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THE FIFTEEN LIVES OF FLEETWOOD MAC



The echoes of a rough blues, with swaggering bottleneck blows on screaming guitars, escape from the fashionable clubs of Swinging London: the Ram Jam, the Marquee, the Nag’s Head… This music, imported from the United States, which thrilled the British youth of the sixties, was the prodrome of a cultural revolution called the British blues boom. One of the main architects of that movement was Peter Green, the co-founder and first leader of Fleetwood Mac. As early as the mid-1960s, the walls of London were adorned with inscriptions glorifying Peter, the “Green God,” drawn by hero worshippers wishing to dethrone Eric Clapton. These celebrate the mystical power of this virtuoso guitarist to whom we owe the albums Black Magic Woman and Green Manalishi. In addition to his virtuosity on the guitar, Green also seems to have been a visionary. Indeed, when he left John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers in 1967 to set up his new project, he gave it the names of his two playing partners, drummer Mick Fleetwood and bassist John McVie: Fleetwood… Mac. These are the same people who would remain, for more than 50 years, the same members of a very successful band troubled by the repeated defections of its musicians.


The chronic instability that should have caused Fleetwood Mac to falter has, on the contrary, pushed it to reinvent itself and develop an admirable resilience. Over the course of the fifteen lineups, each member has contributed not only to the survival of Fleetwood Mac but also to its renewal, by bringing to it various musical inspirations. That includes, in addition to the idealist Peter Green and the indestructible Mick Fleetwood, the monolithic John McVie, the mischievous Jeremy Spencer, the sunny Christine McVie, the tormented Danny Kirwan, the innovators Bob Welch and Lindsey Buckingham, the sorceress Stevie Nicks, the energetic Billy Burnette, the skillful Rick Vito, or the more ephemeral but essential Bob Brunning, Bob Weston, Dave Walker, Bekka Bramlett, Dave Mason, Mike Campbell, and Neil Finn.


Beyond the names and faces, it is the evolution of the group that fascinates. Fleetwood Mac became an American pop hit machine in only ten years, reached the peak of its artistry by sublimating its music with a consummate science of melody and stunning vocal harmonies, and changed the course of pop history by driving its eleventh opus, Rumours, to rise up among the ten best-selling albums of all time.


It is their extraordinary journey that this book retraces through 320 songs, each of which contains a fragment of history of this group of ever-changing geometry, and which made its creations the expression of its internal torments and its achievements, its loves, and its resentments.













FIFTEEN LINEUPS OF FLEETWOOD MAC



Fleetwood Mac Version 1


Period: 1967 / Members: Peter Green / Mick Fleetwood / Jeremy Spencer / Bob Brunning


Brief History: In the summer of 1967 guitarist Peter Green and drummer Mick Fleetwood left John Mayall’s band, John Mayall and the Bluesbreakers, and decided to form their own group. They asked bassist John McVie to join them, but McVie was reluctant to give up the stability afforded by the Bluesbreakers. Bob Brunning joined in his place. Guitarist Jeremy Spencer completed Fleetwood Mac’s original lineup. Peter Green was confident that John McVie would soon join them…


Fleetwood Mac Version 2


Period: 1967–1968 / Members: Peter Green / Mick Fleetwood / Jeremy Spencer / John McVie


Brief History: Peter Green was right, and John McVie quickly replaced Bob Brunning. Meanwhile, Fleetwood Mac moved toward a kind of blues sound that was inspired by genre pioneers Elmore James and Robert Johnson, and which the band took up under the impetus of its Peter Green–Jeremy Spencer guitar partnership. With this configuration in place, the band recorded the first milestones of its discography—Fleetwood Mac and Mr. Wonderful.


