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“The truth is rarely pure and never simple.”


– OSCAR WILDE


“Always look in their eyes, not the face, the eyes . . . ”


– PETER GRANT





PROLOGUE



It’s a Saturday evening in summer 1982. I am seventeen years old, sitting in a porn cinema in London’s Soho. I’m with five teenage friends, male and female, and we’re passing out cans of cheap lager from supermarket bags stashed between our feet.


The tiny theater smells of last week’s cigarettes, disinfectant, and bodies. We are not alone. In the shadows we can see a homeless man slumped across two seats, fast asleep and snoring. Behind us, someone is coughing loudly, as a cloud of dope smoke wafts down the aisle.


One weekend a month, this cinema abandons its timetable of adult movies to show Led Zeppelin’s The Song Remains the Same. The film isn’t available on video yet, and very few people we know own a VCR anyway.


Listening to Led Zeppelin in 1982 is a peculiar, often isolating pastime. The band broke up two years earlier following the death of drummer John Bonham, and their lead singer, Robert Plant, has just released his first solo record.


The compact disc is about to arrive, and we’re in a brand new decade with brand new groups. Nobody’s supposed to care about Led Zeppelin anymore. And yet here we are.


We’ve already watched forty minutes of the movie. “Rock and Roll,” “Celebration Day,” and the rest have been delivered with fast-moving close-ups of Robert Plant and guitarist Jimmy Page, swaggering and peacocking across the stage of New York’s Madison Square Garden. Then, suddenly, the film cuts to a dressing room somewhere in America.


It doesn’t take long to notice this backstage anteroom, with its strip lights and drab paintwork, is about as glamorous as the dressing rooms in most British provincial civic halls. But all that matters is it’s backstage at a Led Zeppelin concert.


On screen, there’s an argument taking place between an American, whose clothes and haircut suggest he’s some kind of authority figure, and an enormous, bearded Englishman, whom we recognize as Zeppelin’s manager Peter Grant. He looks like a gypsy pirate and sounds like he should be throwing drunks out of pubs in Soho. Which isn’t far off what he once did for a living.


We’ve already seen Grant briefly at the beginning of the film: playing a Mafia-style capo in one of the movie’s awkward fictional sequences, but that was a silent role.


In the backstage scene, the rolling cadence of Grant’s South London accent and his scattergun profanities (“Don’t fucking talk to him! It’s my bloody act!”) stay with us long after the film has ended. Led Zeppelin is the star of The Song Remains the Same. Their manager is its unsung hero.


Peter Grant always looked like he’d wandered in off the set of a movie and chosen to remain in character. Unbeknown to us then, he’d been an actor in a past life. The wild hair and beard, the antique rings, and the silk scarves were part of his costume.


Grant came from the pre–Second World War era, a world of variety theater and gramophone records, long before television and rock ‘n’ roll. He was a generation older than Led Zeppelin.


London’s West End had been Peter Grant’s domain in the late fifties and early sixties. It hadn’t changed much by 1982. Twenty-first-century Soho, with its al fresco dining and cosmopolitan bar culture, wasn’t even a developer’s dream then.


After the film, we left the cinema and headed for the nearest pub. Turn down any Soho alley in the early eighties and you entered a rabbit’s warren of peepshows, clip joints, and what tabloid newspapers called “dirty book shops.” It wasn’t so different in Grant’s day.


Less than five minutes’ walk from the cinema is Old Compton Street. Here, the twenty-one-year-old Peter Grant took the tickets at the 2i’s coffee bar, while British rock ‘n’ roll wannabes played on a stage made from milk crates in the cellar. Nearer still, on Wardour Street, had been the Flamingo— the all-night jazz and blues club where Grant policed the door in the era of Georgie Fame and the Blue Flames.


From the Flamingo, you could be at what was once Murray’s Cabaret Club on Beak Street in less than ten minutes. In the late fifties, members of the royal family and East End gangsters sipped champagne side by side at Murray’s, while Grant stood in the doorway in his concierge’s cap and uniform, ordering cabs for crooks and their showgirl mistresses.


In the early sixties, when he’d worked for Sharon Osbourne’s father—the promoter Don Arden—Grant had been a familiar presence in the music publishers’ offices on nearby Denmark Street and at venues such as the original Marquee and the 100 Club.


When the original American rock ‘n’ rollers Gene Vincent and Chuck Berry first came to Britain, Grant was there, driving them between gigs and collecting their fee. Later, after homegrown pop acts such as the Animals and the Yardbirds came of age, Grant was there again, shaking down rogue club owners who tried to cheat them out of their money.


Like a giant, moustachioed Zelig, Peter Grant was always somewhere in the picture as this ramshackle, fly-by-night operation evolved into the modern-day music business.


Ten years after first seeing The Song Remains the Same in a West End porn cinema, I was at the Marquee when word spread that Led Zeppelin’s fabled ex-manager was in the building. All heads turned away from the stage toward the tall, bearded gentleman standing near the bar. Grant’s costume had changed: the scarves and rings replaced by a somber business suit, and there was much less of him than there had been in the movie.


By now, I’d convinced a couple of bottom-rung-of-the-ladder music magazines to let me write for them. They were generous with concert tickets and free records, less so with paychecks. But after the show I was allowed entry to the Marquee’s green room, where I was introduced to Grant. Out of nowhere, he asked my opinion of the group we’d just seen.


Was there a right answer, I wondered? I told him I wasn’t sure. He told me he wasn’t either, but that the guitarist was good. I wondered what it must be like trying to judge any new guitarist when the yardstick was Jimmy Page. He sounded just like he did in The Song Remains the Same but without the expletives.


Grant was now a long way from Led Zeppelin and Madison Square Garden, but certain things hadn’t changed. He had a minder with him, rhythmically chewing gum, his eyes scanning the room left to right and back again, as if he were watching a particularly slow game of tennis. Nobody was going to bother Grant, but I soon became aware that everyone nearby was craning their necks to get a glimpse of him.


For the next hour, Grant entertained a small gathering of us with several choice tales. This was a man who’d spent most of his working life on tour buses and planes. He was a well-schooled storyteller and divulged how a drunk Gene Vincent once tried to run him over in his own car, and how the first time he’d met Robert Plant he’d pleaded for advice about his tortuous love life. “He told me he was in love with two sisters,” revealed Grant, with a conspiratorial grin.


Some months later, I ran into Grant again at an awards ceremony. Old business acquaintances, musicians, and acolytes hovered expectantly around him. You could overhear snatches of the conversation: “I dunno if you remember me, Peter; I toured with Bad Company in ’76.” And so it went on.


Everybody in the room knew about Grant’s reputation. We’d heard tales of violent altercations and verbal intimidation. Some older music critics’ faces still darkened whenever his name was mentioned. In 1992, though, we were told he’d changed; that he’d softened in his old age. But had he, really?


Years later, Peter’s son, Warren, told me of the time they were leaving a charity dinner, when somebody dashed over to say hello to his father. Peter responded with a tirade of abuse.


His victim listened in stunned silence. Only later, while Peter and Warren were outside waiting for a taxi, did Grant realize he’d mistaken the poor man for somebody else.


It’s a story that sums up Peter Grant’s reputation. Nothing about Grant was quite how it seemed. He was a master at allowing the mythology, the gossip, and the rumors to spread—to keep the “real” Peter Grant under wraps.


Grant, the pioneering manager, revolutionized the business and helped shape the modern music industry. At the time of his death in 1995, a proposed film about his life had been in development for more than five years. It was never going to get made. And if it had, nobody would ever have believed it anyway.


Peter Grant’s story began for me in a Soho cinema in 1982. More than thirty years later it turned out to be a celebration, a cautionary tale, and a compelling human drama—far stranger than any fiction.
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The Battle of Streatham Common


“Nobody knew Peter Grant. All these people who crow on about him know nothing about his subtleties and his magnificence.”


