

[image: ]













THE LEGENDARY JOE MEEK


The Telstar Man


John Repsch









[image: ]

























Introduction





NO ONE HAS EVER LIVED A LIFE LIKE JOE MEEK. SURROUNDED BY intrigue and controversy, he was Britain’s first truly independent pop producer and set the ball rolling for the hundreds who envelop the scene today.


He was the man who against all the odds produced hit after hit in his flat in London’s busy Holloway Road. In the pre-Beatles era when the British music industry was being run by the likes of EMI and Decca, and Britain was lying stranded in a sea of tepid cover versions of American teen idols, he decided to go it alone and battle it out with the giants.


From an Aladdin’s Cave of dusty wires and ropey old spinning tape machines he developed a unique sound which made his records instantly recognizable. It gave them an exciting, spiritual feel which is still to this day so attractive that his discs are collectors’ items and sell for very high prices. He even has a fan club!


Working from two bedrooms, his fine-fingered electronics wizardry was a wonder to behold, and the incredible sounds he created could make your hair stand on end. Like an eccentric scientist he worked all hours bending every rule in the book, turning music inside out and reconstructing it. He was the master of cramming everything onto one single track and for years was so advanced that no one in Britain could touch him.


However, behind all the success lurked personal problems and an ever shadier private life. Early in 1967, under mysterious circumstances, he was found dead. He was 37.


Joe was an enigma. His volcanic temperament and strange behaviour were never fully understood and were simply regarded as the trappings of genius. An intensely secretive man, no one really knew him or was even aware of half his peculiar story. Consequently, researching his life has taken far longer than I expected, luring me along from one riddle to another.


Gathering facts has also been hampered in other ways. From time to time people have withheld information for fear of divulging how closely involved they were with him. Friendly smiles hide serious anxieties that sadly will always be with them. In a few instances I have even been given deliberate misinformation; to this day there are still singers and musicians harbouring grudges against Joe and against each other. Through constant verification of facts I am satisfied that any such false statements have been eliminated.


So, with this in mind, it will come as no surprise that this little volume is the result of four years’ work, including more than 150 taped interviews and 500 hours of telephone conversations.


This is a chance to say thank you again to everyone who has contributed. Whether by answering my phone calls, replying to my letters or allowing me and my tape recorder into their homes and offices, they have helped make it all enjoyable and rewarding. I would have liked to acknowledge everyone but their names would fill two pages. I can mention just a few: Eric and Arthur for their wealth of memories and warm hospitality; Ena Shippam; Gerald Beachus; Allen Stagg; Adrian Kerridge; Jimmy Lock; Lonnie Donegan; Anne Shelton; Humphrey Lyttelton; Chris Barber; George Melly; Frankie Vaughan; Peter Cozens; William Barrington-Coupe; Marcel Rodd; Norman Shine; Lester Banks; Stanley Souter; Bob Kingston; Geoff Goddard; Robbie Duke; Terry O’Neil; Gary Hartnell and his mum of Polygram and Pye; James Deveraux of EMI; Pc James Ainsworth; E. M. Solomons; Ken Howard; Sir Joseph Lockwood; John Leyton; Michael Cox; Mike Berry; Clem Cattini; Heinz; Lord Sutch; Chas Hodges; Joy and Dave Adams; Pete Holder; Dave Dee; Lional Howard; Tony Grinham; Barry Lazell; Paul Pelletier; Brian Matthew and Radio One; New Musical Express; Melody Maker; Record Mirror; Music Echo; Disc; Pop Weekly; Billboard; Cashbox; Daily Express; Evening News; Evening Standard; Psychic News; Nigel Hunter of Music Week; West Hampstead Cemetery; Chris Charlesworth for his professional advice; Keith Waller for his internet assistance; David Pearce for allowing me access to the Meek Estate files; John Beecher and the Buddy Holly Appreciation Society; the RGM Appreciation Group’s Alan Blackburn, Laurence Brown, Hinton Sheryn, Rockin’ Tom Casey for playing me the music; Chris Knight for his reams of letters and the 30 interviews he had conducted with Jim Blake eight years before I started, and the latter who set me on the trail.


A final thank you goes to the man himself for being such a bewitching subject; he would not have liked having his secrets revealed, but I think he would have appreciated his long overdue credit.




 





John Repsch



















Prologue





February 2 1967. Evening. 304 Holloway Road. Meek’s final hours, described by his office assistant, Patrick Pink: “He looked clearly sort of sick. He wasn’t talking – writing things down. In the evening we watched some TV and had something to eat. That would be about 7 o’clock. I think I cooked it. He was writing on bits of paper; he was afraid the place was bugged and that he was being listened in to. He suddenly asked me after dinner, ‘Let’s go up, let’s make your record. You’re more or less up to standards now.’ I’d only recorded demos before but this particular one was promised to come out in March, my own. I have a feeling he had it planned. That was the night. After all those years I’d been with him and I’d stayed sometimes the night – and that particular night: ‘Come on, let’s see if we can get a record out of you now’.


“About 9 o’clock we went up into the studio. He had some tracks already made up: the backing tracks. I just did a couple of old ones he had stored away and I’d learnt the words from the acetates – very quick attempts: about an hour. Then I did another one which I’d learnt. It was a backing that was laid down for Heinz; he had already voiced it and the voice had been taken off of it. Heinz had sung it years ago: “There goes my baby – look at the way she walks”. Joe wrote it. Went on the radio once – Heinz did it ‘live’. Nothing had been put out on record, and Joe said I could have it and get it released.


“Then all of a sudden he went really weird and told me to start miming to my own recording – said, ‘Just stand there and mime – they’re watching us through the walls. They’re watching and listening’. I’ve no idea who these people were. Possibly EMI, because days previously he’d pointed out to me people in cars sitting down the road, possibly with listening devices, had his place bugged, and they were watching him every time he came in and out and following him everywhere. He got worse then and it started to play on his mind. It might well have been true and he wasn’t nuts completely. I genuinely believe, even though he was going off his rocker, that there were people bugging his place. I genuinely believe it now; or whether it was the police watching his place, I’ve no idea. Maybe the police had it bugged; might have been the Drug Squad.


“I was recording the same song over and over and over and over again. I don’t think he knew what he was doing at all. He was putting on a show basically for the benefit of earholes, people listening in. On the bits of paper he was writing: ‘Sing it again’, ‘More coffee’. I had to keep going down to make coffee. The session would have been about three hours. I went to bed at midnight absolutely shagged out.


“I was in bed when he came up to get the gun. It was a single-barrel shotgun. He kept it under the bed for protection. He said, ‘I’m taking this downstairs’. I never gave it a thought.


“At 8 o’clock in the morning he was still working, running tapes and things. I got up. 9 o’clock I made toast for breakfast and called him down from the studio: ‘Breakfast’. He came down, drank the coffee. I don’t think he ate the toast – pretty sure he didn’t eat at all. He wouldn’t talk at all. He wrote little notes, passed them over and burnt them after he’d wrote them. After he’d drunk his coffee he went out in the kitchen and had a burn-up. First of all he was burning a lot of documents, letters and things in the kitchen; it was in a small tin dustbin. He had a bonfire in that. Angry about something – no idea what; he was very angry. The previous day he had just been dazed. Now he’d changed. I think he had his senses – I’m bloody sure he had. He was absolutely paranoid but tense and angry. He wrote two or three messages: ‘They’re not getting this’. ‘They’re not getting these’. He went mad and he wrote: ‘They aren’t going to f—— get this’, and he started to burn that painting on the wall: the one with the little black boys dancing naked round a fire. He put the painting on top of a fire – the two-bar fire – which scorched it all up. I thought it was strange but I didn’t think it was coming to what happened. I thought at the time he was going out of his head and I was going to call Dr. Crispe and he stopped me. He was down for about half an hour. Then he disappeared upstairs to the studio for a little while. I thought, ‘Crikey, I’ll be safer to stay down here.’ So I stayed downstairs. And he came back down to the living room. I think it was about quarter to ten. Give me a little note saying: ‘I’m going now. Goodbye’. And I didn’t know what it meant. I laughed. I thought, ‘Where?’ The note got burnt and upstairs he went. I thought,‘Well everything’s OK then.’ ’Cause he was upstairs playing tapes – my stuff from the night before. That went on for ten to fifteen minutes.


“Then Michael arrives. Michael and Dennis – they’d just left school and they were looking for work, and Joe’d give them a job stacking tapes for a few days for a few quid. There was no set hours with them or whatever; they came and they were told to piss off – they went; that was the arrangement. One came, just Michael. I went up the stairs to tell Joe. Michael stayed at the door. I think he sensed there was something wrong straight away. Whether he’d been there the day before when I’d not been around, I don’t know. Whether he knew there was something going on, I don’t know, but he knew there was something wrong straight away. He said, ‘Is it all right?’ I went up to the landing and said, ‘Michael’s here.’ I didn’t actually see Joe at that point; he was in the control room. He called out: ‘Tell him to f—— off – get rid of him’, but I’d already started coming downstairs having told him that Michael was here. Then he came to the top of the landing and looked down on me, and said, ‘Get Mrs. Shenton up here.’ I in turn said to Michael, ‘Joe don’t want you today. Do us a favour, tell Mrs. Shenton to come up for me’.


“She came up and she came to me. I was in the room before the office, the waiting room, more or less at the bottom of the stairs. She said, ‘What’s up?’ I said, ‘I don’t know. Joe wants you’. I took her two or three steps up. She said, ‘Oh, hold this for me a minute. I don’t like to smoke up there.’ I took her cigarette off her, she went on her way upstairs and I went in the office. I think she said, ‘Hallo Joe, how are you?’ and all the usual rubbish ’cause she did ask me what sort of mood he’s in. I said, ‘He’s in a bad mood again’. I thought everything’s going to be OK now; she’ll calm him down. Within about half a minute there was a lot of shouting. It was after I put the cigarette out. I was walking back in the living room when I heard him say, ‘Have you got the book?’ God knows what it was: probably the rent book or rates book or lease or something. He shouted it very sternly. They weren’t both shouting, just him. I think she said, ‘I haven’t got it with me; I’ll bring it in tomorrow’, and asked him if he’d like to come down for a cup of tea and a chat. The shouting went on for a couple of minutes, I think. It was all him; he was getting frantic. I was trying to eavesdrop on the conversation, being the nosy kind of person that I am, walking to and fro, but I didn’t hear very much.