Fleetwood Mac Version 3


Period: 1968–1970 / Members: Peter Green / Mick Fleetwood / Jeremy Spencer / John McVie / Danny Kirwan


Brief History: At the end of 1968, Peter Green invited Danny Kirwan, a guitarist and composer who pulled the public’s attention away from Green himself, to join the group. This changed the face of the band. Now with five members, and still devoted to the blues, this new iteration of the band appealed to a wider audience, with more pop-rock-sounding songs like “Man of the World.” Unfortunately, the album Then Play On and the single “The Green Manalishi (with the Two Prong Crown),” was Peter Green’s swan song with the group.


Fleetwood Mac Version 4


Period: 1970–1971 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / Jeremy Spencer / John McVie / Danny Kirwan / Christine McVie


Brief History: After the loss of their front man, Mac managed to reinvent themselves, and on Kiln House they welcomed Christine McVie on piano and backing vocals. Though she was not credited on the album, she officially joined the band after its release. Then, in early 1971, Jeremy Spencer disappeared just as he was due to appear on stage for a Fleetwood Mac show. He joined a religious group called the Children of God. The band had to replace him… with Peter Green, who played the rest of the tour. But Green didn’t officially return to the fold.


Fleetwood Mac Version 5


Period: 1971–1972 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Danny Kirwan / Christine McVie / Bob Welch


Brief History: The brain drain finally stopped with the arrival of Californian guitarist Bob Welch, who offered new and more melodic perspectives. Welch was already highly experienced, having previously worked with bands including the Seven Souls and Head West. Two new albums were released during this period: Future Games in 1971 and Bare Trees in 1972.


Fleetwood Mac Version 6


Period: 1972–1973 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Christine McVie / Bob Welch / Dave Walker / Bob Weston


Brief History: Danny Kirwan and Bob Welch were never to go on vacation together. By the time Kirwan was kicked out of the band in 1972, he had become so isolated from the rest of the group that he was communicating only with Mick Fleetwood. Bob Weston then joined the band as guitarist, while Dave Walker made a fleeting appearance as a singer—just long enough to be credited on two songs off the Penguin album.


Fleetwood Mac Version 7


Period: 1973 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Christine McVie / Bob Welch / Bob Weston


Brief History: The group re-formed as a quintet for the 1973 album Mystery to Me. The songwriting duo of Christine McVie and Bob Welch managed to find their feet, but the balance was upset when Bob Weston had an affair with Mick Fleetwood’s wife. When Fleetwood found out, Weston was out of the band. As if that wasn’t enough, the band’s manager decided to appropriate the Fleetwood Mac brand and let other musicians play under its name—a grim chapter in the band’s history that would later end up in court.


Fleetwood Mac Version 8


Period: 1973–1974 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Christine McVie / Bob Welch


Brief History: With Bob Weston abruptly out of the band, Mick Fleetwood asserted himself as captain of the ship. Fleetwood Mac settled in California and recorded the album Heroes Are Hard to Find, which climbed the US charts all the way to number thirty-four. Unfortunately, touring was a punishing experience, and that, coupled with the still unresolved imbroglio surrounding the “fake” Fleetwood Mac, proved to be too much for Bob Welch, who eventually left the band.


Fleetwood Mac Version 9


Period: 1975–1987 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Christine McVie / Lindsey Buckingham / Stevie Nicks


Brief History: Following Welch’s departure, the band started looking for new blood. Mick Fleetwood remembered hearing the song “Frozen Love”—performed by the Buckingham Nicks duo in early 1974—and he was particularly taken by the guitarist’s deft touch. He invited Buckingham to join Fleetwood Mac, but Lindsey insisted that his girlfriend, Stevie Nicks, be part of the adventure. Charmed by her aura, Mick Fleetwood agreed. The band went on to become extremely popular, releasing a string of successful albums: Fleetwood Mac, Rumours, and Tusk.