— ROBERT PLANT


Peter Grant was an ordinary man who led the most extraordinary life. He was also a man with secrets. He took many with him. An envelope of papers relating to his mysterious family background even went with him in the coffin.


It made sense. During his lifetime, Led Zeppelin’s manager rarely discussed his family background, even with his ex-wife and children. He was brought up by a single mother and always claimed he’d never known his father. But the missing pieces in the familial puzzle continue to fascinate and perplex his daughter, Helen, and son, Warren.


With Led Zeppelin’s fame and success, some of the spotlight fell on their fearsome giant of a manager. In the absence of hard facts about Grant’s early life, an alternative history took shape, assisted by books, magazine articles, and television documentaries. Some of the information was true, some was wild speculation, and some was completely false.


Grant himself contributed to this confused backstory. As his reputation grew, it was to his advantage to let people believe what they wanted. The truth might have been too mundane or revealed too much about the person he really was. “He was a complex man,” says Helen. “You could never really know him.”


This much we do know: Peter Grant came into the world on April 5, 1935. Contrary to other reports, he never had a middle name. The building in which he was born, Thurston House, 11 Birdhurst Road, in South Croydon, Surrey, still stands at the junction of two suburban south London streets.


Thurston House is a listed Victorian building, which is now divided into flats. A steep turret juts into the skyline above its three floors. In 1935, though, it was the Birdhurst Nursing Home—a small cottage hospital.


Peter’s mother, Dorothy Louise Grant, was unmarried and forty-two years old when she gave birth to her only child. Dorothy’s father, Harry James Grant, was a civil service clerk, originally from Chesterton, near Cambridge. Her mother, Catherine Anne Bradley, came from Petersfield, Hampshire—an area where her grandson would spend time during the Second World War.


By the time Harry and Catherine met, they were both living just south of London in Thornton Heath, Croydon, one of the metropolitan suburbs taking root since the arrival of the railways.


The couple were married at the local Church of the Holy Saviour in 1892. Dorothy was born the following year in a house on Buxton Road, Thornton Heath. A brother, Ernest, arrived six years later in 1898.


Dorothy never married, and by the time she was expecting Peter she was employed as a private secretary by the Church of England Pension Board in Westminster.


In 1934, she’d moved into a small, terraced house at 33 Norhyrst Avenue, in Norwood, four miles north of Thornton Heath. She remained there on and off for most of the next forty years, most likely as a sitting tenant and with the assistance of the church pensions board, which helped provide housing for retired clergymen. Peter eventually bought the house outright for her.


An unmarried woman giving birth in her forties in prewar Britain would have faced great prejudice. “Dorothy was a Christian, a churchgoer,” says Helen. “So you can imagine what it was like, having a baby at that age out of wedlock.”


The Birdhurst Nursing Home was especially popular with single mothers. It was close to the Mission of Hope at Birdhurst Lodge, a Christian organization and adoption agency, whose members were regular visitors at the hospital. Their brochures promised to take care of unmarried mothers “of otherwise good character” before encouraging them to give up their babies “to Jesus.”


Dorothy didn’t succumb. She was twice the age of most new mothers and presumably thought she’d never get another chance to have a child. She left the hospital with Peter, registered his birth, but never listed a father’s name on the certificate.


“The surname “Underwood” is the only clue we have, and we’re not entirely certain of that,” says Helen. Peter’s ex-wife Gloria also suggested his father could have been a Canadian serviceman: “My mum told me she thought he might have been a soldier.”


Despite inheriting some of Dorothy’s diaries, Helen never found any information about her grandfather’s identity. However, on one of Peter’s school admission forms, Dorothy listed his father’s profession as “senior clerk.” It was the same job as her own father, but it’s the only surviving clue.


“If Dad knew anything, he never said,” insists Helen. “I asked him once, ‘Aren’t you curious to know who your dad was?’ He said no. I told him I was and kept asking, and he told me to stop: ‘Helen, I don’t want to talk about it.’”


“I think he felt rejected, and that’s why he couldn’t handle rejection, as it reminded him of this part of his childhood. Maybe that’s where the blowouts came from. There was something within him that made him take it out on people.”


The late music manager Malcolm McLaren spent several years in the eighties and early nineties working with Grant on a film about his life. Try as he might, Grant would never tell him anything about his childhood. “I think he never wanted anybody to be able to get to him,” said McLaren, “and I think that’s the Golden Rule of any godfather.”


However, McLaren’s researcher/writer Mark Long gleaned some information from Grant during hours of interviews. In Peter’s account, Dorothy intimated to her son that she knew where his father was, but he was unable to be with them. “It was quite a while before he realized she didn’t know,” says Long, “and he was, to all intents and purposes, nonexistent.”


Grant inherited his height from Dorothy, who was six feet tall. Nobody’s certain where the dark hair and piercing eyes came from. Grant’s old friend, the late record producer Mickie Most, was certain Peter told him he was half Jewish.


“A lot of people thought he was Jewish,” says Helen, “but nobody knew. We thought it might have been in his background. In his seventies heyday, he always looked like a Romany.”


“I remember Jimmy Page asking Peter if he was Jewish,” remembers Led Zeppelin’s former tour manager, Richard Cole. “Peter asked why, but didn’t actually reply.” In a business with so many Jewish managers, attorneys, and agents, perhaps Grant thought it was a point in his favor to pretend he was. Or he just liked to keep people guessing.


With the outbreak of the Second World War in September 1939, the government commissioned a census of every man, woman, and child in Britain. Approximately 40 million people were accounted for in sixty-five thousand record books. The four-year-old Peter Grant wasn’t one of them.


According to this official record, Dorothy was still working as a secretary, but now living away from her son with a retired solicitor, his wife, and his domestic staff in a cottage in Haslemere, Surrey.


Nevertheless, Grant told Mickie Most he’d spent time in a children’s home because his mother was too poor to look after him. Helen Grant heard a similar tale: “There was talk of an orphanage.”


Grant began his education in May 1940 and spent the next three years at a school in Grayshott, a village in Hampshire. In summer 1943, he was back in South London and enrolled at St. Walter John School in Battersea, where he remained for the next five years.


The school’s admission forms show four handwritten addresses for Dorothy, each one crossed out, as she spent the war years moving between flats and houses in Grayshott and Hindhead in Surrey. “What was she doing, and where was my dad?” Helen wondered.


In a 1974 interview with Melody Maker—the British weekly music magazine—Grant spoke briefly about this time. He revealed that his school in Battersea had been evacuated to Charterhouse, a public school in Godalming, Surrey. At the time, thousands of city-dwelling children were billeted in rural towns and villages to avoid the German Luftwaffe’s bombing raids.


Grant joined them and spent just under two of the war years boarding at Northbrook House—the Charterhouse headmaster’s private home—which had been turned into a residence for the Battersea boys.


Grant painted a vivid picture of deprived urban kids coming up against their rich, privileged counterparts. “World War Two was on, and there was another war going on down there, which nobody knew about,” Grant told Melody Maker. “There used to be great battles, and we’d beat them up.”


Grant owned a photograph of Northbrook, on the back of which Dorothy had written the dates of his attendance and that “Peter was very happy here.” She was either ignoring the “great battles” or didn’t know they were happening.


In interviews, Grant often referred to being illegitimate and always mentioned his mother and her struggle. Sherry Coulson, the widow of Bad Company’s handler Clive Coulson, remembers long conversations with Peter.


“He told me he’d had this really impoverished background,” she says. “He talked about this grinding poverty. How little food they had and how they’d cook and prepare it.


“He told me his mother was very hardworking and kept their heads above water. He loved his mother and told me her mother was involved in his life as well. He suggested the two of them brought him up.” Catherine Grant’s family background in Hampshire might explain her daughter living in the same county during some of the war years.


By the end of the war in September 1945, Peter and his mother had returned to the house on Norhyrst Avenue. He remained at St. Walter John School until February 1948.