“I was in the office when I heard a big bang. I didn’t know what it was. It was such a f—— big bang, I was stunned. I rushed out and she was falling downstairs and I sort of grabbed her as she came to the bottom, and felt her. I was sitting on the stairs with her flapped over me. I wondered what it was for a minute. Then I saw the blood pouring out of these little holes in her back. And she died in my arms – I’m bloody positive she went still. I had quite a bit of blood over me. Her back was just smoking. He must have been close range, he must have been right at her back. I held her in my arms; clearly there was nothing I could do. She was dead as far as I was concerned and I sort of pushed her over and I shouted out, ‘She’s dead’. Joe was leaning over the landing banister and I thought I was next. He just had a stony-faced cold look.


“A few moments later I rushed halfway upstairs and looked across the landing and caught sight of Joe outside the control room and I think he was reloading, and before I could get at him he’d pulled the trigger on himself, and there was Joe’s body with his head like a burnt candle. Blood everywhere, including over me as well; I was treading in blood …” 
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Bumpy Beginnings





Newent is a small country town. It lies midway between Gloucester and Ross-on-Wye on the edge of the famous Forest of Dean. Nowadays it is more of a tourist trap than anything else, offering holidaymakers a bit of history and ample rambles, one of which climbs to the top of nearby May Hill where you can view ten counties.


Quaint, twisting streets with mellowed brick houses lead to the Market Square and Newent’s prize attraction and symbol of the past: a 16th century Market Hall on oaken ‘stilts’. In spite of its name Newent is old, dating back at least to pre-Saxon times, and during the Middle Ages it rose to fame as one of the main Market Towns in North-west Gloucestershire; Welsh farmers used it regularly as the next stop after Ross-on-Wye on their trek to the Gloucester cattle market. But that is all a long time ago, and apart from a few skirmishes in the Civil War and the church roof falling in soon after a service in 1674, not much has happened since. It has lost most of its former glory as a Market Town and, though the farming tradition continues, the town’s revenue now depends on sightseers passing through rather than sheep.


The present population has swelled to 6,000 but the Newent of 1929 had less than half that and everyone knew everyone. At No.1 Market Square on April 5 that year Robert George Meek was born.


He was the second son of Alfred George Meek, better known as George, and Evelyn Mary, better known as Biddy. They were living in a rented 3-storey terraced house with George’s mother. George was running a fish and chip shop but had aspirations towards owning property; although the Meek family had been settled in the area for the past 100 years they had never been landowners, and he had plans to change all that. His three brothers had been killed during World War I, whilst he himself had been invalided out a month before Armistice Day with shrapnel wounds and suffering from shellshock. His £400 disability grant had given him independence and paid for four acres of pasture-land and some cows; the milk he had driven around the village with a horse and cart, ladling it out of a bucket. This was to be the first of a long string of jobs for George. After a while he had grown bored with it, so decided to hang up his ladle and run a taxi service instead.


Then it was in 1927 at the age of 30 that he had met his bride-to-be at a local dance. Biddy Birt had been a 24 year old teacher from a large family in Huntley, in the Forest of Dean, and she had taught all subjects and played the piano in the primary school there. They made an unlikely pair: George, a tallish, stout fellow of 15 stone; Biddy, a frail 5’1”. He was a typical farming type, outspoken and free with his fists, whereas she was quiet and persevering. When she gave up her teaching career to marry him she could not have picked a more appropriate name for herself.


They set up home in Huntley with Biddy’s father, whom she was nursing through the last months of a terminal illness. Then when he died, George brought her home to live with his mother at the Market Square.


It was at this time that they had had their first child, Arthur, who was named after one of the sons George’s mother had lost during the War. A year later their next child Robert was born. He in turn was nicknamed by George’s mother after another son she had lost: Joe. The name stuck.


As is the case with many mothers whose first child is a son, Biddy had set her heart on a daughter next. So when Joe arrived she tempered her disappointment by treating him as one. He was given dolls to play with, his hair grew long and he was kept mainly in dresses till starting school at 4. His mother had intended sending him as a girl but when he realized certain irregularities his protests to her got him into shorts just in time.


The first few years for the blue-eyed, brown-haired boy were marked by a series of moves as his father slipped ever hopefully from one job to the next. From postman to bookie to fish and chip merchant to butcher, he went on to move the family over to Bussage on the other side of Gloucester where he had five lorries hauling sheep flock up to London, and rags back down to the paper mill at Stroud. Then they moved to nearby Churchdown, and there was just enough time for Joe to start school at the primary before the family were whisked back to Newent for another round of fish and chips. By this time they had added two more children to the fold: Eric in 1932 and Pamela in 1934.


But for Joe, 1934 was more significant as the year he first showed an interest in music. Although the Meeks were hardly a musical family (in spite of Biddy’s talent for playing the piano, the twin devils of no piano to play and no time to play it anyway had effectively put paid to that), Joe had heard enough on the wireless to warrant his clamouring for a gramophone, and mentioned it on a private recording of his life story several years later: “It was one of those toy gramophones with a celluloid soundbox and a key to wind it up. And I remember I’d seen it in a shop window and asked for it for Christmas; and as quite often happens my wish came true and I got this gramophone for Christmas with some children’s records. I used to play this all the time, and it was quite obvious to my parents that this fascinated me, and when I was 7 years old they bought me a proper gramophone: a portable type that used to be very popular about twenty years ago. At this time I used to be fascinated with making things out of shoe boxes like puppet shows and slot machines and all sorts of things, and I used to try and experiment with my gramophone, and I discovered if you played the record at the end on the run-out groove you could shout down the sound chamber and the sound would be imprinted in the grooves. And I thought that I’d discovered something marvellous, and of course I was really doing just what Edison had discovered years before.”


The following year his passion for messing around with bits and pieces brought him his first electrical success when he and a schoolfriend, Gerald Beachus, rigged up a light in his grandmother’s garden shed.


Over the years, Granny Meek’s house at the Market Square had often been a handy refuge in between moves, and they were now living with her on a permanent basis. She had given Joe the shed, a converted cowshed at the bottom of the garden, and whenever time allowed he would be hidden away in there wiring and rewiring. But at the age of 8 he thought of something that would put him right in the limelight.


From watching the local amateur dramatics he hit on the idea of staging his own Saturday afternoon shows for children in Newent. His only previous stage experience had been a fleeting appearance with Arthur, two years before, as a pixie: during an evening of singing and recitals at the Churchdown Mission Room they had been in a sketch called ‘Daffodils and Pixies’ in which they danced around some mushrooms. Now it was Joe who was calling the tune and he encouraged other children to bring along fancy clothes to the shed, where they would enact scenes from the plays they had seen or anything he had thought up. A neighbour of theirs, Mrs. Gladys Dallow, recalls: “He was always with girls, and whenever possible he’d be always dressing up in a woman’s clothes. Sometimes his mother wouldn’t allow him to have hers but his old granny would say, ‘Don’t you worry Joe, you can have mine.’ He loved dressing up and having an audience, and he used to look quite nice. He looked like a girl and he used to prance about with a theatrical touch and flowing skirts.” They often staged shows close by in the old cattle market, but with other youngsters around like John Bisco, who was certainly not a member of their guild of players, it could be a risky business: “He was always dressing up as a girl, pratting about, and we played hell with him. We’d try to mess everything up and pull his leg and chase him.”


If there were rehearsals before the performance, everyone would be sworn to secrecy so neither the audience nor the John Bisco’s would know what to expect. To compensate for the colossal entrance fee of a halfpenny, a large notice was placed outside advertising the main attraction: Free Refreshments. In the interval Joe would get out his wind-up gramophone and play records.


There was also a magician’s act for which he would wear a tall black hat and perform conjuring tricks, and there were plays that he would make up as they went along, usually in the style of Murder In The Red Barn. Anything with a bit of stabbing in was especially popular; indeed, his two favourite subjects were mystery and witches, and he did not have to look far for inspiration.


It was a highly superstitious area, particularly in the huge Forest of Dean with its thousands of acres of woodland where witchcraft was rife. Perhaps due to the forest’s relative isolation some parts have barely altered during the past 150 years, and in nearby Lassington Wood witches’ covens are reputed to be around to this day. Witching in the Middle Ages was punishable by death, and there are said to have been hangings and burnings in the area – some as close by as Newent Market Square where Joe was now living. Stories of mystery proliferated, mainly of ghosts still keeping up regular appearances ever since the Civil War: the man in the old Tan Yard who was seen walking around without his head; the woman in white who caused a car crash on Ross Road; of nearby Conigree Court, where “all sorts of things have been seen”. Besides those, there were also the more current goings-on such as the gypsy who had recently been found hanging in Highnam Wood and the headless torso that had been fished out of the river at Haw Bridge. And of course, there was the most famous story of all: that of Dick Whittington, three times Lord Mayor of London, who in 1371 had set off on his travels from up the road at Pauntley. Joe lapped it all up and it provided him with a rich source of material.


It was quite clear by now to whom he owed certain aspects of his character. Although he had inherited a singlemindedness from his father, as well as the fiery temper – “with a fuse so short it was nearly non-existent” – his father was nonetheless easygoing, whereas Joe would launch into each new activity with a passion bordering on obsession. And in contrast to his father he was shy and had a strong instinct towards being on his own; after school he would race home, not to play with friends as his brothers did, but to tinker and tamper alone in the shed. Even his mother who was a very hardworking woman lacked Joe’s dedication, but it was to her that he felt closest. Unlike his brothers he was not turning out to be the robust son his father expected of him, and it was to her that he looked for love and affection. But he could not monopolize her time. There were three other children, a husband and an aging mother-in-law besides Joe, plus all the responsibilities that being a wife and mother entailed. And there was something else.