Fleetwood Mac Version 10


Period: 1987–1991 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Christine McVie / Stevie Nicks / Billy Burnette / Rick Vito


Brief History: Some members of the band, including Stevie Nicks, Lindsey Buckingham, and Christine McVie, tried their hand at solo careers. Meanwhile, Mick Fleetwood was officially declared bankrupt. Tensions that had accumulated over more than a decade took their toll on the band’s unity, and Lindsey Buckingham left with a bang after his rescue of Tango in the Night. Two new guitarists were needed to compensate for this loss: Billy Burnette and Rick Vito, with whom the Mac recorded Behind the Mask in 1990.


Fleetwood Mac Version 11


Period: 1991–1995 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Christine McVie / Billy Burnette / Bekka Bramlett / Dave Mason


Brief History: Rick Vito bowed out of the group in 1991, but the departure of Stevie Nicks left the biggest mark on the band and plunged them into disarray. How could they recover? With the arrival of a new singer, Bekka Bramlett (daughter of American blues musicians Delaney & Bonnie), and a renowned guitarist, Dave Mason (Traffic). This new configuration resulted in the 1995 album Time, which was a resounding commercial failure. Following this setback, Bramlett, Mason, and Burnette left Fleetwood Mac.


Fleetwood Mac Version 12


Period: 1997–1998 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Christine McVie / Lindsey Buckingham / Stevie Nicks


Brief History: The departures of Bramlett, Mason, and Burnette could’ve spelled the end for the Mac, but instead they provided the opportunity for a long-awaited reunion. For the first time since 1982, Lindsey Buckingham, Stevie Nicks, John McVie, Mick Fleetwood, and Christine McVie reunited onstage at Bill Clinton’s presidential inauguration gala on January 19, 1993. The reunion resulted in the live album The Dance, which was released on May 23, 1997, and became the first Fleetwood Mac album since 1982’s Mirage to go to the top of the US charts. But after the forty-four-date tour that followed the band’s reunion, Christine McVie announced her retirement in 1998.


Fleetwood Mac Version 13


Period: 1998–2013 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Lindsey Buckingham / Stevie Nicks


Brief History: With Christine McVie out of the music business, Lindsey Buckingham assumed the responsibility of composing the bulk of Fleetwood Mac’s next album, which was going to be based, in part, on his solo opus Gift of Screws. That album was originally scheduled for release in 2001, but it didn’t actually come out until 2008. In the meantime, a number of other tracks were “salvaged” for Say You Will, the group’s 2003 album, which also featured compositions from Stevie Nicks. A commercial success, the album was a landmark event in that it was Fleetwood Mac’s first album released without Christine McVie since 1970. After the release of Say You Will, the band put its discography on hold for a decade, until the Extended Play EP was released in 2013.


Fleetwood Mac Version 14


Period: 2014–2017 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Lindsey Buckingham / Stevie Nicks / Christine McVie


Brief History: In September 2013, Christine McVie finally reappeared onstage alongside her fellow bandmates during a concert in London before making her official, full-time return to the group in 2014. The band began working on new material, but hopes of a new Mac album never came to fruition.


Fleetwood Mac Version 15


Period: 2018–2022 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Stevie Nicks / Christine McVie / Mike Campbell / Neil Finn


Brief History: Hopes for a new Mac album waned as the years passed, and fans had to content themselves with seeing the band on tour. In the meantime, the relationship between Stevie Nicks and Lindsey Buckingham, which had been stormy for so many years, once again pushed the guitarist toward the exit. Before setting out on their next tour, the band replaced Buckingham with Mike Campbell, the former guitarist for Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers, and Crowded House front man Neil Finn. From then on, niceties were occasionally exchanged via the press, but otherwise Buckingham and the rest of the band went their separate ways. Difficult times in the years ahead—including Lindsey Buckingham’s health problems and Christine McVie’s death on November 30, 2022—spelled the end of the road for fans, who undoubtedly would have loved to see more new work from the group.