Like most of London, Norwood and its surrounding areas bore the scars of the German bombing campaign but not all were visible. A generation would grow up without fathers, uncles, or brothers, and some of those who returned from the conflict were damaged by the experience. The physical and emotional cost to the survivors was immense.


In interviews, Grant described having a “bad, bad education” and how it had been severely disrupted by the war. The impression given was of a twelve-year-old boy who’d fallen between the cracks of the school system and been forgotten.


After Battersea, he continued his education at Rockmount School on Chevening Road, Upper Norwood. He lasted six months, until he was presumably asked to leave. “When I was older, we used to sit up and talk,” says Warren Grant, “and one of the things he told me was he’d never done anything at school.”


“Peter told me that once a week he was taken out of school and sent to a place for special counseling,” remembers Mark Long.


These child psychology sessions came about from Grant being deemed “out of parental control” by his teachers, and, presumably, his mother: “His mum and the school sent him to this class for problem kids.”


On one visit Grant wondered if his behavioral difficulties might run in the family. His cousin, Uncle Ernest’s son Geoffrey, who was a couple of years’ Peter’s junior, was attending the same counseling session.


Grant sometimes told journalists he’d quit education at thirteen to work as a stagehand. However, in August 1948, after Rockmount, the thirteen-year-old Peter enrolled at Ingram County Secondary School for Boys in Thornton Heath.


“Ingram Road,” as it was commonly called, was a secondary modern school for children who hadn’t passed the “Eleven Plus” examination. This test, introduced under Britain’s 1944 Education Act, determined whether a child was suitable, or not, for a coveted grammar school place.


In class-conscious, postwar Britain, passing or failing the Eleven Plus could have a major impact on a child’s prospects. The same Act promised to create more technical schools, called Secondary Moderns, for those with practical rather than academic abilities, but it didn’t happen.


Secondary Moderns, such as Ingram Road, were soon filled with young people of wildly different abilities and one thing in common: they had failed the government’s exam or not even taken it. Peter Grant was among them.


When Grant arrived at his new school, its recently appointed headmaster, a former Royal Air Force officer Frederick T. B. Wheeler faced an insurmountable challenge. World War II had wreaked havoc, and the school was still recovering from the aftershocks in peacetime. Ingram Road lacked teachers and basic facilities. It was easy for a child to disappear or be ignored.


According to former Atlantic Records senior vice president Phil Carson, the school had an intimidating reputation in the 1950s. Carson, who’d passed his Eleven Plus, was a pupil at St. Joseph’s College—a grammar school in Beulah Hill, Upper Norwood. The two schools were fierce rivals, with the enmity fueled by jealousy and social division.


Carson remembers an incident just before he enrolled. “Some of our St. Joseph’s boys had been attacked by some lads from Ingram Road,” he says, “and it was decided the two schools would have it out in an organized fight.”


The designated battleground was Streatham Common, a stretch of parkland near both schools. “St. Joseph’s had a sixth-form for older teenagers, so we sent down our football first eleven, some of whom were as old as eighteen,” he recalls. “Apparently, Ingram Road sent just eight or nine kids, most of them only fifteen, and they absolutely battered our football eleven—beat the living shit out of them.”


Years later, when the two men discussed their childhoods, Carson mentioned the fight on Streatham Common. Peter told him he’d been one of Ingram Road’s foot soldiers.


“I like to think of it as being like that time in the Boer War where Gandhi, Winston Churchill, and the future prime minister of South Africa [Louis Botha] were on the same battlefield,” he joked, referring to the Battle of Spion Kop, where the lives of three future world leaders briefly intersected. “Though, of course, not of quite such devastating importance.”


Carson remembers the fight happening shortly before he joined St. Joseph’s in the summer of 1955, but Grant had left Ingram Road five years earlier. “I remember Peter telling me he was there,” says Carson. “And I still like to think he was, somehow . . . because, of course, it’s such a great story.”


It’s a story that brilliantly illustrates his ability to let music business gossip further his reputation. The idea of the young Grant battling rival school pupils three years his senior dovetailed with the later Peter Grant bawling out a building manager in Led Zeppelin’s film The Song Remains the Same. The reality was more complicated.


Grant’s approach to academia didn’t improve and led to a damning report from Frederick Wheeler. “His headmaster said, ‘This man will never make anything of his life. Useless, hopeless,’” says Helen. “It made him think, ‘Sod you, I am going to do something.’”


Decades later, Grant still sounded like a man trying to prove his detractors wrong. “I know some of these big shots at record companies cringe when they’re with me,” he said in 1974. “They have to do it because of what you represent, which is great.”


“I don’t think money was Peter’s driving force,” said Malcolm McLaren. “His driving force was respect.”


Peter Grant left Ingram Road on April 4, 1950, the day before his fifteenth birthday. The school records give his reason for leaving as “employment” rather than expulsion. He left without a single qualification and spent the next eight years in the army and low-paying jobs, slowly finding his way toward the entertainment industry.


Later, the more successful Led Zeppelin became, the less inclined Grant was to discuss his life before the music business. However, he was surprisingly candid in a 1970 interview with the women’s magazine, She. “When I was thirteen I became a stagehand at the Croydon Empire,” Grant said. “I also tried to work in a sheet metal factory, but after five weeks I knew it wasn’t for me.”


“Peter wanted to build bicycles,” says Mark Long. “Dorothy took him to [British bike manufacture] Claud Butler’s factory in Clapham Junction.” Then he found out how poor the money was for an apprentice and walked out.


Instead, he ended up working at Visco’s Engineering in Waddon, Croydon. Grant was employed as “dolly boy,” climbing inside huge steel drums and holding the rivets while his co-worker drilled them from above. He lasted five weeks.


Britain was rebuilding itself after the war, and jobs were plentiful. After Visco’s, Grant waited tables at the chic Italian restaurant Frascati’s, an hour’s bus ride from South Norwood on London’s Oxford Street. Then came a brief stint as a messenger boy at Reuter’s news agency. As long as there was money to be made, it didn’t matter how he made it.


Arguably, the most important of all these jobs, though, was the one Grant always claimed was his first: working as a stagehand at the Croydon Empire after school and earning what he remembered as “fifteen bob a week,” less than a sterling pound or a dollar in modern currency.


The Empire Theatre of Varieties first opened its doors in North End, Croydon, in 1906. For most of the next fifty years, this regal hall, with its velvet furnishings and stained-glass roof light, hosted the cream of Britain’s music and variety acts.


“I was fascinated by the theater,” Grant told McLaren. “There were plate spinners and another act where a guy drove a motorcycle around a huge steel cage. It seemed pretty glamorous and better than the steel factory.”


Variety was Britain’s version of American vaudeville: fast, cheap entertainment performed in provincial theaters by singers, comedians, and dancers—anyone who could raise a smile, coax a tear, or hold an audience’s attention during their stint in the spotlight.


By the time Peter Grant was sweeping the floor and working the stage curtain, the Empire’s velvet furnishings had faded, and variety was dying a slow death because of the arrival of the “talking pictures.” By 1950, the world’s biggest stars were movie actors such as all-American hero John Wayne or wisecracking song-and-dance men Bob Hope and Bing Crosby.


That year, the Croydon Empire’s fifteen-year-old stagehand would have seen the Piccadilly Nudes, playing twice a day for six days a week. The act had been rushed in from London’s Soho to bring some risqué glamour to Croydon and bump up the takings.


They were an ensemble of naked women, carefully arranged in static poses. Britain’s Victorian censorship laws didn’t permit a nude woman to move on stage. This tableau vivant, as it was called, might have titillated audiences in the 1900s but would have seemed sad and dated by 1950.


Peter Grant would spend the best years of his working life standing in the wings on stages all over the world, watching others bring sex and glamour to an expectant audience—and it started at a South London theater.