The £400 grant George received for his disability was little consolation for the suffering he and his family would have to endure as a result of his injuries. The horrors he had undergone whilst serving in the Royal Field Artillery in Belgium’s bloodbath at Passchendaele, culminating in a terrifying experience when his horse was blown up beneath him while transporting a field gun, had profound effects which would stay with him for life. After the War, it was to be a full five years before he left military hospital to return to his mother, and then again he had to acclimatize. Violent outbursts of rage in which he would smash anything that came to hand were only gradually overcome by his mother’s firmly tolerant understanding. Helping him out with his milk round and generally shielding him from life’s trials she had been able to ease his anguish. And she was no stranger to such frowns of fortune. Her husband Charlie had emigrated to Canada just before George was born, leaving her behind with nine children and sixpence to feed them on. He had promised to send for her as soon as he had bettered himself as a lumberjack. He never did, but sent money instead. Bringing up the children alone as well as she did earned her the accolade of “a better woman never walked in a pair of shoes”. She had hoped that when George got married he would stay in good health, and for a while he did, but he found he had to avoid jobs which entailed taking orders. It might have been a direct result of his other bitter experience in the War when shortly before receiving his injuries he had been ordered to step up and replace his dying brother on the field gun.


More significantly, as the pressures of family life grew, so once again did his problem. Joe’s schoolfriend and confidant Gerald Beachus would sometimes hear about it from Joe: “Every now and again things would set him off. Maybe a door would bang and that would take him back to the Somme, and he’d go a little bit crazy – shouting and raving. Joe’s mother would get the brunt of that. I think she was like in fear of him because she didn’t want to upset him to start him off. Either she’d manage to get him shut in the bedroom and everyone would get out of the way and leave him to calm down or the doctor would turn up and give him a pill or a shot in the arm. He could be violent. But he would never touch the old granny, his mother; the old granny could talk to him as her son and she could get him to do what she wanted him to do. Then if he didn’t calm down within a certain period the doctor would come, who knew of course all about him. Sometimes he would be in this state for a week or ten days. Then once he’d come round he’d be perfectly back to normal. But it only took that little thing to set him off. I wasn’t allowed to knock at the door in case it brought on another attack. Instead Joe would call round to me or we’d arrange a time for me to be outside his door. He used to say, ‘You mustn’t tell anybody because they’ll think he’s mad.’ But it was virtually a war injury, so they called it ‘shell-shocked’.’’1


On the other hand, unless he was crossed George was one of the most generous men around, handing out money to anyone in need or giving fruit away to children. But at home he was very much in charge. As one of their neighbours puts it: “He was the dominant lord and master; he’d speak and she’d jump.” George’s symptoms were not continuous but they did occur with sufficient frequency to warrant caution from the family. Although Biddy understood him and worshipped the ground he walked on, the children were often frightened of him. Their young, impressionable minds could obviously be affected in many ways: for Arthur and Eric, both hardy, down-to-earth lads, it served to toughen them up; Joe was softened. It alienated him from his father and pushed him nearer his mother. And very subtly he absorbed some more of the Meek temper.


He was a strange mixture of jovial Joe and melancholy Meek. When he was happy there was no one around who could laugh more. As one of his schoolfellows explains: “Joe found things funny. He had a great sense of humour and was quite a giggler. We would laugh at him rather than with him, but he’d take it in good heart.” This feeling of being different, coupled with his determination to follow his own controversial pursuits, could not help but distance him from other boys of his age. If he wanted to play-act a wizard in his shed or parade in front of an audience, then all around him had a good time, but others said it was girlish and called him a cissie; if he spent spare time pottering about alone in the shed, then he felt better occupied than playing marbles outside or running about with the boys, but this was deemed unnatural and labelled him an ‘outer’. And even when he did make the effort to join them, perhaps for swimming, he would sometimes get scragged by other boys removing his swimming trunks and covering him in mud, baiting and baiting him till he blew his top. Of course, all this teasing, along with the obvious contrast between himself and his brothers, served to underline for him a fact he was becoming only too aware of: that he was the odd one out at home and one of the odd ones out in the town.


Being called a cissie naturally upset him, and for a sensitive home-loving mother’s boy it presented all sorts of difficulties. He would go to his mother for comfort but could not always depend upon getting it. His mother was a sweet woman with a special fondness for him, but he sometimes put her in a tricky position. She had to exercise discretion when she gave him affection and soothing words, for should she be seen doing so in George’s presence, this would be looked upon as namby pambying him, making him even more unmanly, and George wanted his sons men. Added to this, Joe was a little spoilt by her and though he was generally as good as gold and, unlike his naughty brothers, never caned in his life he sometimes behaved in a spoilt manner. Arthur would not always tolerate this behaviour, and being a strong, hardy youngster and the kind of country lad who walked around with a ferret in his coat pocket, was in a position to make his opinions felt. For this reason Joe did not usually get on well with him, and although Arthur got him out of many a scrape at school, he was just as likely to send him home crying to his mother. By the same token she could not take sides with Joe against Arthur in the presence of her husband for fear of upsetting him. In Arthur the firstborn, George saw himself, so Arthur was his favourite. Pam, being the only girl, was spoilt by everyone. So, if Biddy played the devil’s advocate and her judgment swung in favour of Arthur, Joe would feel betrayed. He was becoming frightfully sensitive and would withdraw into himself and seek solace amongst his wires and batteries.


He had only two good friends and even them he saw little. Jean Trig, for a while his childhood sweetheart, and Gerald Beachus both shared an interest in his electrics and dramatics, and sometimes Gerald, another loner, would manage to get him out for more regular boyish exploits such as climbing trees and building dens in the woods, swimming and catching sticklebacks.


In spite of George’s dark cloud hanging ominously over them the family were happy together. However, work was the order of the day, and for Biddy in particular life was one long slog. Family outings in the Buick to Weston-super-Mare were few and far between and happy times together stemmed mainly from working together, and now they were all hard at it in George’s newly acquired orchards.


George’s itchy feet had walked him out of his fish and chip shop and into the fruit trade. From the farmers he had started buying up fruit crops in orchards sometimes 20–30 miles away, and employed half a dozen pickers to harvest apples, cherries, pears and plums, all of which he sold to wholesalers at Gloucester market. This took him through the summer, while the remaining months were spent competing with other locals in brewing and selling cider, and buying and selling at auctions, where he would pick up anything from farm implements and bric-à-brac to entire libraries. Such wondrous enterprise would have been highly commended by Winston Churchill’s Conservative Party but did tend to worry Biddy who was less optimistic about her husband’s varied ventures. After school Joe’s job was to help weigh the fruit and load boxes on the lorry. He didn’t mind fruiting but could think of better things to do and afterwards would race home to do them.


Besides organizing some singing in his concerts he was also singing in the church choir – no mean feat considering he was tone-deaf. His brother Eric had also been a member for a while, but due to his appalling voice had had to suffer relegation to ‘organ pumper’; Joe’s voice it seems was a shade less unbearable. Even so he was totally oblivious of any vocal deficiency he might have had because he possessed a Meek streak which made him think he was always right and no matter what he was doing he was infinitely the best suited for it! As Eric so succinctly puts it: “All the Meeks thinks they’m pretty clever at theirselves.”


Being with the choir was quite a profitable proposition, as Eric calculates: “You’d get a halfpenny for singing and a halfpenny for attending; and double if you went twice on Sunday: you got tuppence. And you got fivepence for a wedding and fivepence if we had a funeral. So we’d all be hoping that somebody had died or somebody had got married, and the more the merrier as far as we were concerned.”


Singing in the choir was one of the few interests Joe shared with his brothers. Apart from going to the pictures on Saturday afternoons and very occasionally joining them for swimming in the River Leadon, at which he was quite good, they had nothing in common. Understandably his brothers never bothered asking him along for cricket, football, fishing or rabbiting because his sporting inclinations started and ended with swimming. Worst of all in their opinion, he did what was little short of anathema for most lads of his age preferring the company of girls, and hardly endeared himself to his brothers by dressing up as one. Needless to say, they wanted no part of it and pointedly attended none of the performances. “Of course, we used to call him cissie,’ says Eric. “We always said he ought to have been a girl. We told him that. And he would usually fly into another little tantrum and storm off up to the shed. He liked his own way; he definitely had to have his own way … He thought we were gross and mad. We thought he was feminine rather than a boy because he would rather dress up in some fancy clothes and be prancing about up the shed doing a play or something.”




[image: ]





Christmas 1938 was to be one of the big turning points in his life. When asked what he wanted for a present, there was only one thing he had thoughts for: a Practical Wireless book. Suddenly with this book his abiding interest took on real meaning. He soon built a crystal set and this spurred him on to greater dedication, constantly experimenting with broken and secondhand wirelesses, cameras and gramophones.


Meanwhile at school he was busy gazing out of the window and showing little academic prowess. Since he was six he had been attending the local primary school, Picklenash, and his best subject was art – portraits and landscapes being his specialities. He did not, however, confine his art studies to the art class, and as a boy who sat next to him remembers: “He was good at drawing radios, and would draw them in all the lessons.” As far as the other subjects were concerned his presence was merely physical, for when he was not drawing radios his mind had more than likely wandered off to ponder upon a piece of wire in his shed. As Eric saw it: “Joe was a dreamer. I mean, he’d sit and be miles and miles away, and the world was in oblivion to Joe, like. You could talk to him and he didn’t take no notice. Joe tended to live and think in the different world he’d be in. He didn’t live in our reality world as far as getting up to go to the fruiting. Joe lived for his little shed at the top of the garden, and as soon as we came home from work – it didn’t matter whether it was 4 o’clock in the afternoon or 7 o’clock at night – he never came into the house. He went straight up the garden to his little shed, and that was his world.”


When he was eleven he sat a kind of 11+ exam. That decided whether or not he was to go on to grammar school and what class he was to remain in till he left Picklenash. Surprise, surprise, he failed it and, of the three classes in the sixth form, he was to finish his schooldays in ‘C’. This suited his father fine because he wanted all his sons working for him and it mattered not if they were dunces or geniuses.


