the Fourmost £63.00 while the Rolling Stones went home with £86.00! Photographer Harry Goodwin received £35.00; design ate up a whopping £182/2/3d while the all-important hospitality accounted for just six pounds and nine old pence! The total cost for that week’s show was just £1,253/5/11d.


One man who knows all about this programme – and indeed most of our nation’s TV history, is Dick Fiddy, who has been the British Film Institute’s television consultant for the past quarter-century: “Top of the Pops arrived at a perfect time… Pop groups were replacing the old variety acts: you’d have a mixed variety bill, then gradually throughout the 60s, you’d work towards a mixed music bill. They would be mixed bills – the Beatles would have Frank Ifield on a bill, and Top of the Pops reflected that…


“It was the dog wagging the tail – the dog was the buying public, the tail was Top of the Pops, which reflected what the public was buying. It came at the right time, a very exciting time in music, when the BBC were finding their feet again after being heavily out-gunned by the early years of ITV. Under Sir Hugh Carlton-Greene in the early 60s, the Beeb put on Steptoe & Son, That Was The Week That Was, Top of the Pops, it began taking risks…”


Years later, when it became apparent that countless thousands of hours of priceless pop television had been wiped by the BBC so that the tapes could be re-used, there was a general sense of outrage. But then hindsight is a wonderful thing, as Dick Fiddy confirmed: “Pop music – more than most television – was considered ephemeral, so the reason for not keeping it was doubly so. I mean nobody had any idea that these groups, those songs, would have a 50-year shelf-life. Nobody!


“It’s very easy to point the finger and talk about cultural vandalism, and the loss of these programmes – but, at the time, you were hard pushed to see what the BBC could have done… You can use the tapes again, so there was a financial imperative. The BBC has always had an uneasy relationship with newspapers, and if the Daily Mail or Daily Express had found that the BBC was sitting on thousands of tapes which they could have re-used, which they can’t show again because they’re out of copyright, then they would have pilloried them for the waste of license payers’ money! Financially, they did the right thing; culturally, as we now know, it’s shocking.”


Those first Top of the Pops editions from Manchester were genuine seat-of-the-pants television. The entire programme was broadcast live; the producers only received the final chart on Tuesday morning; and within 36 hours Johnnie Stewart and the team had to have a complete show ready to broadcast live on air! It was, as Stewart would later ruefully admit: “the simplest show in the world – and pure murder to put on!”


The Kinks made their TOTP debut with ‘You Really Got Me’ on 19 August 1964 – just a fortnight after its release as a single. Equally significant is the fact that the journey from London to Manchester to record the show was the band’s first-ever flight! Over the next couple of years the Kinks became regulars on the show, as their list of classic 60s singles: ‘Tired Of Waiting’, ‘Dedicated Follower Of Fashion’, ‘Sunny Afternoon’, ‘Waterloo Sunset’, so beautifully reflected those fast-changing times.


Many groups have been lauded as defining that decade, and thanks to periodic use on TV documentaries, feature films and DVDs, certain songs have become entrenched in the public consciousness. But no other group has ever made the same impact, or maintained such an influence, as the Beatles. Incredible then, given their dominance of the UK pop scene during the 7 years they spent at the top, that it was not until June 1966 that the Beatles made their first and only live appearance on Top of the Pops.


It was between recording sessions for Revolver that the group consented to appear. According to a breathless report in that week’s New Musical Express, Brian Epstein said: “Johnnie Stewart wrote me a letter saying that although he had scheduled a Beatles film-clip for the programme, there had been an unprecedented demand for them to appear live on the show… I put it to the boys late on Tuesday and they said ‘yes’.”
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A bird’s eye view of the Rolling Stones performing on the show in 1965








‘The boys’ historic debut took place in Studio 2 at the BBC’s Television Centre in Shepherd’s Bush on Thursday 16 June 1966. The group spent nearly 6 hours rehearsing, posing for photos and further camera rehearsals – and then, live on air, the Beatles played live, albeit miming, to their current single ‘Paperback Writer’ and its B-side ‘Rain’.


Mark Lewisohn, the world’s foremost Beatle authority, has observed of that historic June 1966 appearance: “Ironically, it was not just the group’s first personal appearance on the show, nor just their first before any TV audience in 10 months, it was also (excepting the unique worldwide transmission of ‘All You Need Is Love’ on 25 June 1967) their last live musical television appearance of all, and certainly their last on a recognised ‘pop show’. Johnnie Stewart could never have played a better winning hand.”