In 1975 Led Zeppelin’s run of dates at London’s Earls Court was billed as “An Evening With Led Zeppelin” and sold with a retro poster that wouldn’t have looked out of place at the Croydon Empire.


“Peter learned how a show would work,” said Mickie Most. “How you get an audience, how you hold back and then a deliver a decent encore.”


By April 1953, the eighteen-year-old Grant had briefly quit show business and was working as a trainee hotel chef. Then he received his “call-up” papers. All healthy British males between seventeen and twenty-one were called up to undertake two years’ compulsory national service in the armed forces.


The Beatles’ Ringo Starr once said the abolition of national service in 1960 was a blessing for British pop music: “We were the first generation that didn’t go into the army and were allowed to turn into musicians.”


Until then, young conscripts were taken away from their civilian jobs and loved ones and billeted in military garrisons up and down the country. They were taught to march and point a gun and told when to eat, sleep, and shit.


Grant was assigned to the Royal Army Ordnance Corp—the division for military supplies and repairs—and put in charge of the mess hall at its barracks in Kettering, Northamptonshire. He also resumed his theatrical career: “We used to have shows at the army base every two months, and when they found out I’d worked as a stagehand, I helped run them.”


Grant assisted the Navy, Army, and Air Force Institutes (NAAFI) with stage shows by making sure they had the same quality lights and drapes used at the Croydon Empire. Grant was thrilled when the celebrated postwar comedian and drummer Max Bacon was booked for a show and made sure he had the best possible stage production.


Grant was promoted from private to lance corporal in summer 1955 and completed his national service the following April. He’d done his duty, but the twenty-year-old was now back home and looking for work.


Grant returned to the hotel business. After taking a vacation on the island of Jersey he started working as an entertainment manager in the same hotel in which he’d stayed. Grant was soon booking some of the same song-and-dance acts that had played the Empire a decade earlier. But the entertainment business was slowly evolving.


At the time, dance bands and homegrown romantic balladeers such as Dickie Valentine or their suave American counterparts, Al Martino and Dean Martin, dominated popular music in Britain.


Then in August 1955 America’s Bill Haley and His Comets upset this gentle status quo with the rock ‘n’ roll hit “Rock Around the Clock.” Haley and his men were moonlighting jazz and swing players, who’d cannily repurposed black rhythm and blues for a young white audience. It worked. Dance band leaders and romantic balladeers were appalled and hoped this new music was just a passing fad.


Then came Elvis Presley: twenty years old, swiveling hips, lacquered hair, and excess testosterone. “This man is dangerous,” proclaimed the British film magazine Picturegoer. “His powerful voice rises above the din like a mating call in the jungle.”


In Europe, Presley’s music found an immediate home on Radio Luxembourg, the commercial rival to Britain’s state-sanctioned BBC. Grant, like every other adolescent or early twentysomething, listened to the station.


Elvis’s effect on a generation of British teenagers was immediate and profound. His UK hits in 1956, including “Heartbreak Hotel” and “Blue Suede Shoes,” turned him into a parent-baiting sex symbol and a poster boy for a glamorous new world without bombsites and ration books.


Other rock ‘n’ roll stars Jerry Lee Lewis, Chuck Berry, Gene Vincent, and Little Richard, soon followed. “Rock ‘n’ roll was about sex, hound-dogging, getting plenty of it, playing with your poodle,” Malcolm McLaren explained. “Even the words ‘rock’ and ‘roll’ signified the sexual act.”


In a bedroom in suburban Surrey, Led Zeppelin’s future leader, a twelve-year-old Jimmy Page, was similarly smitten. “It was all so primeval,” he said. “Young people were drawn to it. I was no exception.”


Grant was also seduced. Barrie Keeffe, the first scriptwriter hired by McLaren to work on the film about Grant’s life, interviewed Peter in the 1980s. Grant showed him a signed photograph of Elvis Presley and said, “I did it all for this.”


Elvis would affect Grant’s life in ways that would have seemed unimaginable in 1956. Later, he would meet the singer, befriend his manager Colonel Tom Parker, and try to bring Presley to Britain for what would have been an inaugural UK tour.


“One of the greatest highs I ever experienced was when we went to see Elvis performing in Los Angeles,” he said. “His band members were all out of time, and he stopped, announcing to the audience: ‘We’ve got Led Zeppelin here, and we’re going to start again, so we look like we know what we’re doing.’”


In 1957, Grant’s next job would bring him slightly closer to Elvis’s world. The 2i’s Coffee Bar at 59 Old Compton Street took its name from its founders, brothers Freddie and Sammy Irani. Inspired by the introduction of the Gaggia espresso coffee machine, bars like the 2i’s tried to bring cosmopolitan color and panache to the capital. “Soho has become espresso land,” declared the Sunday People, one of Britain’s oldest Sunday newspapers. “Bright with colored neon lights.”


In spring of 1956, the 2i’s was taken over by a pair of aspiring entrepreneurs, Ray Hunter and Paul Lincoln. Both had recently arrived from their native Australia where they’d worked as champion wrestlers. Lincoln would be instrumental in Grant’s next career move.


It was Lincoln’s idea to feature singers and groups in the 2i’s’ tiny basement, with its stage made from milk crates and planks of wood. Soon after, Tommy Hicks, a twenty-year-old merchant seaman from Bermondsey, South London, was spotted performing in the cellar.


Hicks signed a record deal and changed his name to Tommy Steele. His first single, “Rock With the Caveman,” tried hard to imitate American rock ‘n’ roll and came up short, but it didn’t matter. The song became a hit in summer 1956. More would follow.


Teenagers were inspired. Many daydreamed of becoming the next Elvis but gravitated toward something more achievable. For a short time, the skiffle craze ran parallel to the rock ‘n’ roll boom in 1950s Britain.


Skiffle music was rooted in American blues and country and was played on cheap acoustic instruments. An old-fashioned washboard and a length of string tied between a tea chest and the top of a broom handle often supplied the rhythm. It was raw and primitive, and anybody could do it.


In 1955, skiffle topped the British charts, thanks to its newly anointed king, jazz musician turned singer Lonnie Donegan. His debut hit, “Rock Island Line,” inspired the future members of the Beatles, the Who, and Led Zeppelin. In 1957, a teenaged Jimmy Page made his BBC TV debut, singing and strumming an acoustic guitar with his own JG Skiffle Group.


Now, night after night, teenagers flocked to the 2i’s to listen to the big Wurlitzer jukebox on the club’s ground floor or the skiffle groups and rock ‘n’ rollers thrashing away in the cellar. There was money to be made in this newfangled strand of show business.


Paul Lincoln charged one shilling at the door. And although the club’s official capacity was 60, more than 150 would squeeze in on a busy Saturday night. Record company scouts now made trips to the 2i’s in their quest to find the next Lonnie Donegan or, better still, the English Elvis.


Lincoln was soon managing two homegrown rock ‘n’ roll singers. Neither Terry Dene nor Wee Willie Harris would challenge Elvis Presley for star quality but for a time both had hits.


Dene was arguably the first rock ‘n’ roll casualty, suffering a nervous breakdown while doing his national service and dropping out of the music business altogether. Meanwhile, Harris, who stood just five feet two inches, made up for what he lacked in height with a frenetic stage act and brightly colored dyed hair.


There wasn’t an instruction manual on how to make a career out of this new music. Everybody knew it could all end tomorrow, and they’d be back on the factory floor. “Nobody was actually managing anyone,” says former 2i’s regular Derek Berman, who met Grant in 1960. “Paul Lincoln was a businessman who thought, ‘There’s a guy who can sing; I will manage him.’ Then his friends decided to do the same.”


Now, though, wherever teenagers gathered, there was an even greater need for security. The 2i’s and other coffee bars recruited doormen to keep their patrons in line and see off Soho’s less desirable elements. Paul Lincoln would employ various imposing looking characters in the months ahead.