Then one day something happened that set his school studies even further back and was so serious it nearly put paid to any hope of a career anywhere. His father kept livestock in the old cattle market and one Sunday Joe was sent in with some friends to tend them. The day before, with World War 2 raging, the Home Guard had decided to carry out a demonstration of their capabilities and those of the phosphorus bottle bomb in repelling enemy tanks; and with the market area cleared for them they had proceeded to throw their bombs about. After they had finished and the place had been cleaned up, the market was back in operation and presumably safe for Joe to feed the chickens. Any yellow phosphorus fluff that might have ended up on the railings had supposedly been washed away with high pressure hoses. Through prime Dad’s Army incompetence, the underside of the railings had been missed and this lethal substance left exposed for anyone to chance upon. Joe did. He saw that when someone brushed against it smoke came off, so he placed some in his hand, and smacking it with the other one, was delighted to see it give off a small puff of smoke: ideal, he thought, to enhance his magician’s tricks. Excitedly he took a larger helping and, hey presto, the result was even more spectacular. Then he started gathering up as much of this precious material as possible for future use and while he was wondering where he could put it all, he got a whole handful and clapped his hands together again. They burst into flames and his friend Gerald immediately pushed him flat to rub his hands in the dirt. He ran back crying to the house where his father bathed them in a bowl of milk, but the phosphorus was still active and had soon burnt both hands down to the bone.


In spite of painstaking care for six months the specialist in Gloucester did not think he would ever again have the use of his hands; they gave him constant pain and he could not move them. Fortunately the specialist had not reckoned on the devotion of the family practitioner Dr. Johnstone who, gifted with the patience of a saint, set about saving them. Every day for the first six months Joe went to him for two hours after morning surgery before the doctor set off on his rounds; then again for two hours after evening surgery. Tweezers had to be used to dress the injuries with medicated cotton wool and then his hands were wrapped in bandages.


Throughout all this he appeared less depressed at his plight than annoyed at the inconvenience. He was still going to school as usual but could do nothing with his hands, so spent a lot of time reading and collecting things to mess around with later. For those first few months Dr. Johnstone shared the doubts of the specialist but never disclosed them to his young patient. However, after six months, despite the specialist’s continued scepticism, the doctor believed there was a growing chance of restoring movement. His encouraging Joe to try to exercise his fingers began paying off and slowly they began to stir. Six months later treatment was concluded. Not a scar was to be seen.


By this time he had accumulated a great deal of gear, so much in fact that the shed was filled to bursting point and the front room was being used for overspill. It was supposed to be the sitting room but one could hardly stand in it let alone sit, with equipment covering chairs, floor and window sills, and wires dangling from the pictures. The family had to be so careful where they trod that eventually Biddy prevailed upon her husband to give the room to Joe – officially. There were a few arguments at first: “If it’s going to help him in any way,” she said. “Help him be damned,” he retorted. “He’ll get my boot. I’m nearly fed up with it.” The matter was eventually settled in Joe’s favour, though Biddy had to make it clear to him that his “rubbish” must expand no further, or they would soon have to move out and sleep in the garden! As it was, any visitors calling by had to be received in the kitchen at the back. Immediately, he put up the ‘barricades’ so he could meddle undisturbed and would get very angry if anyone entered his new workshop without permission: “I don’t want anybody in here interfering with anything,” he ordered and once installed, come rain or shine, his friends needed dynamite to shift him. In Joe’s words: “This became not only a hobby but used to take up most of my time. I used to go round old record shops in Gloucester and old sales rooms and buy up lots of gramophone records, a lot of which I still have at home in my attic. Anyway, this went on until I was about 13 years old and discovered that I wanted a magnetic pick-up which I connected to the gramophone. Then I wanted to amplify this and I made my first one-valve radio and then of course my first one-valve amplifier.” And to what better use could one put it than playing music in the cherry orchards? 


When the cherry season came round he was never happy with his father’s orders that the boys take air rifles to shoot birds so as to prevent them feasting on the fruit before the pickers got to it. So, as Eric recalls, he put his electrical knowledge to use: “He used to put speakers up in the trees all round the orchard and he did shout through the microphone to all the birds and play music to them all bloody day while they were sat eating our cherries! He also used to have a sheet of corrugated iron that he could bang with a big stick and then amplify it all over the orchard. It worked but they lived to come back and have another go; if you shot ’em they didn’t come back. He didn’t like us shooting the birds but it had to be done. Our father was in agreement with us that the best starling was a dead ’un.”


The cherry season was especially tiring because it meant the boys being at their respective orchards by first light, 4 a.m., and back again at 4 p.m. till dusk. There was no time at all for Joe’s garden shed activities unless he wanted to come back to an orchard full of cherry stones. When the weather allowed, it made sense to pitch a tent and with all his speakers in position he kept watch through the tent flap. Many were the times when the early morning stillness was shattered by his screaming into the microphone: “I can see you buggers!”


When he reached 14 it was time to leave school and he was glad to see the back of it. His father had bought a farm 24 miles away at Dinmoor Hill, and Joe went to join Arthur who had been running it alone since leaving school the previous year. There were about forty cows and a few chickens and horses to look after plus a small cherry orchard, but as Joe was not the world’s finest farmer he did the cooking and cleaning. He was a good cook and Arthur’s mouth would water when he thought of Joe’s sausages: “Joe used to go to Hereford market on a Monday and he used to bring back eight pound of sausages; he used to go again on a Wednesday and bring back six pound, and he used to go again on a Friday and bring back another six pound: that’s twenty pound of sausages. Me and Joe used to eat them in a week. Mind, they were beautiful sausages.” Not so beautiful were his fatty fried cheese sandwiches. “Have another one,” Joe told a lad helping out on the farm one day and offered him one more swimming in fat. The lad never came back again because he caught yellow jaundice.


Farmwork was not Joe’s idea of a career but as the choice was not his he had to content himself studying and experimenting when he could. On the farm he had his equipment running off a 12 volt battery, and with wires everywhere he played his music and probed and practised. His father was afraid he’d blow the house up. But his fortunes were about to pick up because with the sale of his most treasured possession, a cine camera, he was able to buy an amplifier for £7.10s.0d and offer his services to the local dance hall, playing records. He was a riproaring success and naturally when people noticed what a good job he was doing for the Newent swing scene the word spread and others in the area wanted a share of him. Armed to the teeth with 100 or more Vera Lynns and Victor Sylvesters he soon found himself supplying music to the masses with his wind-up gramophone and amplifier, and it was not only dance halls that were after him: “By this time I was about 16; I used to provide music for amateur dramatic societies. I remember plays like The Ghost Train and The Poltergeist, lots of plays, and I used to go out of my way to provide the right sort of music for them and the right sound effects.”


It was at this time he also built a TV set. Understandably the high esteem in which he was already held by the locals increased tenfold when he proudly unveiled it: an actual, real live 9” television. And it was not so much the fact that he had built it himself which set their teeth a-chattering as that no one in the Newent area possessed one. Unfortunately the only reception he could offer them was a screen full of interference because transmissions to the Gloucester region had yet to start.


During this time his father sold off the farm at Dinmoor Hill at a nice profit, thus beginning a series of buying up, renovating and selling off farms and at ever increasing size. On their next farm at Pendock, Joe was put in overall command of their 168 sow pigs, each with 6–12 piglets. According to Eric, it was a job to which he paid strict attention: “Whatever Joe done he liked to do well. Even cleaning out the pigs you could eat your dinner off the floors of his pigsties because they would be immaculate, spotless. And yet he knew within half an hour they’d be mucked up again.” Besides that farm, there was another one to be looked after plus orchards to be minded and cows to be milked, leaving little time for matters dearer to his heart. However, keeping the birds and pigs happy were to be his final jobs on the farm because when he was 18 it all came to an end.


World War 2 had finished and the Meek family were able to look back and count their blessings. It seemed they had received their share of misfortune in WW1 and apart from Joe’s accident WW2 had hardly affected them. There had been blackouts but no bombs had dropped within ten miles and food rationing was easily compensated for on the farms. They had carried on fruiting and farming simultaneously, but with the War now over, the bottom was dropping out of the fruit market – too much was being imported from abroad. So in 1947 George decided to finish with fruiting altogether and as he was in the mood for a change he packed in farming too. He sold off the farms, gave up the house in Market Square (his mother had died just before the War) and bought up the Newent dairy in the High Street for Arthur and Eric to run. For Joe he had something else lined up. George wanted to continue investing in property, so was keeping connections with a Newent estate agency. Rather than send Joe out with Eric, Arthur and the milk, George decided he would be better suited as a clerk in the agency.


If Joe thought he had found farming boring, then office work must have charted new horizons: “I was radio mad. I just couldn’t keep my hands off valves and wires, and working in that estate agent’s office nearly sent me barmy.” However, despite George’s intentions to set his son on the road to an estate agent’s career, Joe’s life was moving inexorably in another direction entirely. He had had umpteen years to consider his future plans and they certainly included no estate agent’s office. Early in 1948, after months of being shackled to a desk, at last came the manna from Heaven for which he had waited so long. It was his call-up papers for National Service and he had to choose whether to enlist for the compulsory two-year stint or, like Arthur, be exempted by doing farmwork again. But he had long made up his mind that it was the RAF for him and he was going to try for radar. His father was not at all pleased because he had seen enough of war himself and wanted his sons nowhere near the armed forces. Nevertheless Joe was determined, sat an exam with 1999 other hopefuls and to his delight was one of only two lads to be accepted. Now he was on his way to becoming a radar mechanic and getting a tantalizing taste of the outside world.






1 Refers to surplus detail in the Appendix, which would otherwise hold up the story.
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Picture-Painting In Sound





The training camp at West Kirby offered ideal conditions for anyone seeking 56 days’ worth of hell. Those not relishing the rigid discipline and continual physical exertion had to grin and bear it. Top of the list of attractions was the assault course which he found sheer agony, and invariably held up proceedings to the rantings and ravings of the instructors. If that did not toughen him up – which it didn’t – there was always the billet bully who regularly got his kicks tipping Joe and other timid creatures out of bed with their mattresses on top of them. Joe for his part met every new ordeal with a smile and without retaliation, knowing it would not last much longer.


When he was eventually finished there he took his eight weeks’ supply of bumps and bruises along with him to Yatesbury, Wiltshire, where after two months of technical training he emerged officially as a radar mechanic and began his travels to various radar installations in the West Country. They were usually one-room buildings perched on hills in the middle of nowhere and filled with equipment, used of course to check out aircraft in the area and serve as an early-warning system in case of enemy attack. He sometimes found it lonely work when there was only one other man with whom to take turns keeping the long, desolate watches. But though he did not know it yet, it was to prove invaluable experience for the future by directing not only his attention skyward but also his imagination. The time would come when his interest in outer space would turn to goggle-eyed fascination, and have him creating spacey sounds so advanced for their day they would leave the music business gasping. Then he would look back on his RAF stargazing nights and remember how it all started.