PORTRAIT


MICK FLEETWOOD, ENFANT TERRIBLE


By family tradition, the Fleetwoods have always served their country. Mick Fleetwood’s grandfather, who was killed in Italy during the First World War, never knew his son John, who was born in Liverpool in 1915. Raised by his mother in Ireland, John joined the Royal Air Force in 1936 and was decorated during the Second World War, climbing as high as the rank of major. It was not far from the St. Devel airfield in Redruth, Cornwall—where his father John had been posted—that Michael John Kells Fleetwood, known as Mick, was born on June 24, 1947. He was welcomed by his parents and his two sisters, Susan and Sally.


A Chaotic Education


Three years later, the Fleetwood family moved to Egypt, where John had been transferred for work. Although he has often described his childhood as a happy one, Mick experienced terrible growing pains during his younger years, and he was forced to wear braces on his legs at night. This suffering continued when the family moved to Norway, where Mick’s father took up his new post at a NATO base. Mick’s schooling followed the dictates of his father’s postings, and like most sons of English families serving abroad, Mick was sent to boarding school in England to help prepare him for his first major school exams. Far from his family, in an old manor house somewhere in the middle of Sussex, England, young Mick was inevitably overcome by feelings of melancholy, which were compounded by the difficulties he experienced with his schoolwork. His teachers failed to understand Mick’s problem, and he became fatally allergic to all forms of learning. A diagnosis was made much later in his life: Mick was dyslexic. Fortunately, Mick’s relationship with the other kids at school was good, and he managed to save face in sports, where he showed real aptitude. When his parents, who had relocated back to England after his father’s retirement, moved Mick to another school to save him from having to repeat a year of classwork, he decided to take off. Picked up by a motorcyclist, the young runaway was dropped off at the nearest road station before eventually returning to his parents. They took Mick back to school, but he left for good a year later after failing his exams.


An Obsession with the Drums


All of this happened by the time Mick was thirteen years old, and at this point he was really only interested in one thing: music in general, and drums in particular. That year, Mick’s father, who also played the drums, gave him his first kit. This drum set enabled Mick to play along with the hits he heard broadcast on the radio, and he spent a lot of time focusing on tracks by the Everly Brothers and the Shadows, whose drummer was Tony Meehan. Mick was not finished with his studies, however. In 1961, he enrolled at the King’s School in Sherborne. There, his obsession with drums continued to take precedence over everything else in his life, and while his repeated exam failures inevitably dented his self-esteem, he vowed to become a professional drummer within the next two years. Mick’s parents were worried about his future following his latest academic setback. If their now fifteen-year-old son didn’t succeed at school, how would he ever get into a university? Eventually, John and Bridget Fleetwood accepted the situation. Their eldest daughter, Sally, was married to an art dealer and studying in London. She had a room where Mick could live, so the decision was made to send Mick to stay with her so he could pursue his dream of becoming a drummer. (Mick’s other sister, Susan, was away at drama school and studying to become an actress, so therefore unable to host her brother). With no job and no real education, Mick left for London with a brand-new Rogers drum kit that his father had just given him and moved into his sister’s attic.


Jumping in the Deep End of Swinging London


If Mick was going to succeed in the music business, he had to learn to support himself. He got a job at Liberty’s, a chic West End department store, from which he was quickly fired. Without really knowing what tomorrow would bring, but with the firm conviction that something positive would eventually happen, Mick devoted himself entirely to the drums. One day, while playing in his sister’s garage, the door opened and a boy his own age popped his head in to listen. Mick recognized him: It was Peter Bardens, who lived in the neighborhood. Peter was an organist with a trio that had already played a few gigs at the Marquee and other London clubs. Bardens had a plan for Mick: The Senders, another local band, were looking for a drummer to play a gig at a Catholic youth club. Thus, it came to be that Mick played his first date as a member of a real band. And he would get paid for it! In addition to all this excitement, Mick also learned that Peter was planning to set up a pop band to try and capitalize on the popularity of bands like the Beatles and the Rolling Stones.