There was twenty-two-stone “Big” Roy Heath, who intervened when an East End mob armed with axes and a shotgun came looking for one of the 2i’s’ skiffle players. Later came men known by the nicknames, “2i’s Norman,” “Lofty,” and Henry Henroid, who was a sometime wrestler who later worked for the Beatles and Peter Grant’s early employer Don Arden.


“You had a lot of hard people who used to strut around down at the 2i’s,” said singer-songwriter Tony Sheridan. “All these characters in Italian suits and pointed shoes.”


In 1958 Lincoln appointed a colleague from the wrestling world, Tom Littlewood, to manage the 2i’s while he was on tour with his acts. Lincoln’s first job in England had been as a bodyguard, and Littlewood was a professional judo instructor. Their mutual background was a bonus in London’s wild West End.


Where there was cash money to be made, there was always someone trying to cut themselves in on the deal. Protection racketeering and intimidation were rife. When Lincoln opened another coffee bar, The New i’s, a gang tried to extort money from him, and one of his doormen ended up scarred for life after a hatchet blow.


Rock ‘n’ roll’s popularity had also seen the rise of the Teddy Boy youth cult. “Teddy Boys” were named after their taste for Edwardian-era drape jackets. The look was completed by drainpipe trousers, crepe-soled “brothel creepers,” and long hair fashioned into an exaggerated quiff, à la Elvis.


When the first rock ‘n’ roll movie, The Blackboard Jungle, opened in 1956, some Teddy Boys were so enthralled by Bill Haley and His Comets’ soundtrack they slashed the seats of their local cinema and were arrested for public disorder. Having saved Great Britain from Nazi Germany, parents and grandparents worried that Elvis and his disciples would finish what Hitler had started.


Peter Grant began policing the door at the 2i’s in 1957. Food and a wage were of paramount importance for him. “You got a meal and a quid a night,” he said. To many who remember him from back then, Grant was just the latest in a long line of 2i’s bruisers. “By the time Grant worked there, the job description was more realistic: he was a bouncer,” said sixties historian Barry Miles.


The late agent Peter Harrison booked Grant’s clients the Yardbirds to play London’s Last Chance Saloon club in 1967. “Their road manager was a big hulk of a man with shrewd eyes,” he said. “He was puffing and panting, as he heaved the equipment down to the semi-basement club.” After a couple of minutes Harrison recognized him as the ex-bouncer from the 2i’s.


As a teenager, Harrison had worked for a Soho jukebox company supplying discs for the coffee bar’s Wurlitzer: “I often bumped into the menacing figure of Peter Grant. We got on fine, but neither of us could have forecast the future.”


It was at the 2i’s that Grant forged the friendship that would lead to one his earliest business partnerships. During the 1960s, the late Mickie Most produced hits for Herman’s Hermits, Donovan, and the Animals. In the 1970s, Most also became a household name as a judge on the TV talent show, New Faces, where his waspish comments cast him as a reality TV villain long before The X-Factor’s Simon Cowell.


In the mid-1950s, though, Mickie Most was still known as Michael Hayes—a West London teenager, who dressed like his hero, the surly adolescent played by James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause. Like Peter Grant, Hayes left his secondary modern school at fifteen and, like Grant, drifted into a job as a dolly boy at his local steelworks. Then came the accident.


Hayes was helping move a large metal vat when it dropped on his foot, severing one of his toes. “From that day on, I was sort of 10 percent disabled,” he said, “which got me out of doing national service, which I was quite pleased about.”


Even before the injury, Hayes had been ducking out of work to hang around Soho’s music shops, trying out guitars he couldn’t afford to buy, and making a cup of coffee last for hours at the 2i’s. Before long, he was working at the club, serving Coca Cola and operating the espresso machine.


“Mickie poured the coffee, and I sold the tickets at the top of the stairs,” recalled Grant.


Hayes was friends with Terry Dene and watched enviously as he became a pop star. Though hired to make drinks, Mickie would often dash out from behind the counter to sing in the basement—until Paul Lincoln told him to shut up and get back to work.


Hayes’s fascination with the hip new lingo overheard in American movies or songs led to him describing any record, film—or girl—he liked as “the most.” The catchphrase stuck and by 1957, Michael Hayes had become Mickie Most. Soon after, Hayes and another 2i’s regular, Alex Wharton (who would go on to produce and manage the Moody Blues), had formed a singing duo—the Most Brothers—and hassled Lincoln into becoming their manager.


What the 2i’s waiter and doorman shared was a willingness to seize any opportunity to make money. “The music business wasn’t particularly wanting either Peter Grant or myself,” said Most. “We had to occupy our time doing other stuff.”


Paul Lincoln hadn’t abandoned his earlier career. He began wrestling soon after he arrived in England. When he began wearing an executioner-style black mask and billing himself as “Doctor Death,” his popularity soared, and he was soon topping the bill around the country.


Nobody knew whether rock ‘n’ roll and coffee bars would turn out to be passing fads. So Lincoln set up a wrestling promotions company and began shaking up the sport’s staid image. Lincoln understood the power of a good gimmick and showbiz glamour. He’d copied the idea of dyeing Wee Willie Harris’s hair pink from an American fighter called Gorgeous George. Paul Lincoln Promotions were soon pulling in crowds, thanks to such exotic characters as the Mighty Chang, Jungle Boy, and the Wild Man of Borneo.


According to Mickie Most, his and Grant’s move into wrestling came when they were paid to put up the ring at Wembley Town Hall. However, Grant told McLaren and his filmmaking partner Mike Figgis that he began wrestling after being appointed by Paul Lincoln to drive his acts to their engagements around London. At first, Grant was employed as a timekeeper during the bouts. Then he became a “plant” in the audience.


Among Lincoln’s performers was a Hungarian dwarf, whose act involved bending metals bars with his neck and claiming he could lift the heaviest person in the audience. Grant said he made his wrestling debut at the Streatham Regal in south London, where he pretended to be a member of the public and volunteered to be lifted.


Grant wasn’t as heavy then as he would become, but his weight still presented a challenge. He lay on a plank of wood with a rope joining each end and supported by two stools, while the Hungarian stood on a third stool in between and lifted the rope with his mouth. “I used to get two quid for doing that,” said Peter.


When one of the wrestlers failed to turn up one day, Grant took his place. Led Zeppelin’s future manager climbed onto the canvas, while Mickie Most, Britain’s future record producer, presumably excused from fighting on the grounds of his missing toe, shouted encouragement from the ropes.


Mentions of Grant’s wrestling career appeared after the Daily Mirror interviewed him in October 1970. Until then he’d managed to keep it from the press. “I was a wrestler for about eighteen months when I needed to make some money,” he revealed.


From here on, though, the “ex-wrestler” tag usually accompanied any mention of Grant in the music papers. “It’s a fact of history he’s anxious to consign to oblivion,” suggested Melody Maker in 1974.


Like the fabled Battle of Streatham Common, Grant’s wrestling career has acquired a life of its own. Atlantic Records’ music mogul Ahmet Ertegun added to the myth, claiming, “Peter wrestled at carnivals, where he would take on anyone in the audience.”


Malcolm McLaren also talked about Grant frequenting “fairgrounds in the 1950s, which is what all the gypsies and outlaws did . . . where things were loose and free.”


The image of Led Zeppelin’s manager taking on all comers, like some Victorian bare-knuckle brawler, is irresistible. The reality was far less glamorous.


Paul Lincoln staged many of his events at Granada cinemas and bingo halls in the provinces. Less than ten years earlier, these drab venues, with their cream and bottle green decor had hosted variety acts. Very little had changed.


Grant told his friend—Dire Straits’ manager—Ed Bicknell he’d fought under the name His Royal Highness Count Bruno Alessio of Milan. He told the Observer’s Tony Palmer he’d wrestled as Mario Alassio. Others remember the name Count Massimo. There are many variations.