He would also remember the other TV set he built. When he presented it to his parents it was ready for the first transmissions to the Gloucester area. Eric remembers it well: “We had the first television in Newent. Before even the radio shops in Newent had a television, we had one. It was in a virtual orange box; he built from scratch: he bought the cathode tube and built everything up to it. It was a little 12” screen, and when it first came out they used to think everybody should sit in the dark and watch it. And it used to come on about half past seven at night, and we’d all get in there in the dark, draw all the curtains, switch it on and sit there till the Epilogue at about 12 o’clock. And when we put the lights on, the house was full – chock-a-block, full of people! They just used to sneak through the door and nobody said a word – we used to be glued to this box.”


After serving his conscription quota he had no plans to stay on. On demob in 1950 he returned home to find that his father had just died. George had carried on buying up property but the bitter legal wrangles following the sale of one of his houses aggravated some shrapnel which had all the while been lodged in his brain, bringing on a haemorrhage.


As for Joe, his father’s death spared him any further opposition to his plans. Returning to Newent he knew exactly what he was going to do and that was to seek out a job at what he liked best: electronics. The radio shop in the High Street was small fry offering no more scope than he could procure for himself, mending neighbours’ wirelesses, so he would have to try his luck in Gloucester calling on each of the electrical shops in person.


One of the big three at the time was a branch of Currys. Stepping shyly in he asked to see the manager, Ernest North, who told him that unfortunately all maintenance work was carried out by a firm in Worcester. And therein lay the rub. To Mr. North’s bristling indignation he could see that such a policy meant more trade for his two great rivals: the MEB and Broadmeads. He had long been pondering the problem and now seeing Joe’s disappointed face the temptation was too much. Violating the company’s code would be a risk but one worth taking, so he offered him a post as shop assistant to camouflage the real business he had for him at the back, servicing radios and the eagerly awaited television sets.


So now Mr. North was on constant red alert with one eagle eye fixed on his two competitors while the other one monitored the movements of the inspectors from Currys’ Head Office. As he explains: “Whenever a senior executive of Currys visited the branch it was always a flutter of heartbeats. Joe was aware of this situation, playing a predetermined plan of action by covering up any instrument he may have been working on in the rear part of the shop, removing any overall and presenting himself behind the counter as a salesman. This process went on for quite a while until my immediate superiors realized the situation and turned a blind eye to it.”


Though he was an immense asset to the shop, he soon started getting restless. Besides working in the back room there were often forays to mend equipment outside, and this he disliked, seeing it as a waste of good bench time; not that time spent at the bench was such a precious commodity, for Mr. North kept a very tight rein on him and was not going to bend any more rules to let him carry out his own experiments during office hours. So, after nine months of valves and more valves he wanted some elbow-room and started coming into work late, saying he had been helping his brothers bottling in the dairy. (Actually it was due to late nights, staying up all hours building a tape recorder.) Then in October he decided it was time to pack up and move on. “He was ambitious,” says Mr. North, “And made known his interests in advanced electronics and noises. His departure to London to seek a wider field was contrary to my advice, although he left with all our blessings.”


He would have left with one blessing less had Mr. North known where that “wider field” really was. Not for another thirty-three years would he learn that Joe had in fact seen a local advert for a TV service engineer, and far from setting off for London, was now hot-footing it to Gloucester’s MEB!


The Midlands Electricity Board ran a bigger service department entirely, with their workshop away from the branch and with three engineers to staff it. It was altogether more up his street than Currys, for whereas he had been used to spending a fair amount of time on the road, here he hardly went out at all. And fixing TVs was no longer the bind it had been, for the management was pretty lax. This, according to one of his associates, Geoff Woodward, gave him the opportunity of trying out his new tape recorder and mixing business with pleasure: “He was more interested really in sound effects than repairing tellies, because he always said to me, ‘It’s a dead-end job,’ but he didn’t mind mixing the two. He’d tape music and edit it as if he was a disc jockey. And he did it very, very well. In fact he lent me for a couple of dos some of his recordings he’d made up. He used to get the hits from the radio.”


These tapes he would often play at fetes and Saturday evening dances where once again he was in demand. He only charged expenses though, being quite content with all the applause. There was no time for girlfriends and, unlike the string of girls his brothers took out, his own progressed no further in status than dancing partners. When at one local hop the girl he was dancing with suggested they slip outside to contemplate the Moon, he had gone before she finished the sentence. 


When he was not dancing he would often introduce the records and may well have been one of the first ever mobile disc jockeys. For outdoor events he would use two huge speakers, and in Newent the sound could be heard all over town. On the sides of the speakers he had painted ‘RGM Sound’ explaining, “I thought of it from MGM, so why shouldn’t I use RGM?” Those letters one day would initial millions of records.


It’s a wonder he got any work done at all at the MEB because he was always messing around with tapes. Sometimes he would make up 3-minute comedy sketches with several voices, all his own, and sound effects. That meant using two tape recorders so he could first record something onto one machine, then play that recording plus a new voice or sound effect onto the other machine. As early as 1950 he was sticking sounds on top of each other, going from tape to tape three or more times. Odd noises went into 10-minute horror stories: a few suitably menacing words, intermingled with such homemade sound effects as the crunch of gravel, a knock at the door, an eerie creak and a scream. Actually he was in a way combining art, his favourite subject at school, with electronics, his favourite hobby at home. The difference was that instead of pencils and paints he was now working with voices and sound effects and painting pictures in sound. When he needed help in getting the sounds right his brother Eric was sometimes roped in: “He was always interested in weird sounds and had us doing all sorts to get them. He used to get up at 3 o’clock in the morning and put microphones out on the walls so that he could record the early morning birds singing; he’d have me spinning round the corners, ripping on the brakes and smashing glass to sound like a car crash. The shop was literally full of everything under the sun and he was never happier than when he could get somebody in to make a noise in there that he could record. The local people quite possibly thought that he was a nutter.”


Recording was something he took quite seriously. It gave him a sense of achievement that he could not find in merely holding down a steady job or running around doing good turns for others. Composing stories gave vent to an imagination nourished on the silence of solitude; an imagination which like a best friend was always there to comfort him when times were tough or to whisk him away on spooky adventures.


By this time he had reached his full height and stood at a stocky, broad-shouldered 5’8l/2”. But still tucked away behind the chubby cheeks and the thick brown hair was the shy little lad of his boyhood: quiet, rather hesitant till he started talking about something that interested him; then his eyes would begin to smile, his mouth would curl and he would gain an air of casual authority.


The deep, quiet side to his nature contrasted sharply with that of the extrovert side, and never was it better characterized than when he was playing practical jokes, especially in the MEB workshop. Whilst cleaning the front of a TV cathode ray tube, rubbing it could generate a good deal of static electricity, but the person doing the rubbing felt nothing – as long as he was standing on a rubber mat. Any unsuspecting ear which happened to be within reach, and of course unprotected by the rubber mat, ran the risk of being tweaked by Joe’s supercharged finger. The resulting squeal would be more than matched by Joe’s shrieks of laughter.


He also took wicked pleasure in secretly recording the neighbours when they called round to gossip about each other. There were sometimes some red faces during their tittle-tattle when they would suddenly hear other previously recorded voices that were gossiping about them, as Joe played his tapes loudly down the stairs.


Over the next three years, life at the MEB continued in much the same shade of rosy red. During his time in the RAF he had experimented with disc-cutters, and now – thanks to the good old MEB – he was able to add another string to his bow by building his own. During the summer of ’53 he cut his first record: a selection of sound effects. Producing the disc came as the high point of a period when life was going more his way than ever before. Here he was, a young man on the threshold of his career, free of responsibilities and a life laid out invitingly before him; he had a secure job which allowed scope for his own interests, and his skill at repairing electrical equipment assured him of a future in which he would never be short of work. He was popular in Newent and he was popular at the MEB and life had never been so good. But it was not to last.


Towards the end of ’53, the icing on the MEB cake began to crack. He started suspecting people in the MEB shop of talking about him behind his back. He was also out-growing the firm, and his outside activities were demanding more and more of his time. What he could not fit into business hours he worked on at home – usually late into the night – so he was still asleep when the early bus to work went by. In the MEB workshop the way in which the hours were spent between clocking in and clocking out was of less concern to the management than the actual clocking-in and out itself. One thing they would not tolerate was bad timekeeping, and arriving for work at 10.15a.m. instead of 7.45 a.m. was precisely that, whatever the excuse. Mr. North at Currys had always understood the need for an extra pair of hands at the dairy, but at the MEB such an explanation drew a frosty response. As he got later, so their faces grew grimmer, until he was finally hauled before the front office and issued with an ultimatum: “Either get here on time or get another job.” He chose the latter.


His next stop was Gloucester’s largest electrical firm, Broadmeads. But the work here was not at all to his liking and as soon as he arrived he resolved to leave as soon as possible. He found himself on the road more now than ever before, and once they had pressed him into taking a driving test he was for the first time out servicing on his own, which pleased him even less.


Meanwhile his spare time disc-cutting activities were getting more ambitious. He had started recording local dance bands, and during the summer of ’54 took a big jump forward when he cut his first vocal record. It featured a Newent schoolgirl, Marlene Williams, who was later to become Eric’s wife. She sang along to a version of ‘Secret Love’ – one he may have recorded earlier by a troupe called the Melody Dance Band. He was so excited with the result – enhanced by an echo device he had built into a tape recorder – that he played it over and over at that year’s summer fete, and like his other records he would turn it up full blast out of his bedroom window. He even sent it up for release to a record company, but unsurprisingly it was rejected, so there was no escaping Broadmeads yet.


However, pressure was mounting. After all these years he was still being teased and laughed at for not being manly enough, and had yet to find anyone with whom to share a close relationship. Besides that, he was facing competition on the disc jockeying front from two local men whom he saw as encroaching on his territory. Things reached boiling point one day when they all turned up at the same venue, provoking a scuffle on the vicar’s lawn.