Prior to this ground-breaking appearance (and indeed, subsequently), the group had produced little film clips with which to promote their current single – which, as the songs inevitably wound their way to the “toppermost of the poppermost”, the programme would screen. Sometimes, however, TOTP would concoct their own little clip to run while the song was playing. Mark Lewisohn, for example, noted that for the double A-sided ‘Yellow Submarine’/ ‘Eleanor Rigby’, the programme filmed: “Eleven members of the British Sub Aqua Club in action at a London swimming pool, while for the latter, stringing together a sequence of stills of a BBC scene-shifter (who also happened to be a former actor) dressed as a priest and posing with props in a Manchester cemetery.” Another memorable TOTP sequence accompanied ‘Ticket To Ride’ – not a Fab in sight, just that speeded-up London to Brighton train ride which was so familiar to black and white TV audiences of the 1960s.


Inevitably though, as the Beatles’ music grew more elaborate, so did their videos. From straightforward mimed performances, Beatle clips evolved through the worldwide anthem of 1967 ‘All You Need Is Love’ (actually shot for the BBC’s Our World programme), while the promos for ‘Penny Lane’ and ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’ perfectly captured the hazy mood of the times.


One intriguing Top of the Pops clip that survives from the 1960s has Alan Freeman tantalisingly introducing a 1967 round-up in the Christmas schedule, and alerting viewers that the Fabs’ Magical Mystery Tour will be screened later that night on BBC1 which, he knowingly informs us, is “not one to miss”.


Of course, the one star who never made it to Manchester, London, or indeed any edition of Top of the Pops, was the undisputed King of Rock & Roll… Elvis Presley. At the time when his thunder was increasingly being stolen by the young beat groups of the 60s, Elvis was still only in his 30s; but, increasingly locked into the Hollywood treadmill for most of the 1960s, Elvis remained the King across the water. The only time Elvis ever set foot in any part of the UK was in 1960 returning from Army service in Germany, when his plane stopped to refuel at Prestwick in Scotland. Legend has it that he spent half an hour chatting to fans and had a cup of tea!


Although 60s bands like the Beatles, Stones and Who may have eclipsed him, the King still enjoyed a substantial run of UK chart singles during the decade. And when Elvis’s single ‘Crying in the Chapel’ gave him a surprise No.1 in 1965, the ever-imaginative Johnnie Stewart snatched some photos of a Manchester church and intercut them with photos of Elvis.


But when it came to Top of the Pops and photographs, there was really only one man – Mancunian Harry Goodwin. Approached early on by Johnnie Stewart to become the programme’s official photographer, Harry was flattered, though less than delighted to learn that his weekly fee would be a mere £30. Even Mick Jagger thought that was a bit low, and advised Harry to demand more. To pour oil on troubled financial waters, Stewart offered to give Harry his own end credit: ‘Still Photographer: Harry Goodwin’. It was a position Harry maintained until 1973.


The Small Faces was another of those now legendary 60s acts who were regular guests on the programme. Drummer Kenney Jones had nothing but fond memories of the band’s appearances: “It seemed to be one big happy family. In the mid-60s of course there’d be a much greater cross-section of artists appearing on the show; some weeks you’d be performing alongside people like Val Doonican and Ken Dodd, but they were always really concerned about you, very polite, and into your career. No problems whatsoever.”


Small Faces’ singer Steve Marriott was somewhat less enchanted, and went so far as to insult the powerful, and generally admired, producer Johnnie Stewart to his face. Legend has the pugnacious singer confronting Stewart with the words: “I’m glad you’re leaving, I always thought you were a major c**t.” Alas, Marriott was misinformed, and Stewart was staying put… Instead, it was the Small Faces who “left” – becoming the first band to be actually banned from the programme.


A breakdown of the accounts for the 1 April 1965 edition reveals that Samantha Juste’s pay has doubled to a full ten guineas, while Jimmy Savile gets a whole £41.00 more than poor old Fluff. Among the acts, Them (featuring Van Morrison) are paid £52/10/-; Cliff Richard £78/15/-; Unit 4+2, the Animals and the Yardbirds all make do with £63.00; and the Who get £76/13/-. Perhaps rather recklessly, given Keith Moon’s proclivities, 15 guineas is lavished on the hire of two drum kits!