As a wrestler, Grant perfected many of the tricks he used later on those who crossed him, including his signature move: the four-fingered jab under the ribcage. In reality, it was all about putting on a show. It wasn’t a good night at the wrestling until at least one elderly woman in the audience had left her seat, shouting abuse and banging a rolled-up umbrella on the canvas.


When it was over, His Royal Highness Count Bruno would change in a cold, grubby dressing room and get paid extra to take the ring down later.


Drummer Mick Underwood, who worked with Grant in the 1960s, remembers Peter’s wrestling days. “My father-in-law loved wrestling and thought he’d seen Peter fighting under one of his names,” he says now. “He rated him, said he was great.”


“I once asked him, ‘What moves did you have, Peter?’” remembers Ed Bicknell. “He replied, ‘I used to push ’em over and fall on them. Fucking hell, I never lost a bout.’”


Bad Company’s crew boss Phil Carlo remembers an incident on tour in America. “We were backstage, and there was a tannoy piping horrible music into the dressing room,” he says. Without warning, Peter swung his arm back, walloping the speaker with the flat of his hand: “The whole thing disintegrated like confetti over the floor. I said, ‘What the hell was that?’ He said, ‘It’s a wrestler’s slap, Phil.’”


Between 1957 and the early 1960s, Grant earned his living with wrestling, door work, and anything else that helped him to get by. “I first met Peter when he was at the door of the Flamingo,” says retired music critic and PR Keith Altham. “All I knew about him was that he’d wrestled for Paul Lincoln and was one of his bouncers. I don’t think any of us expected him to become what he did.”


The Flamingo on Wardour Street was a mecca for blues and jazz artists and attracted the sharply dressed modern jazz crowd, later known as mods. By the early 1960s, its weekend all-nighters were run by former boxer Rik Gunnell. He paid off the police to ensure the club could stay open until 6 a.m. and was on good terms with East London’s infamous criminal siblings, the Kray twins.


Gunnell’s weekly drama of booking acts, sweet-talking managers, bribery, and schmoozing gave Grant a vital education. He was paid to stand in the Flamingo doorway, taking tickets and dispensing the odd wrestler’s slap, but he was also watching and learning.


The Flamingo would make headlines in 1962 for its part in Britain’s great political scandal. Jack Profumo, the government’s secretary of state for war, was revealed to have been sharing a lover, Christine Keeler, with a Soviet naval officer and a Jamaican singer and hustler known as “Lucky” Gordon. Gordon had his face slashed by a jealous rival one night at the Flamingo.


Ten minutes’ walk away was another of Grant’s haunts: Murray’s Cabaret Club on Beak Street, where Peter was employed as a doorman and Christine Keeler later worked as a showgirl.


An advertisement for Murray’s promised the most “lavishly staged floor show in town, with the loveliest showgirls.” The club was run by a welltraveled old roué named Percival Murray, who instructed his employees to call him “Pops.”


“There was a pervasive atmosphere of sex, with beautiful young girls all over the place,” wrote the late Keeler in her 2012 memoir, Secrets and Lies. “We star showgirls walked bare-breasted onto the stage, and the hostesses moved among the wealthy and aristocratic male diners and drinkers.”


One night, Christine recalled smuggling her politician lover into Murray’s, even though he wasn’t a member: “I whispered to Peter at the front door who Jack was. And Peter made an exception and allowed him in.” It’s likely, though, that Grant had left by the time Keeler worked at Murray’s, and she was referring to the club’s long-standing manager Peter Batchelor.


“I learned a lot at Murray’s cabaret club,” Grant said. “When you’re getting cabs for those punters in your uniform or stood on the reception desk, you get to talk to big people—‘Good evening sir, how are you?’ It was a great training ground.”


When “Pops” Murray found out Grant had previously worked in theater, he also asked him to operate the stage curtain and help with the running of the show. “I wasn’t married then,” he said. “And what with me being the only man around and about forty girls backstage . . . it was alright.”


It was through Murray’s that Grant met another occasional employer. After Peter’s death, Mickie Most divulged that his friend had worked as a minder to the infamous slum landlord Peter Rachman, another Murray’s Cabaret Club member and one of Christine Keeler’s lovers.


By the late 1950s, Polish refugee Rachman had acquired more than a hundred properties in Notting Hill and its surrounding area. Many of these were let to West Indians denied accommodation by other agents. Rachman considered himself the savior of the immigrant community. The authorities felt differently, and he was vilified as a slum landlord, who ran prostitutes and used intimidation to collect rents and evict tenants.


Rachman’s collectors included many wrestlers, boxers, and nightclub doormen. Grant was one of them. By the early 1960s, there was a thread connecting the landlord with many people hustling on the fringes of the entertainment business.


The radio DJ Nicky Horne met Grant in the 1970s but became aware of the connection when he started in the business as a teenager in the late 1960s.


“I was working for the DJ Emperor Rosko,” he says. Rosko’s manager was former 2i’s doorman, Henry Henroid. “Henry seemed to be very well connected with the West London boys, and I used to drink with them all in the Moscow Arms pub in Bayswater. There I was, this little eighteen-year-old schnook, with all these gangsters.”


The Moscow Arms’ clientele included Peter Grant’s future bodyguard, the actor and criminal John Bindon, and Jimmy Houlihan, “a wonderful character whose claim to fame was that he’d once collected rents for Peter Rachman,” says Horne.


However, not all of Grant’s jobs at this time required strong-arm tactics. “I wanted to be an actor,” he admitted in 1989, “but I was never really good enough.”


Nevertheless, Grant made several credited and uncredited appearances in British films and TV shows in the late fifties and early sixties. He turned up in the police drama Dixon of Dock Green, played a cowboy in an episode of the Benny Hill Show, a barman opposite future James Bond star Roger Moore in The Saint, and appeared as “an Arab with a large saw” in a sketch for the children’s variety show Crackerjack.


He even made a brief appearance on stage playing a waiter in a mime act with the American vaudeville star Eddie Vitch. “We did a Connie Francis TV special together,” Grant later told Malcolm McLaren.


In 1958, Peter made his movie debut, playing a sailor in A Night to Remember, a black-and-white drama about the sinking of RMS Titanic in 1912. Grant was required for a winter night shoot at West London’s Ruislip Lido, an open-air swimming pool, which contained a replica of the ocean liner and several lifeboats.


Leading man Kenneth More played the ship’s second officer Charles Lightoller. When the extras refused to jump into the icy water, More offered to go first. “Never have I experienced such cold,” he said. “It was like jumping into a deep freeze. The shock forced the breath out of my body. My heart seemed to stop beating. I felt crushed, unable to think.”


Gasping for air, More tried to warn the extras not to follow, but it was too late. Somewhere in the scene, among the sailors crowded on the deck of the capsized ship or floating in the water, struggling to catch their breath, is a twenty-two-year-old Peter Grant.


In winter 1960, Grant was among the extras on set for the romantic epic Cleopatra, starring Elizabeth Taylor. “It was originally being filmed at Pinewood Studios,” he said, “and I always remember her turning up every day on set in a white Phantom 5 car, wearing a fur coat. She’d get out of the car, decide it was too chilly, and go straight back to the Hilton Hotel.”


This routine continued for two weeks, with the weather becoming worse and the temperature plummeting. “I didn’t mind,” Grant said. “I was getting paid £15 a day, which back then was a lot of money.”


The three hundred extras wiled away their time in a marquee, drinking tea and playing endless games of cards. Many, including Grant, were dressed as slaves or soldiers and daubed with brown body paint to make them look Middle Eastern. “I was a Macedonian guard, wearing rubber armor,” he said.


Elizabeth Taylor eventually arrived to shoot the scene in which Cleopatra makes her grand entrance into Rome. 2i’s regular Mim Scala, later to become a film and theater agent, was with Grant when director Rouben Mamoulian summoned them to the set.