In July 1963, the Cheynes took their first steps with Peter Bardens on organ and vocals, Peter Hollis on bass, Eddie Lynch on guitar and vocals, and Mick Fleetwood on drums. Their gigging partners included up-and-coming bands such as the Yardbirds, the Animals, the Spencer Davis Group, and Manfred Mann. Of course, their repertoire included very few original songs, and they mostly played classics by Bo Diddley, Buddy Holly, and Little Richard. No matter because Mick was exactly where he had always dreamed of being: playing music in clubs that he was too young to get into. Luckily his tall stature was an asset, and nobody ever asked him about his age. The Cheynes were doing very well, and they kept booking one concert after another. They even played in Liverpool at the legendary Cavern Club, home of the Beatles at the beginning of Beatlemania.


From Dream to Reality


Eventually, Mick managed to save enough money to move out of his sister’s attic. He moved in with a singer named Roger Peacock, who joined the Cheynes in April 1964. Peacock took up with a young girl named Jenny Boyd, the sister of Pattie Boyd, who was then the girlfriend of Beatles guitarist George Harrison. Mick stared to have feelings for Jenny, but he managed not to act on his feelings… for a time.


The band recorded three singles in 1964, but none of them became hits. As the Cheynes slowly but surely headed for oblivion, Mick made the acquaintance of John McVie, then a bassist playing with the prestigious Bluesbreakers, another blues powerhouse group playing on the London circuit. Their acquaintanceship gradually developed into a friendship as the two men spent time together, talked about girls, drank many pints, and talked about music—but they did not actually play together. In the spring of 1965, the Cheynes split up. Peter Bardens joined Van Morrison’s band, Them, and Mick was hired by the Bo Street Runners. At the same time, Jenny Boyd left Roger Peacock for Mick. Peacock was furious, and he went so far as to threaten Mick with a knife in front of the Marquee Club in London.


Mick did not stay with the Bo Street Runners for long. After a recording session that resulted in a single titled “Baby Never Say Goodbye,” Peter Bardens asked him to join a new instrumental group with him on organ, Mick on drums, Dave Ambrose on bass, and Mick Parker on guitar. Parker left the band shortly thereafter, and an audition was held to choose his successor. This was when a young guitarist from Putney, Peter Green, appeared on the scene.













PORTRAIT


PETER GREEN, THE BLUES ORIGINS OF FLEETWOOD MAC


Peter Allen Greenbaum was born on October 29, 1946, in the London borough of Tower Hamlets, in the neighborhood of Bethnal Green, where the famous Tower of London hovers over the surrounding area. Like the precious crown jewels that are housed inside the Tower of London, young Peter—who was a self-taught guitarist with a virtuosity comparable to that of Eric Clapton—was metaphorically viewed as a precious jewel in his own right. Unfortunately, his career was short lived, but his artistry had a decisive impact on British blues and on the destiny of Fleetwood Mac, which he formed with Mick Fleetwood in 1967.


A Self-Taught Genius


Fame and fortune were not preordained for Peter, born the youngest of four siblings in a working-class Jewish family from London’s East End. In the early 1950s, the Greenbaums moved to Putney, a quieter, residential neighborhood where the young boy would spend his formative years. His parents could not afford to send him to one of the capital’s posh schools, but this mattered little, since young Peter disliked studying and never dreamed of becoming a lawyer or a doctor. His only passion, which helped him manage the boredom of his schooling, was music. He was about ten years old when one of his brothers taught him a few guitar chords, and from then on nothing else was as important to Peter as music. The pupil soon outstripped the teacher, and Peter learned more on his own by listening to the blues records he found lying around his house. His parents, of course, would have preferred to see him studying rather than spending his time strumming his guitar or dismantling and reassembling the family record player to figure out how it worked, but in 1961 the realities of the Greenbaum family’s economic situation caught up with him. To help support his family, Peter was forced to take work as a laborer and then as a butcher’s apprentice. Still, he never abandoned his dream of becoming a musician, and he devoted all his free time to his ambition.