Then in the autumn of ’54 the luckiest thing that could have happened did, when he skidded his van into a telegraph pole and ended up through the back and in the road with a pile of smashed TV sets. The accident left him unhurt but did give him the kick in the pants he needed to take a whole new initiative. Here he was wasting the best part of every day traipsing around the town and countryside fixing the same old televisions and radios as he had done since Currys in ’50. His burgeoning quest to produce a commercially viable record was being hindered severely and he was now sick of the sight of valves and spare parts. He felt he was in effect being paid to waste his life and if that were the case they might as well give him his £50,000 now and lock him up for the rest of his days. He had to act at once or he would be with Broadmeads till he had knocked down every pole in Gloucester. The recording of ‘Secret Love’ had shown him where his main aims lay and he had to find some way of channelling all his energies in that direction. One thing was for sure: he was not going to find it at Broadmeads. In fact the only place that had any hope of fulfilling his dreams was that distant Utopia that had been beckoning for years and whose attraction was now irresistible – London.


An advert placed by a film studio in one of the national newspapers was offering posts in its London dubbing room, so he applied. He could use it as a stepping-stone till something better came along, so he caught the train up and passed the interview. Returning home in somewhat sombre spirits he told his family of his good fortune, trying to convince himself of it. It was a gamble. Supposing things didn’t work out as planned, who would there be to turn to? He didn’t know a soul, and it looked like being a re-run of the lonely radar days. For a shy young man uprooting himself from the country it was a fair step to take. On the bus coming back from work that last week he met their neighbour Mrs. Dallow, who says he still needed reassuring:




“I said, ‘Oh, hallo Joe.’


He said, ‘Hallo. I won’t be doing this trip much longer.


I’m off to London.’


I said, ‘You’re not are you, Joe?’


He said, ‘I am, I’ve taken a job. Do you think I shall get on all right?’


I said, ‘Yes of course you’ll get on all right. What about your digs, because I’ve got a sister in London and she’d be only too pleased to put you up if you like?’


He said, ‘Oh no. They’re arranging all that for me.’


So I said, ‘You don’t want to worry, Joe. If you don’t like it you can easily pack it in.’


He said, ‘Well, I’m used to the open country; I like country life. I don’t think I’m going to like all this busy life. I’m awfully worried about it. I don’t think I shall settle down to it.’ 


I said, ‘You’ll get used to it. What’s more, next time you’ll be coming home in a Rolls-Royce.’”





Broadmeads were sorry to see him go and told him he could come back any time he liked. He left with mixed feelings; it was good to be finishing with repairing but then again, was the devil he knew better than the devil he didn’t?


He thought of London with its car-clogged streets and forests of office blocks. It seemed a cold place: all those people, all those faces. It was like another world compared with Newent; beautiful Newent: the town he loved so much, with its friendly people, its Market Square, its woods, its May Hill, its sunshine, its rain and its memories; its jeers and sneers throughout his life and petty, pointed fingers; its failure to accept him as he was. Would they never understand? When it came to the crunch, all the work he’d put in, all the time sacrificed just counted for nothing. He still didn’t fit in. He should have gone years ago as he’d once said he would.


Yes, it was indeed time to move on. This was the moment he had been waiting for and no way would he let it slip by now. At last he was in the mood to take his future by the throat and really show them, and nothing else mattered. The past ten months of deepening frustration had charged his dynamos up to full power and he was now ready to take London by storm. And even if the pavements were not paved with gold – damn it, they soon would be.
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“His Job Of Balancing Was Out Of This World”





He caught the train to Paddington, and made his way to Queensborough Terrace, Bayswater, where the firm had found him a bed-sitter.


No amount of research has been able to trace who or where the firm was, nor did Joe have much to say about it: “I came to London and took a job for one week in a film-dubbing room, which I must say I disliked because there was nothing creative in it, and I left this to take a job in Stone’s radio shop in Edgware Road.” That meant TV servicing: back on the old treadmill again. How he must have felt is obvious, itching to find a foothold in the music industry, and getting no further than the back of a TV set. The one consolation was that the job was in London and paid the rent. In the meantime it was a matter of sitting it out at Stone’s till something better turned up, and he had to gnaw his nails for two months before it did. But when it came, it was a bonanza!


One day he spotted a newspaper advert in which a company called Television Commercials (TVC) were looking for TV engineers. The main point of interest was that TVC were part of a larger organization called IBC, the Independent Broadcasting Company, who just happened to be the country’s leading recording studios – ahead of even EMI and Decca. So, even if they were only after people to fix TV sets, it could still be a starting-block.


When he called round to their offices opposite Broadcasting House in Portland Place, he found they were in fact running a closed-circuit TV set-up and far from fixing TVs he would be operating film projectors. He got the job.


And so it was that he finally put his days as a repair man behind him once and for all. At last he let go of the apron string security of televisions and radios and set off on an adventure into the world of popular music: a world that seven years hence would be beating a path to his door.


Right now though, he was still beating a path to theirs because technically TVC had nothing whatever to do with music. It had been set up for the coming of commercial television and he was asked to run 16mm footage of American commercials to give British advertisers ideas for when ITV started. The facilities were not exactly breathtaking – just a few pokey rooms round the back with some bits and pieces of crude tele-cine equipment. The skill required was minimal for what was no more than a glorified projectionist, but if he could only bide his time …


Then after three weeks, out of the blue came an offer to join the staff on one of the Radio Luxembourg Road Shows: People Are Funny. Variety shows were recorded every week by IBC and were held in theatres up and down the country for broadcasting later on Luxembourg. This one, sponsored by Pye Radio, was Radio Luxembourg’s top show and could also lay claim to being the first ever programme in Britain to actively involve the audience. His first assignment was at Bradford: “I went as the junior engineer and had to rig the microphones and run the cables, but I really enjoyed every minute of it. Well of course, the following Wednesday I sat up waiting for the programme to come on the air …” What followed was a frivolous mish-mash, with contestants on the show being expected to do daft things and dress up in ridiculous costumes, for which nonsense they would earn rapturous applause and prizes.


Thus after 25 years of hardly going anywhere he suddenly found himself being catapulted off everywhere, to all corners of the isle and with a pretty tight schedule: – Saturday: travel to the theatre and rig the equipment; Sunday afternoon: rehearse; in the evening: record the show; Monday: bring the tape back to edit; Tuesday: have the master recording ready. Then if he wasn’t by that time sick of hearing it, he could sit back and listen to it being broadcast the following week.


When he had arrived back from Bradford it was to learn the art of editing: cutting out any stutters and splutters, then trimming it down to half an hour. The following Saturday it was the same routine again but the next show at Plymouth was different because he was promoted to the dizzy heights of control engineer and manning the machinery. For this he would proudly receive a mention from the commentator before each show, plus a round of applause from the audience as well as his photo in the March ’55 edition of Gramophone Record Review. And the Joe Meek machine was still gathering momentum because after the programme had been edited: “I was put on some pop recording sessions. The first one I believe was for Pye; it was a Ted Hockridge record.” Although it was not a position of responsibility, in the studio it made him officially a junior engineer. 


Now as he looked back over the past couple of months he could thank his lucky stars that things had gone well after all. Taking the plunge and coming to London had indeed been the right decision, for no longer was he throwing away precious time but being paid to do something creative with his life. And it certainly beat knocking down telegraph poles.


After that first Edmund Hockridge recording, the excitement began easing up. If his progress had carried on unhindered he might well have been IBC’s managing director before the year was out! Instead he continued as a control engineer on the Luxembourg Road Shows, whilst back at IBC where studio work was far more complex his status was limited to that of ‘tape monkey’ (junior engineer).


Just now he had quite enough on his plate with People Are Funny, and took the job very seriously: “Of course, this was a great honour for me and I really did work extremely hard to keep the standard of recording up, which at times was extremely difficult.” There were only two tape recorders: one to play the music and one to tape the show, and in the words of one of Joe’s assistants, Adrian Kerridge, “It was a few Ball & Biscuit microphones and a few old drums of cable that would fall apart. It wasn’t very technical.”


Joe would have gnashed his teeth at that last remark for even if the equipment was in the last stage of rigor mortis, the show still got his full commitment. And he could be very difficult if he thought others were not giving theirs. Another of his assistants was Jimmy Lock, nowadays Recording Manager of the Classical Music Department at Decca, who worked with him on many shows and sometimes found the going rough: “It was nerve-racking to work with Joe because his demands of his expertise were so good – his ability to be able to keep the atmosphere of that show alive. If you didn’t punch the music in at the right time you’d have a hell of a night at dinner because he would never let you forget it. But although his moods were sometimes purgatory to go through, it did set one’s standards for the future, which at the time I didn’t appreciate so much, but I certainly do now on reflection. I did go on other shows with other engineers and it was a much more easy laissez-affaire with them.”


Joe occasionally found himself switched to other Luxembourg shows which were recorded during the week in London: This Is Your Life and Strike It Rich with Eamonn Andrews, The Winifred Atwell Show, The Petula Clark Show, Sing-Song Time and The Candid Microphone, and this enabled him to go home for the weekend. During the summer it was off to the Butlin’s Holiday Camps for the talent show When You’re Smiling, forerunner to TV’s Opportunity Knocks, for which the winner could collect “This magnificent Pye table radio with five valves, three wave bands giving worldwide choice of stations and a host of other exclusive Pye features in the most handsome cabinet you’ve ever seen.”


However as the months slipped by, the novelty of leaping around the country was fast fading and the old frustration returning. Once the show was in the bag he would be detailed to assist any one of IBC’s half dozen balance engineers on their musical sessions before being bundled off again to some grotty little theatre in Barnsley or Aberdeen or wherever. He much preferred musical work but being a tape monkey, placing microphones where he was told and winding a reel-to-reel back and forth, was not satisfying his hunger to create and he was learning enough to now feel ready for a go himself. He longed for the job of senior engineer on a studio recording to show the world what he was made of, but there had been some recent changes in management, and Joe as sound-balance engineer did not figure in the plans of IBC’s new Studio Manager, Allen Stagg. So he started petitioning the various producers with whom he worked to prevail upon Allen to give him a chance. One of them was independent producer Arthur Frewin: “I kept on to Allen saying, ‘Look, why don’t you give him a job – put him on balancing?’ And he’d say, ‘Some time.’ And of course, when we had this big session at Conway Hall, Joe turned up to do it. We had a very expensive orchestra there. It was for an LP called ‘Film Themes’, arranged and conducted by Alyn Ainsworth. We had a complete showband brass; we had top rhythm: Bill McGuffie on piano and really top people on it and a 20-piece string section led by Freddie Sverdloff who was recognized throughout the country as the top string leader. It was a beautiful orchestra. And Joe had never engineered a session in his life. I thought, ‘Oh, no!’ It was Allen’s way of shutting me up. I think he thought that it would stop Joe dead in his tracks; it didn’t suit his book at that particular time from a personnel point of view. It was fantastic! Joe’s job of balancing was out of this world and the musicians applauded the playback. Joe was over the Moon. We all went out and got drunk. The American financier who was over here for the record took us all out to dinner. We just talked and talked and talked about every track all over dinner. And Joe was so really pleased, not bumptious or anything like that, but he was really humbly pleased that he’d done it. His first one, and it was a big one and it was a good one.”