“Peter Grant was a huge fellow I knew from Soho,” remembered Scala, “and I stood next to him in the front line.” The director swooped toward Scala and his giant friend seated on a crane-operated boom. He leaned forward and quietly told Scala he was too small and should stand at the back, before summoning Grant to the front.


Neither Peter nor Mim would make the final cut. “In the end, we managed to get about seven minutes of film in the can, before they scrapped everything,” said Grant. Mamoulian resigned, and Cleopatra was shot in Italy with a new director.


Grant fared better in other movies, even if he was still difficult to spot on screen. He was actor Anthony Quinn’s stand-in and stunt double on the hit 1961 war drama The Guns of Navarone. The film’s setting of the Greek mountains and the Aegean Sea was re-created at Pinewood Studios.


A violent storm scene was staged using eight hundred thousand gallons of water, several wind machines, and an aeroplane motor. Quinn was knocked off his feet, injuring his back and reopening an old war wound. Which is, presumably, where Grant came in.


For a time, Grant doubled for the portly British actor Robert Morley in several films, including 1962’s knockabout comedy caper, Go to Blazes. Morley played a fire chief in the movie but was nervous about traveling at high speed in an open-cab fire engine. Grant took his place: “They had to pad me out quite a bit. And I would also put on a bald wig. I had hair then.”


In the same year, Grant also appeared in Stanley Kubrick’s comedy-drama, Lolita. “All I had to do was walk across the set, playing a bell hop,” he explained, but he walked too fast for the fastidious director, and Kubrick “gave me a good dressing-down.”


Ten years later, Grant wrote to Kubrick asking if he’d consider directing what became The Song Remains the Same: “And I added in a little message at the end, reminding him of the incident. He wrote back declining the offer and said he did recall my performance . . . and hoped that I’d improved since then.”


Grant’s appearance in Lolita lasts for just a few seconds, and he’s only glimpsed in profile. However, he’s visible, wearing a white jacket and sauntering through a hotel lobby, as actor Peter Sellers and actress Sue Lyons lean across the check-in desk.


By then, though, Grant had acquired the item that would transform his working life. Part-time actor, doorman, wrestler, and rent collector, Peter Grant had bought himself a minibus.
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Soup for Christmas


“Peter Grant had been on the road with Wee Willie Harris and Gene Vincent in the bad old days. He had his own way of getting things done.”


— ROBERT PLANT


In spring 1958, the London Planetarium was the capital’s latest tourist attraction. Inside the domed building on Marylebone Road, visitors stared at the tableau of galaxies and stars overhead. Outside, back on planet Earth, the men tasked with driving America’s rock ‘n’ roll stars met in the drivers’ canteen on Allsop Place.


Peter Grant was a regular at the café. Here, he’d drink tea and swap stories with his fellow drivers before rounding up his acts and putting them on the bus. There were the American headliners, shivering in the cold and straining to understand the English accents. There were the warm-up acts: teenagers with teetering quiffs and oversized guitars. And then there were the variety-style entertainers—the comedians who shared the same agent as these musicians and hoped some of their rock ‘n’ roll gloss would rub off on them.


For the next few years, Grant drove them all: from Gene Vincent and Little Richard, to Cliff Richard and the Shadows, to sibling comedians, Mike and Bernie Winters, to yodeling crooner Frank Ifield. His job was to get them there, get them onstage, and get them paid.


Grant’s passport listed his profession as “Theatrical Manager.” There was some wishful thinking involved. In spring 1960, he spent four months in Italy with Wee Willie Harris. The UK pop TV show, 6.5 Special, had beamed Willie’s theatrical stage act into the nation’s living rooms. Harris didn’t have the studied coolness of Elvis or Gene Vincent. With his dyed orange hair and caveman-style, leopard-skin tunic, he was a comic strip brought to life.


Harris’s backing musicians in Italy included guitarist Derek Berman (who used the stage name Dave Burns). “We traveled in an Alfa Romeo Superlight Sprint, and Peter Grant followed in the van with all our gear,” he recalls. “We played every night, and I don’t think anyone slept. It was sixteen weeks of hell.”


The band, dressed as English city gents in pinstriped suits and bowler hats, pretended to look shocked when Harris bounded on stage, skinny white legs shaking beneath his animal-print loincloth. It worked every time. Willie was hugely popular in Italy where he had appeared in two movies that year: the travelogue Mondo di Notte and a knockabout comedy, Tototruffa ’62.


In Britain, a government committee protested to the BBC that he was promoting “teenage decadence.” Grant later told the press the Pope had banned Harris from appearing on Italian TV. Whether it was true didn’t matter. It added to the myth.


Derek Berman remembers Grant as reliable and unfailingly funny. “I don’t know where that other Peter Grant came from. I heard all the stories later, and I can only assume it was the drugs and the people he was hanging around with. I also remember Peter as struggling. He had nothing. Nobody was making a penny.”


Three specific events characterize the hand-to-mouth nature of Grant’s working life during this time. In the late fifties, the teenage Phil Carson briefly played bass guitar for Cal Danger, a singer cheekily billing himself as “Britain’s Gene Vincent.” Danger convinced one promoter he was the real thing, upsetting Don Arden, who represented the real Gene Vincent. Arden arranged to have this imposter stopped at his next gig.


Carson remembers sitting in the back of an Austin Somerset van on the way to the show when the vehicle came to a sudden halt: “The driver’s door opened, and Cal was dragged out. The drummer and me were in the back, and we could hear all this banging and thumping. We were teenagers, scared shitless. Then the passenger door jerked open, and this big head appeared—‘Who the fuck are you?’ ‘We’re in Cal Danger’s band,’ we whispered. ‘Not any fucking more you’re not. Get out!’ And that was my first encounter with Peter Grant.”


Had Phil Carson been watching television on December 6, 1960, he’d have seen the same man in the BBC comedy series Citizen James. In an episode titled “The Money,” actor Sid James, playing a Soho con man, hosts a lottery to win £250. Grant appeared in a nonspeaking role as one of the ticket holders. It was good casting. Off-screen, Grant was a man in urgent need of £250, and he was always searching for ways to find it.


That same year, the American singer Chubby Checker launched a dance craze with his hits “The Twist” and “Let’s Twist Again.” Fifteen-year-old Jeff Dexter, who’d later become a club DJ and festival compère, was banned from London’s Lyceum for performing the dance. “It was considered obscene,” he says now. However, the publicity secured him a job with the Cyril Stapleton Orchestra and a visit from Peter Grant.


“I knew Peter as a 2i’s character,” Dexter explains. “I’d seen him around Soho. After I did one of my stints with Cyril, he came backstage at the Lyceum.” That day, Grant was accompanied by the future DJ and TV presenter Jimmy Savile. After his death in 2011, Savile was exposed as a serial sex offender: “Back then, nobody knew he was such a pervert.”


At the time, Savile was a dancehall manager and part-time wrestler—another would-be entrepreneur on the make. The two men had a proposal for Dexter: “Peter, bless his heart, suggested I’d make a lot of cash if I became ‘The Twisting Wrestler,’ fighting and dancing in a swimsuit.” Dexter declined, and another moneymaking scheme was abandoned.


By late 1961, though, Grant was also employed as an occasional driver and stage manager for the Noel Gay Agency in London’s West End. Rock ‘n’ roll had arrived but hadn’t conquered everywhere. Gay’s clients included song and dance acts, trampolinists, and magicians, which were hired to play holiday camps, working men’s clubs, and a circuit of faded Embassy ballrooms in English seaside towns.


Among the acts were the Jeanettes—three young singing sisters, Jean, Sue, and Gloria Cutting, from Hull in Yorkshire. Peter met the trio during rehearsals in Denmark Street for an upcoming tour of North and South Wales, sponsored by Gallaher Cigarettes. “My mum first noticed my dad’s eyes,” says daughter Helen.