Unit 4+2’s Lem Lubin laughed as he looked back to those days when a trip to Manchester was essential, even after they hit the top with ‘Concrete & Clay’: “Back at the start it only took us 2 hours to drive up to Manchester – well there were no speed limits and we were in a hurry! If we did stop on the way up or on our return, it was protocol for all the bands to stop at the legendary Blue Boar Inn. It was there that us, the Who, the Kinks, the Stones.… well, everyone would stop for a break. Oh, and steal sandwiches (it was mandatory!).


“It’s weird, but when ‘Concrete & Clay’ hit No.1, it didn’t really hit us. Dear Kenny Everett and Dave Cash had really made that record for us on the pirate Radio London, bless ‘em… Maybe it was too big to take in, but it was kind of like ‘Oh okay, that’s great; let’s have another round of drinks!’ If we ever did realise we had made it, well, it was when the BBC put us up in a hotel in Altrincham to do the show. It cost £4.00 a night! We couldn’t believe it – a real hotel! If nothing else, Top of the Pops made us feel just a bit important; and that maybe – just maybe – we were part of the bigger picture!”


Cliff Richard (now, Sir Cliff) had already been enjoying hit records for 6 years by the time the first edition aired. With an incredible and unparalleled career, Sir Cliff is in the unique position of having enjoyed hit records for every decade the UK charts have been in existence. And equally remarkable is the fact that throughout the entire history of Top of the Pops, Sir Cliff has racked up more appearances than any other act – an estimated 160 throughout the history of the show.


The 1965 Christmas Day edition of the show serves as a potent reminder of just who was flying high in the pop firmament at that crucial moment in pop history: the Beatles were amply represented on film, but live performances were featured from the Rolling Stones, Georgie Fame, the Kinks, Moody Blues, the Walker Brothers, the Seekers… and Ken Dodd.


It is worth remembering just how popular the buck-toothed balladeer still was at that midway point of the Swinging 60s. Nineteen sixty-five was a year that saw keynote releases from the Beatles, Beach Boys, the Who, Simon & Garfunkel, the Byrds, Them and Bob Dylan – but, despite all this hip competition, Ken Dodd’s ‘Tears’ remained the UK’s No.1 single for 5 weeks.


In total, Dodd’s single spent nearly 6 months on the charts; and on the back of its durability, TOTP’s rival, ITV’s Thank Your Lucky Stars, actively discouraged appearances by “long-haired groups”. Instead, they promoted “good music” – and the first act they chose was none other than… Ken Dodd! And as final testament to Dodd’s musical powers – even in that hippest of all decades, let it be remembered that second-only to singles by the Beatles, Ken Dodd’s ‘Tears’ was – incredibly – the biggest-selling single of the entire 1960s.


Such astonishing diversity may have helped account for the programme’s enduring ability, but it also increased the frustration felt by many at having to sit through balladeers and comedians, before getting to see their cutting-edge favourites. Thanks to repeats, you can relish again the soft folk of the Seekers, bolstered by the unparalleled and undervalued voice of Judith Durham. Or look again at the unequal pairing of Sonny & Cher, then look at the audience looking at the odd couple, and, finally, wonder if you will ever again be able to hear ‘I Got You Babe’ without thinking of the film Groundhog Day. There is an added poignancy in watching those old re-runs of the few shows that survive from the 60s: just realising how few of the Byrds, the Dave Clark 5, and the Beatles remain…


It was early in 1966 that the programme finally made the inevitable move South, from Manchester to the BBC’s Lime Grove studios in London – where the new space gave Stewart much more flexibility in presenting the acts. That same year saw a further fundamental change in the way Top of the Pops was made. Until 1966 the Musicians’ Union had been happy enough to have acts miming along to their own records. But now there was a growing concern that their members were being done out of work, which led to the introduction of a complicated new system. The acts themselves were still welcome on the show, but they had to get there earlier in order to pre-record their hit. That was fine for a four-piece group who played their own instruments. But as pop grew increasingly complex during 1966, and particularly in the following psychedelic year of ’67, it meant that if in addition to the artist or band there was a full orchestra and backing singers on the disc… then that line-up is what had to be replicated when they performed on Top of the Pops.


The first Top of the Pops broadcast from London, on 20 January 1966, was hosted by David Jacobs, who introduced studio guests Cilla Black (‘Love’s Just A Broken Heart’); Otis Redding (‘My Girl’); Paul & Barry Ryan (‘Have Pity on the Boy’); David & Jonathan (‘Michelle’); Crispian St Peters (‘You Were On My Mind’); Herman’s Hermits (‘A Must To Avoid’); Stevie Wonder (‘Uptight’); Herb Alpert (‘Spanish Flea’, on film); and that week’s No.1, the Spencer Davis Group with ‘Keep On Running’.