That same month, October, keeping him high on Cloud Nine was his promotion to a senior balance engineer with a pay rise to £10 a week. Now he was more difficult to ignore. In between Road Shows he had more recordings including another big LP session. This time it was with the famous all female Ivy Benson Orchestra and was called ‘Music For Lonely Lovers’, for which incidentally, thirty years later Miss Benson was still patiently waiting to be paid! The best tracks of this particular session and that first one Joe had done were eventually put together under the fictitious name of the Mark Andrews Orchestra. Unfortunately, the LP was released on the American Gala label which promptly collapsed and the chances of Miss Benson, who spent hundreds of pounds on arrangements, or any of its other debtors being paid now are slim to say the least. Patience may be a virtue, but virtue can hurt you.


Then a few months later in April ’56, he really came of age when he was responsible for the first jazz record to reach the Top Twenty in Britain. He was roped in on a session for independent jazz producer Denis Preston, and it was with one track of Humphrey Lyttelton’s band that he made everyone sit up.


It was called ‘Bad Penny Blues’ and technically, not officially, it was also his first professional job in the capacity of producer. Combining the job of producer with that of sound-balance engineer is very difficult. It means dealing with intricate sounds and levels whilst at the same time directing the overall production, but as Denis Preston points out, Joe managed it well: “It was just sheer chance. We were supposed to have a 5-piece band, and the saxophone player had to leave before the end of the session – had a gig. So we’re left with four guys: Humph on trumpet and three rhythm. So what can we do? We had a deadline, so I said, ‘Well the best thing is – play the blues. What about one of those Harry James-type things, Humph, like ‘Boo Woo’?’ And it worked out a sort of boogie-woogie thing. I don’t think, with due respect to the musicians, that it was the music we made. I think it was Joe’s concept. He had a drum sound – that forward drum sound which no other engineer at that time would have conceived of doing, with echo. And it was the sound that Joe Meek created that made that record for Humphrey Lyttelton.” It is also noteworthy for being one of the first instances where he applied the artificial effect of compressing-limiting. Used far more heavily than usual it gave the record extra boost, both soundwise, making it more forceful than other discs of the time, and chartwise where it reached the No.l9 spot in July.2
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It might be assumed from this lengthy discourse on Joe’s musical activities that he was having little in the way of social life, and that was indeed the case. His work was music, his hobby was music, he ate, drank and slept music; and when all those hours in the day were added up it was just about time to start again. His life was music. As far as anything else was concerned it was rarely more adventurous than the occasional meal out or a visit to the pictures to see a musical or horror film, and even then he had to be with someone or he would not bother going. Every few months he would catch the train home for some sanity and fresh air, fix a few radios, maybe wire up a dance, record a bird in a tree and catch the train back again. One of the main reasons why there was so little time to spare outside the music world was that there was such a vast array of attractions within it, and the big one at the moment was putting his gloss on potential hit records.


Not long after ‘Bad Penny Blues’ he spread the icing on the cake with one of the biggest selling records that year. This one was Anne Shelton’s account of a soldier returning home to his sweetheart: ‘Lay Down Your Arms’. To listeners the song was memorable for its stomping military beat, an ingredient which helped make it one of Miss Shelton’s favourite sessions: “We had lots of laughs. We did a couple of rehearsals for balance and then the producer, Johnny Franz, decided that we needed marching feet and my husband who was also in the control box, suggested they went down to the Wellington Barracks to bring some soldiers back and have them marching up and down in the studio, and Joe said, ‘And I’ll make the tea!’ Of course, we all started laughing and then he said, ‘I can give you the effect of marching feet,’ to which Johnny Franz replied, ‘Yes, we can get a record or tape.’ Joe said, ‘No no, I can get you the same effect that you would get on the radio of real marching men.’ Then he came back in with a box of gravel and someone [Adrian Kerridge] stood behind me shaking this box backwards and forwards. We did two takes and when the thing was finished the new black suit I was wearing was covered in white dust which had come out of the box.”


Chartwise alongside ‘Lay Down Your Arms’ some very interesting things were happening. Since the War the music scene had been dominated by American artistes like Frankie Laine, Johnnie Ray, Doris Day, Frank Sinatra and Rosemary Clooney. This year America was still hogging the bestsellers but along with all the mushy ballads, it was now sending over the brand-new, red hot rock’n’roll. Bill Haley had started all the shaking back in ’53 when he blended country’n’western with rhythm’n’blues on ‘Crazy Man Crazy’, and since then had recorded the first disc ever to sell a million in Britain and which triggered off the greatest upheaval in the history of popular music: ‘Rock Around The Clock’. This year saw the meteoric rise to the top for Elvis Presley and the emergence of quite a few other contenders for the rock’n’roll crown. During Anne Shelton’s month at No.1, Bill Haley had no less than five entries in the Top Twenty and Elvis had just gone out with two and come back in again with another. Meanwhile, all that we in Britain could muster were a few ballads from the likes of Dickie Valentine, David Whitfield, Alma Cogan and Jimmy Young – most of which were cover versions of American songs anyway – a piano medley or two from Winifred Atwell and the occasional Ying Tong Song. But we also had skiffle.


With all the energy and excitement flooding from Bill Haley’s comet, the British music scene in ’55 had turned for inspiration to a banjo player from Chris Barber’s Jazz Band – Lonnie Donegan. Absurdly enough, even with skiffle we still couldn’t get away from the Americans because they were the ones who invented it. It first appeared on the American jazz scene in New Orleans where it was played by poor blacks to pay the rent. A man behind on his rent payments would buy some beer and invite his friends round for a ‘rent party’ for which he would charge an admission fee. To make the party go with a swing the guests made instruments from combs and paper, stone jars and anything they could lay their hands on; words were added and that was skiffle. Thirty years later Donegan dusts off an old Leadbelly number called ‘Rock Island Line’ and skiffle is the greatest thing in England since false teeth. It was immediately dubbed the 3-chord-trick, because playing three chords on a guitar was the basic requirement to form a group. The rest was DIY with the rhythm section supplied by mother’s washboard and the local grocer’s tea-chest with a broomstick and string attached.


For the time being though, Donegan had that portion of the market to himself. While everyone else was busy learning their three chords he was busy playing them, and to the tune of five Top Twenty singles and an American Top Ten hit. None of them so far had been engineered by Joe, but there were several on the way. In the meantime Joe found himself working with: Petula Clark, Shirley Bassey, Dennis Lotis, Lita Roza, Cleo Laine, Alma Cogan, Gary Miller, Harry Secombe, jazz singer Betty Miller, popular pianists Stanley Black, Winifred Atwell and Joe Henderson, classical pianist Daniel Abrams, the Eric Delaney Band, the Ted Heath Orchestra and Geraldo & his Orchestra.


Another big seller to be chalked up was with the young up-and-coming Frankie Vaughan and was called ‘Green Door’. It actually started off on the B-side but proved so popular with disc jockeys that they ignored the other side. Suffice to say that anyone liking the 1981 version by Shakin’ Stevens should try giving Frankie Vaughan’s a spin.


It was now unbelievably only eleven months that he had been engineering music, but he had taken to it like a duck to water and was getting better fast. He was turning out to be rather more than an engineer who could do an adequate job and throw in a gimmicky sound effect for good measure. He had an understanding of popular music and what made it commercial; he realized that songs could not always depend on a good tune selling them and often needed something extra to grab the listener’s attention. This was what some producers were quick to latch onto and the smart ones saw the producer in him trying to break out and used him as an ally like a producer’s assistant.


Big commercial productions such as ‘Green Door’ and ‘Lay Down Your Arms’ owed some of their success to what can best be described as his revolutionary recording approach. He would try anything. If every other sound engineer in the world had told him, “You can’t do that,” he would have replied, “Can’t I? Listen.” As Arthur Frewin explains, he knew what he was after and was not going to let out-dated methods of recording stop him getting it: “He loved music, he loved sound and creating new sounds. And very often in the studio after a run-through you’d say, ‘That’s great, Joe.’ He’d say, ‘Look, I’ve just had an idea, can we have another run-through?’ And he would create it there and get a fantastic sound. All of a sudden something clicked in his mind and he’d get, say, twenty strings sounding like sixty strings sometimes. And he’d come out with ideas which nobody else had at the time – well ahead of his time, Joe, soundwise, well ahead of his time. He’d have all sorts of ideas: throwing echoes in, but he knew how to control echo and make it work for him. Loved to put a microphone next to every instrument, but it couldn’t always work, though; he loved to pick out instruments in the orchestra. A most creative man … He’d get a sound in his head and he would work and work until he got that sound. Some producers at that time didn’t like it; they wanted bang, bang, bang – in and out. They couldn’t understand what the man was after because half of them didn’t know what the bloody hell they were doing, quite frankly. But he knew what he wanted. If you had the patience with Joe he’d get the most marvellous sounds for you; if you wanted the regular, routine stuff as most producers did he’d get it but he didn’t like doing it. He’d need one or two run-throughs, then he’d play it back – ‘What do you think of that?’ Sometimes you had to say, ‘No Joe, that’s not what I’m looking for.’ It usually enhanced it.”


Nowadays there are all sorts of wonder-working gadgets to make a record more commercial, but in the mid-Fifties there was little scope. In fact the little that was available was largely frowned upon anyway because the English school of thought was such that except for adding a tiny touch of echo, editing out a few bum notes and using an equaliser to control the tone and a limiter to limit the dynamic range, all the commerciality should be in the performance itself. Consequently British pop records of the period were usually ‘roomy’.