Peter Greenbaum’s Transformation


Although his first musical influences were Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, Freddie King, John Lee Hooker, B. B. King, and Sister Rosetta Tharpe, Green took his first steps as a professional musician not with a guitar, or by playing blues, but with a bass and a pop-inflected sound. At the age of fifteen, the young amateur musician became the bassist for Bobby Dennis and the Dominoes, a local band that played a mix of current hits and rock’n’roll standards, including covers of the Shadows, whose lead guitarist, Hank Marvin, was a major influence on young Greenbaum. It was also around this time that he decided to shorten his name to Peter Green.


The discovery of Eric Clapton, who had joined the Yardbirds in 1963 and whose reputation was growing in London, confirmed to Peter that the blues were where his true passions lay. The young man became a major fan of the guitarist. Whenever he had the chance, Peter went to see Clapton play live at the Crawdaddy Club, a musical venue where another influential band called the Grebbels opened for the Yardbirds. The Grebbels’ guitarist Roger Pearce also made a lasting impression on Peter. So when he heard that the band was breaking up in early 1965, Peter went to Pearce’s house to suggest forming a new group. This would eventually lead to the formation of a band called the Muskrats, with Dave Bidwell on drums (Bidwell would later join Christine McVie’s first band, Chicken Shack). “Even though Peter was playing bass at the time,” Roger Pearce later recalled, “he could already play Eric’s lead break from The Yardbirds’ ‘I Ain’t Got You.’ Nobody except Peter had worked out what Eric was doing. When The Muskrats did the song live, we did the solo twice, I’d take the first one and cock it up and then Peter would do it faultlessly on bass. He was a very, very good bass player; but he obviously came to the realization that he could play guitar just as well as anybody else.”1


On the Blues Trail


After repeated listenings to the work of Eric Clapton and the Yardbirds, Peter realized that the blues spoke to him like no other form of music ever had. Just like his role model, he began to study the great blues pioneers with a fervor that bordered on fanaticism. He even ended up buying himself a Gibson Les Paul guitar that was identical to Clapton’s.


In March 1965, when Clapton decided to leave the Yardbirds to join John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers, Peter applauded his decision. He knew that with the Bluesbreakers and their focus on honoring the genre’s traditions, Clapton would be able to indulge his blues obsession, which Peter now shared.


In the meantime, Peter himself joined the Tridents, a band that had just lost a talented young guitarist by the name of Jeff Beck, who left the group to replace Eric Clapton in the Yardbirds. Still, Peter followed the Bluesbreakers assiduously and by the summer of 1965, the name John Mayall and the Bluesbreakers was changed to John Mayall and the Bluesbreakers Featuring Eric Clapton—a clear indication of the guitarist’s importance on the British rhythm’n’blues scene.


In the autumn of 1965, Peter Green was presented with an unexpected opportunity. Clapton escaped to Greece with a band he had created from scratch: the Acorns. This was Green’s big chance! Green answered John Mayall’s ad in Melody Maker for a temporary replacement for Clapton. With his back to the wall, Mayall was ready to do anything to keep the band’s commitments in the absence of their regular guitarist. Mayall called Peter, whom he had never heard of, and arranged for a sit-down. The meeting was a success, and Mayall hired him to play a few dates with the group.


But Clapton soon returned from his romantic but unsuccessful musical escapade and resumed his post, leaving Peter Green in the lurch. Although he was disappointed by his brief stint with the Bluesbreakers, Green knew one thing: He had a future as a blues guitarist. A few months later, he auditioned for a guitar position with Peter B’s Looners, a band with a young drummer named Mick Fleetwood. Peter Green did not know it at the time, but this encounter was going to change his life.



FOR MAC ADDICTS


Peter Green covered the song “Midnight” on Twang! a tribute album to honor Hank Marvin, the guitarist from the Shadows and Green’s childhood hero.