Moving to London allowed for larger studios and more lavish sets. That meant bigger audiences, which could of course, now be drawn from the trendy, and by then world-famous, streets of ‘Swinging London’.


Even when the show had come from the less-trendy north, the audience had always been as integral a part of Top of the Pops as the acts who appeared on the show. And of course, what the acts and audience were wearing was every bit as important as what the audience was listening to. Though in hindsight, it is often forgotten that those early editions of Top of the Pops were broadcast in black and white, so in a sense, the viewers had to imagine for themselves the bright colours and vibrant fashions.


But by the time Top of the Pops came south, London was already recognised as the cynosure of all things “happening”. Besides being home to the Beatles and all the leading pop groups of the period, film stars like Terence Stamp, Sarah Miles, Michael Caine, Julie Christie, Tom Courtenay and Susannah York were now icons across the world. Even the hairdresser Vidal Sassoon had become a celebrity. And in fiction, it was London from which James Bond, 007, ventured out on his glamorous missions. Photographers too were now in on the game – with the likes of David Bailey, Terence Donovan and Brian Duffy bringing freshness and excitement to the moribund fashion industry. Their success was confirmed when cinema maestro Michelangelo Antonioni came to the capital to film his take on ‘Swinging London’, Blow-Up – whose protagonist was a fashion photographer.


But whoever was wearing what, it soon became apparent that particularly during its 60s heyday, Top of the Pops exerted a strong visual hold over its television audience. The mini skirt soon gave way to the Bonnie & Clyde midi and Dr Zhivago maxi… outlandish hippie gear was replaced by the more rural cottons. On into the 70s, denim and glam, skinhead belt and braces and ripped punk jeans… whatever the style, you like as not saw it first on Top of the Pops.


During the 1960s, Chris Welch of Melody Maker was a regular visitor to the Top of the Pops studio in London. “Looking back, it was amazing,” Chris told us. “I just drove up to Television Centre in my Ford Consul, was waved in, and parked right outside. Imagine that today! The first time I went was in 1965, just trotted up to reception – ‘Melody Maker to see Tom Jones on Top of the Pops’ – and they waved you through without looking up from their copy of Titbits!


“But the actual studios were a bit of a disappointment. On television, even in black and white, it all looked so glamorous and exciting, but when you got there the studio was rather gloomy and tatty looking; very dark, all those long dark corridors, and a Dalek looking like it was standing guard outside the Top of the Pops studio.


“The managers and PRs always liked sending journalists to do interviews with their artist at Top of the Pops – whether it was Tom Jones or Jimi Hendrix or the Small Faces… It was almost to remind you as a journalist that their act had made it.”


Chris’s opposite number on the rival paper New Musical Express was Keith Altham, who had similar memories: “You could always guarantee nailing two or three interviews if you went up to the studio during rehearsals. We had some great times. After the show had moved to White City, we were in the bar there, and Ray Davies who’d had a few, was having a go at Dave Hill, trying to prove he was wearing a wig! He launched at him and Chas Chandler had to step in to rescue the situation!


“Dusty had three wigs – Sandie, Lulu and Cilla! One time I was with her in her dressing room at the Pops and she said ‘Do you like football?’ Which I did – and so for the next half hour we kicked her wigs around the room! Dusty was many things but she was never ever boring!


“Another time when I was in Dusty’s dressing room doing an interview with her, a knock came on the door and a face popped into view: ‘Would you mind keeping the noise down?’ a mop-haired lad enquired. ‘We’re trying to rehearse next door.’ Dusty, who had a bit of a temper, said a few unkind words and threw an ashtray at him. The door slammed shut – and that was how Brian Jones avoided having his block knocked off!”
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‘Little’ Stevie Wonder in 1965 – one of the earliest UK visits by a Tamla-Motown act
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One thing that never changed on Top of the Pops was the audience. Of course, the audience-members changed over the years; what they wore changed; and what they listened to definitely changed. But down the years, the crowd always clustered round the artist who is performing, staring wide-eyed or lustfully at their idol – who is so tantalisingly close, yet so far away. And watch them trying to watch themselves: every episode will have at least one teenager tearing their eyes away from the act in order to try and catch sight of themselves on the studio monitor. In the days before home video recording, YouTube or iPlayer, just one glimpse could ensure a fleeting taste of pop star status.