In those days before multi-track recording techniques, the whole record had to be made at once and went straight onto single mono-track tape. So nearly everything had to be done during the actual session – spending weeks and weeks on ‘mixing’ was ten years away! Amazingly, it was common practice to use one microphone for several instruments, so there was not much variation between ‘live’ and studio sounds. Joe on the other hand arrived on the scene ready to fabricate recordings from the ground up, so that the sound coming out of the equipment was very different from the one going in. His own pronouncement was that there should be more echo and limiting on pop songs and far more microphones set out.3


After the session, if he was not happy with what he had on tape he would sometimes finish off with limiters and compressors. These act as an automatic volume control, making all the quiet bits louder and the loud bits quieter; so this way he could quite correctly make shrill soprano singers less piercing and make up-tempo pieces more exciting. This however led him to discover a rather less orthodox means of generating excitement into the record. By simply turning up the power he could make the recording loud all the way through. And then, going even further down the path of unrighteousness, he found he could use the limiter not only as a machine to hold the level up but as a musical instrument itself! All he had to do was put it into overdrive and he could then induce distortion, forcing the music out like sausages with a ‘woomph-woomph’ pumping sound. This of course was not at all what they were built for, but he didn’t mind that a bit.


However, he also had the sense to realize that pop techniques were not always suitable. On the contrary, Harry Secombe’s classical arias and many big 40-piece, middle-of-the-road records with the Laurie Johnson Orchestra were another matter entirely. Out went the novelty attention-grabbing gimmicks and in came a natural richness of sound. The sound he much admired and used as a yardstick was the one he heard on the Capitol label featuring the work of the Nelson Riddle Orchestra. By using a minimum of microphones to lift just a few instruments here and there he was able to measure up to Riddle’s sound without copying it. It was no mean achievement.


But life was not easy. He now wanted to devote all his energy to music but that was impossible when three or four days each week were often lost on Luxembourg shows. Road Shows and music had to go hand in hand and made for a pretty hectic life, especially since he often worked on days off. The studios were not booked solid but when the engineers were busy they were like ants at a picnic, and with all the repertoire of Pye and most of the independent companies to cater for, plus surplus sessions for Decca, Philips and EMI, an 18-hour day was common.4 In those early days there was no overtime pay either, but apparently the engineers were so happy in their work they didn’t care!


Such an industrious climate might have been good for breeding success, but for Joe it was also breeding enemies.




1. Shell-shock is now an obsolete term and is known more accurately as traumatic neurosis. It applied during WW1 to soldiers who had experienced overwhelming stress and who thus became hypersensitive to such things as noise, movement or light, any of which could bring on irritability and sometimes lead to violence.


2. The recording contained a highly praised piano solo and is another reason why Humphrey Lyttelton remembers it well: “It was a number we’d been doing for some time at the ‘Humphrey Lyttelton Club’, now the ‘100 Club’. The pianist, Johnny Parker, specialized in that rhythmic blues stuff and based his solos on the style of Dan Burley, who in fact originated the word ‘skiffle’. After hearing the playback I wasn’t happy with the drum sound and told Joe it was over-recorded. At that time the recorded sound corresponded much more closely to that produced ‘live’, and this of course won the approval of the people playing it. But Joe stuck to his guns, and it was too late to change it anyway because the session was over. It was plugged very strongly on the BBC’s Jack Jackson Show and I had a great surprise coming back off holiday to find it in the Top Twenty.”


3. He could have any number of microphones but they each had to be adjusted there and then, one by one, depending on how much impact was expected of them, and of course they were all headed for that one mono track. This can be compared with today’s ultramodern technology which instead of just one track, now affords at the last count well over 100 of them: over 100 different sounds, each having a track to itself so it can be separately stretched, squashed and hung, drawn and quartered without eliciting so much as a whimper from the others.


4. A session would generally deliver the two sides of a single, but there could still be editing work afterwards. In the case of singers, half a dozen takes during a session would normally be the limit – if they hadn’t got it by then, forget it. However, by cutting out the worst bits and joining up the best, engineers could work wonders. For example, in one song of actress Janette Scott’s, Joe and his assistant Adrian Kerridge made 42 edits! She couldn’t sing, so the engineers forced her to – on tape in the editing room.
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“Rotten Pigs! Trying To Take My Secrets”





Cover versions were made at the speed of sound. Everyone was copying American records, so the trick was to rush your own version into the shops before the original arrived and before anyone else had the same idea, and that meant getting the skates on. Last minute sessions were sometimes held at 9 o’clock at night for a song hot from the publisher’s; then at midnight the tape was raced down to the disc-cutting room; two hours later it was cut and off to the factory to be on their doorstep that morning and on sale twenty-four hours later.


The question of cover versions was one that bothered him a lot and was one that cropped up often. There was a strange situation at IBC since more than one record company were using their facilities. He could be recording one artiste with one song in the afternoon whilst in the evening he could very well find himself doing the same song all over again with another artiste. This was bound to happen when he was becoming increasingly sought after but once when it did, he kicked up such a stink that the job was handed over to someone else. That was after recording the Gary Miller version of ‘Garden Of Eden’ for Pye, complete with his own personal thunderclap, and being asked by Philips to do the same again with Frankie Vaughan. In future he would just have to grit his teeth and do it. But it was always an important matter of principle to him, and made no easier by his showing favouritism towards some producers; so he was hardly likely to revel in working closely with one producer to achieve a particular sound only to hand it all over to the next one who walked through the door. It was tantamount to trading secrets with the Russians, and the number of secrets he now had up his sleeve was swelling. People were intrigued by his use of echo and limiting and they had to stay intrigued. “Rotten pigs!” he would say. “Trying to take my secrets.”


This attitude won him no sweet smiles from the boss, Allen Stagg, and not much in the way of honeyed phrases either: “The guiding force in Joe’s life was selfishness; he was ruthless in his selfishness. He could never ever work as a team man. It was essential at IBC that people were very team-minded because it was necessary for everybody’s success to be able to rely on somebody else, and Joe was a loner. You could never rely on Joe to do the right thing in the essence of teamwork; Joe would only look after himself – entirely selfish person. I met his mother during one of our annual Open Days and she was very interested in a motherly way. He was naturally very proud to be showing her what he was doing, but that was the only hint I ever had that he didn’t exist solely for himself. I could never describe Joe as a nice person because he was much too selfish and he became virtually impossible to deal with as he became more successful. He wanted me to lock studios and I absolutely and downright refused. When he’d set up ready for a session he wanted nobody to go in there at all and I said, ‘Don’t be so bloody ridiculous.’ It would be while he went out to lunch or had a bit of time in between then and the recording session. He’d say, ‘I want the studio locked,’ and I’d say, ‘Well you’re not damn well having it locked.’ And of course, I wouldn’t allow him to stay in the studio and keep everyone else away. He had to understand that if a member of staff wanted to go in and discuss anybody’s session, they always had to be free to do so. That was the atmosphere I tried to create and I wasn’t having Joe destroy that.”


This kind of reaction to Joe’s one-man-band style can also be explained rather differently. Success in one person often breeds resentment in others, and when that person starts squirrelling away secrets he is bound to be branded selfish by someone. And that word selfishness can easily be used to misrepresent self-preservation. It should not be forgotten that the music business is the biggest rat-race of them all. If an engineer establishes himself he will be in demand; if other engineers know his ideas, they will too. Allen Stagg was right – up to a point. The fact that he was maintaining IBC’s reputation as Britain’s Number One recording studios was no small achievement, for unlike the other giants the company could not afford to sit back and rely on its equipment to see it through. IBC was being run on a shoestring and therefore depended upon his influence over the staff in insisting on flair and fine quality. Moreover, it improved engineers’ performances working in an independent studio where they were competing with each other, and if a client walked in saying he didn’t want so and so, then that engineer did not get the job nor perhaps the salary increase later, and was relegated to something like a Road Show.


Allen Stagg was meticulous to a degree in preserving standards and tip-top efficiency. But he was no innovator and it was unfortunate that his orthodox teamwork approach allowed little room for individuals, however brilliant they might be. Also high on his list of grievances were Joe’s lengthy sojourns of experimenting: such a practice was fine in small doses (maybe twice daily before meals) but not something to get hooked on: “Joe would be there all hours. Now this was rather difficult for me because I used to actively encourage people to do experimental work. But I used to rely on people being above board enough not to do it financially at the studios’ expense. He had to convince me he was furthering his own experience instead of his own pocket. I couldn’t say I was convinced he was doing this, but I was as sure as hell suspicious.” In order to guard against any of the tape monkeys picking up Joe’s wicked ways he impressed upon them that “Joe Meek is a shining example of what you must never be.” Two Joe Meeks at IBC would have been just too much of a good thing.


And there was something else about Joe that Allen couldn’t stomach. It was apparent to some people that Joe had a slightly effeminate manner, and to those he trusted he was now openly admitting being homosexual. It’s worth mentioning that although in today’s freer-thinking society homosexuality has a moderate acceptance, in the mid-Fifties it did not. There were another ten years to go before the public would even consider the prospect of ‘gay liberation’. Until then any person of that ilk who did not conceal it stuck out like a knife in the back and was liable to suffer all sorts of traumas: either from general persecution or from the knowledge that even homosexual acts in private constituted a criminal offence, one carrying a maximum life sentence.


His mild manner and soft, medium-pitched voice often suggested a girlishness about him, and this was further hinted at by the care he took in his appearance. Much time outside was spent combing his hair in doorways and shop windows, and his face was so closely shaved that it looked like the hairs had been plucked out. (He had up to half a dozen electric shaves a day.) As for any shiny noses, they would disappear under a touch of pancake make-up as they always had done since his RAF days. But despite these little idiosyncrasies and the strong scent of after-shave that followed him around, nothing was ever blatantly obvious until he lost his temper and let rip with all the elegance of a Portuguese washerwoman. He had accepted where his proclivities lay when recently moving lodgings to share a large room at 15 Leinster Gardens, Bayswater with Lional Howard, a young fellow of similar age and persuasion. Usually he locked such matters away with his host of other secrets but was not afraid to confide in those he thought more open-minded. In fact he once brought into work some photos of the athletically bare-chested Lional, and was quick to point out that their relationship was no secondary substitute for the real thing but something in its own right.
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