Soon after, Peter and Gloria became a couple. The show business trade journal, The Stage, reported on the tour: “The company includes compère Larry Burns, the Jeanettes, Kovari, a young Hungarian magician, Jimmy Rodgers, pianist from Preston, and as stage manager/driver, Peter Grant, who has appeared in many films and TV plays and is well-known for his tough guy parts, as he is six-feet three-inches tall and weighs over eighteen stone.”


The tour notched up 162 performances in fourteen weeks up to Easter 1962. Grant drove the acts from town to town, stayed in the same boarding houses, and even joined them onstage to sing out of tune during the grand finale. Grant told the singing sisters he should become their manager. They laughed, as he hadn’t managed anyone. By the end of the run, Peter and Gloria were engaged.


Grant’s last movie, The Guns of Navarone, was a box office hit, but none of the profits filtered down to lowly stunt doubles. He later told a journalist that he and Gloria were so poor their first year together, they’d shared a can of soup for Christmas dinner.


In June, Grant joined the Jeanettes for shows at the British army base in Tripoli. The couple married in Hull that summer and moved into Norhyrst Avenue with Dorothy. It wasn’t easy for the newlyweds. Despite having an illegitimate son, Dorothy was quite Victorian in her outlook.


“My grandmother was very straitlaced,” says Helen. “She wasn’t that keen on my mum, not really. They didn’t always get on.” Gloria, however, was just twenty-four years old and had been working in the theater since she was a teenager. “Mum was tiny but very feisty, and didn’t stand for any shit.”


Soon after, Gloria discovered she was pregnant. The couple moved into a tiny flat in Dorrington Court at the top of South Norwood Hill. Later, Grant would make enough for them to move to Cromwell Road near Shepherds Bush.


“For the time being, Dad had to work two or three jobs,” says Helen. “He was still driving the groups, and he was also driving a cab. They had nothing. He was putting pieces of cardboard inside his shoes when they wore out and nicking pints of milk off people’s doorsteps.”


When money became too scarce, Grant went to work full time for Don Arden. Asked about Grant later, Arden (who died in 2007) was scathing. In his autobiography, Mr. Big, Arden accused Grant of being a thief, disputed the story he’d ever worked as a wrestler, and described him as “a three-hundred-pound bag of shit.”


Part of the problem for Arden was the apprentice became the master. Despite their later enmity, Grant always admitted he’d learned a lot from Arden. Don was an old vaudeville star who relished his reputation as the so-called “godfather of rock ‘n’ roll.” By the end of his life, though, Arden was just as easily known as “Sharon Osbourne’s dad.”


Arden had been born Harry Levy into a Jewish family who’d fled Russia after the revolution and arrived in Manchester. He later spoke of a childhood blighted by anti-Semitism and violence but claimed to have won over his tormentors by killing the rats in his local scrapyard and displaying their corpses: “It put a question mark in the minds about what I was capable of.”


By the time he was in his teens, Levy was calling himself “Don Arden” and mimicking popular singers and impersonating Hollywood tough guys Edward G. Robinson and James Cagney on the variety circuit. Then, at the Blackpool Palace in 1956, a heckler encouraged him “to sing in his own voice.” Soon after, Arden heard Elvis Presley and sensed his time was up. “There was no point hanging around, trying to prove I could sing louder than these kids,” he reasoned.


Instead, Arden reinvented himself as a promoter and agent. He’d performed at US army bases around the UK and Germany and realized they rarely booked acts the troops wanted to see: “The soldiers would ask for Elvis and end up with Fritz the local yodeler and his dancing bear.”


At first Arden found it difficult to crack the monopoly of Britain’s showbiz agencies, but his break came when one of his veteran contacts asked if he’d heard of a new American singer named Gene Vincent. “You’ll love her,” they told him. “She’s marvelous.” Arden convinced New York’s William Morris Agency to let him promote Vincent in the UK.


Although native rock ‘n’ rollers such as Cliff Richard and Marty Wilde were producing hits, British audiences craved the real thing. Arden’s sales pitch was to offer Vincent a theater tour but also include some lucrative dates at the American military bases.


To shore up his transatlantic connections, Arden formed Anglo-American Artists at 35 Curzon Street in London’s Mayfair. The address was soon being used by a growing network of agents, promoters, and willing chancers; many of whose businesses would intersect in the years ahead.


Number 35 also housed showbiz agent Colin Berlin and future Van Morrison manager, Phil Solomon, both of whom would make use of Grant’s services; and dance band leader-turned-agent Vic Lewis, who sold his management agency to the Beatles’ manager Brian Epstein. Later, Epstein’s former agency, N.E.M.S., would poach Arden’s clients Black Sabbath.


Arden also became a partner in the Star Club, the red-light district venue in Hamburg, Germany, in which the Beatles learned their craft. Don saw a gap in the market and began filling it, just as Grant did later with Led Zeppelin. He wrested Gene Vincent away from other promoters and was soon compèring tours for other American acts including Johnny Preston and Brenda Lee. They weren’t all rock ‘n’ roll singers, but it didn’t matter: the most important thing was they were American.


Don and his wife, a former dancer nicknamed “Paddles,” lived in Brixton, South London, with his son David and daughter Sharon. Their house on Angell Road also accommodated Arden’s office and whichever of his gofers needed a bed for the night. Among his associates were wrestlers-turned-pop managers Les Bristow and Paul Lincoln, while 2i’s regular Henry Henroid was soon on the payroll as Gene Vincent’s driver and minder.


It was a cash business, and as the cash flow increased, so did Don’s retinue of film extras, stunt doubles, and men hired simply because they looked like they could handle themselves. “They were all on the fringes of show business and hired because they knew someone who knew someone,” says Sharon Osbourne.


Among them was Stan Simmonds, also an extra in Cleopatra and Citizen James, and Black Sabbath’s future co-managers, film heavy Patrick Meehan Sr. and Wilf Pine, whose associates later included the Kray twins and New York crime boss Joe Pagano.


Arden first met Peter Grant while compèring a show at one of the US military bases. Grant was driving the trad jazz act Dick Charlesworth and His City Gents at the time. “Peter was just a kid in his twenties,” remembered Arden, “but he had a Volkswagen bus.”


Before long Grant had joined the gang—on £50 a week, from which he had to pay his own petrol. “Peter was one of my dad’s heavies,” Sharon Osbourne said. “I remember him because he used to take us to school, and he’d often be at the gates later to pick us up.”


However, Arden was soon making use of Peter’s size and demeanor. In October 1962, Don brought Gene Vincent, soul star Sam Cooke, and “Tutti Frutti” singer Little Richard to Britain. Henry Henroid was now running the Star Club in Germany, so Arden appointed Grant as Vincent’s driver and stage manager.


However, Peter soon acquired other duties besides chauffeuring the star. He was there to do whatever Don Arden wanted. Don had hired the New Musical Express writer Chris Hutchins as his press officer. Arden welcomed him into the fold but was furious when Hutchins changed his mind and returned to his old job.


Little Richard’s backup band was the British group Sounds Incorporated, whom Arden was managing. After a show in London, Hutchins joined them for a drink at their Kensington hotel. At 2 a.m., the porter told Hutchins he had an urgent telephone call. He went to reception where, instead, he was bundled into a car by Peter Grant.


Grant drove the journalist to Brixton, where Arden screamed, cursed, and cross-examined him for hours, convinced Hutchins was trying to lure Sounds Incorporated away and manage them himself. “I don’t remember exactly what he threatened,” wrote Hutchins in his 2005 memoir, Mr. Confidential, “but I can still recall the air of menace and wondered whether I would ever leave in one piece.”


Finally, with dawn breaking over South London, Arden accepted Hutchins’s innocence and told Grant to take him home. The two men shared the awkward journey back to Hutchins’s flat in Chelsea. Besides being held prisoner, what also unsettled Hutchins was how it happened in the same room in which he’d socialized with the Arden family weeks earlier. He’d gone from a friend to an enemy overnight for nothing.
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