But, according to Chris Welch, the TOTP audience could be quite a dangerous place to be: “Those huge old cameras on dolleys went crashing across the studio to get a shot of the singer, and they weren’t too concerned about anyone getting in their way, so if you were on the studio floor, you quite often found yourself prodded and pushed, it was like a rugby scrum at times.”


Lon Goddard, then writing for Record Mirror, has similar memories of his visits to the BBC studios: “The motorized crane cameras wheeled around the slick, shiny floor of the Top of the Pops studio like the famous teacup spin-around ride at Disneyland. While taping the artist from every direction, it was quite remarkable the way they swooped around cutting a swathe through the walls of gyrating girls like giant Daleks on speed.”


Despite the instrumental virtuosity and musical progress being made in pop music during that frenziedly inventive period, one thing remained stubbornly the same…. The acts were still expected to come on to the programme, and then stand there mouthing along to their hits! One of the best-remembered Top of the Pops moments from the 1960s illustrated the crazy situation around miming. Long hailed as rock’s most inventive guitarist, Jimi Hendrix was waiting to perform ‘Purple Haze’, when the backing track started booming out the Alan Price Set’s hit ‘Simon Smith And His Amazing Dancing Bear’. Caught unawares, Jimi laughed… “I like the voice, man, but I don’t know the words!”


One of the real surprise hits during 1967, coming against the Beatles, Procol Harum and other Summer of Love favourites, was ‘Seven Drunken Nights’ by the Dubliners. Part of its success was due to a black and white promo film, shot by Peter Whitehead. Talking to Neil Spencer in 2012 about the making of the film, the director recalled a pub crawl with the group around Dublin, and later waking up “in bed with a beautiful red-headed girl and nothing else – no money, no camera and no memory!” Fortunately for him, his assistant had rescued the 60 minute film, “of which 50 minutes were totally and absolutely unusable”. Luckily though, there were just enough shots of a horse and cart, and numerous pints of Guinness, that, skillfully edited, could be shown on TOTP that week – alongside Jeff Beck and the Who – thus launching the Dubliners’ career.


Of the triptych of songs that hallmarked that Summer Of Love (‘San Francisco’, ‘All You Need Is Love’), perhaps the defining sound was Procol Harum’s other-worldly ‘A Whiter Shade Of Pale’. It remained at the top of the UK charts for 6 weeks, thereby earning the band a run of Pops appearances that year. A surviving clip shows vocalist Gary Brooker dressed up like Fu Manchu as the studio audience waltzed to the song. In the rush to be everywhere that summer, Procol Harum shot a promo film for their anthem. Directed by Peter Clifton (who later went on to helm the Led Zeppelin concert film The Song Remains the Same) it showed the band looking suitably moody and mysterious as they prowled the grounds of Worcestershire’s Witley Court. To add some grit and topical relevance, newsreel shots of the war raging in Vietnam were intercut, leading Top of the Pops producer Johnnie Stewart to ban the clip. As he told Disc & Music Echo: “I don’t want war pictures like that on my show!”


But for all the ‘peace & love’ in the air during 1967, Gary Brooker recalled it was not always thus: “We appeared several times when ‘A Whiter Shade of Pale’ was No.1, each time with me singing live to the original backing track. On one of these occasions Engelbert Humperdinck was also on… I remember feeling very peeved that his ‘Release Me’ had kept the Beatles’ ‘Strawberry Fields’ and ‘Penny Lane’ from the No.1 slot. Now he had his next hit, ‘There Goes My Everything’ roaring up the charts, but what he hadn’t reckoned with was Procol getting in the way – totally from off the wall.


“I bravely approached Engel, who was quite a big bloke, and said ‘There, that’ll teach you to mess with the Beatles!’ He made no reply but he was smoking a big cigar at the time, and blew a huge mouthful into my face. It was grounds for a fight but, as I said, he was a big bloke and this was after all the hallowed grounds of the BBC, and it was the Summer of Love, and we were all meant to love each other…”


Yet looking back, “Engel” was not the only less-than-hip artist charting in 1967. A Pops from March that year, hosted by the 42-year-old – and by his own admission avuncular – Pete Murray, introduced performances from Frank & Nancy Sinatra; Cliff Richard; the Supremes; Engelbert Humperdinck; and Dave Dee, Dozy, Beaky, Mick & Tich. Aside from Jimi Hendrix, there was little here for readers of International Times.


And talking about moody and mysterious bands… Legendary now as the band who took their music to the very edge of known space, it seems hard to credit that back at the beginning of their career, Pink Floyd were as happy as any other act to appear on Top of the Pops.
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