Peter Green was ranked fifty-eighth on Rolling Stone magazine’s list of the “100 Greatest Guitarists of All Time.”
















THE ROOTS OF FLEETWOOD MAC



However casual and innocuous they might have seemed at first, the meetings that took place between John Lennon and Paul McCartney at St. Peter’s Church, and between Mick Jagger and Keith Richards on the platform of Dartford Station, belong to the annals of rock history. The meeting between Peter Green and Mick Fleetwood is another fateful example of a chance encounter, and it would prove to be the first step toward Fleetwood Mac’s unimaginably fascinating rock’n’roll destiny.


The Decisive Audition


On Christmas Eve, 1965, Peter B’s Looners were scheduled to open for Georgie Fame and The Blue Flames. But earlier that day, the band’s musicians were preoccupied with recruiting a new guitarist. They auditioned a shaggy young musician named Peter Green. When Green entered the audition space, Mick Fleetwood and Dave Ambrose, who formed the rhythm section of the band, exchanged skeptical looks. Peter Bardens, the organist and leader of the band, could not take his eyes off the young player’s hands, which were frantically navigating the neck of his guitar as he painstakingly reproduced the sounds of one of his favorite bluesmen, Freddie King. After he finished, Green then improvised a solo working from a traditional blues scale. During the postaudition group discussion, opinions were divided. Mick, the drummer, and Dave, the bassist, saw Green, who had declared at the start of his audition that he had only limited experience as a guitarist, as a first-rate blusterer. And despite their limited guitar knowledge, they were not impressed by his audition. On the other hand, Green had made a strong impression on Peter Bardens, who perceived something great in his playing: “He pulled me aside and said: ‘You’re wrong, this guy’s special,’”1 recalled Mick Fleetwood. In time he would come to appreciate the extent of his error. Admittedly, Green’s talent was still a little… green. He had not developed all the subtleties of his instinctive playing, but the seeds of greatness were there. “I can say without hesitation that Peter Green was the most brilliant musician I have ever played with,” Mick Fleetwood affirmed in 2014. “When he was well, he was on a par with a genius like Miles Davis. Like Miles, Peter said things about music that as a young man I didn’t understand but never forgot and now, after a lifetime of playing, make complete sense. He was my mentor, he was my teacher, my captain, and for a time, my best friend.”2


First Steps with the Looners


Peter Green was finally recruited, and his talent was honed during the band’s first period, when it played exclusively instrumental tracks, as well as during the band’s second, more mature period, during which it adopted the new name of Shotgun Express and brought in two singers named Beryl Marsden and Rod Stewart, who was a close friend of Peter’s. Despite the presence of this impressive duo at the microphone, the public was mostly fascinated by the guitarist, whose coolness was in direct proportion to his virtuosity on the guitar. He exuded an aura, a rare charisma that was not lost on Beryl Marsden.


Beryl and Peter soon got together and spent most of their time in the company of Mick Fleetwood and Jenny Boyd. A strong bond of friendship developed between the two musicians, and Mick and Peter eventually became inseparable. “As young men we had an incredible friendship,” said Mick. “I was basically… in love with him. We roomed together. When it was cold we slept together. I knew this man.”1


Peter’s and Beryl’s feelings for each other did not develop along the same lines. The guitarist, who took their budding romance very seriously, considered proposing to the singer. Beryl, for her part, was very attached to her freedom and preferred to steer clear of any kind of formal commitment. With the two lovebirds not flying in the same direction, their relationship soon deteriorated, with inevitable repercussions for the band. The situation became so untenable that Peter decided to retire from Shotgun Express in July 1966.


The Bluesbreakers: Fleetwood Mac’s Incubator


Green did not stay on the sidelines for long. In July 1966, John Mayall offered him Eric Clapton’s spot in the band. Clapton had just definitively distanced himself from the Bluesbreakers after dropping them for the first time in 1965. It was only logical that the spot should go to the man who had saved the Bluesbreakers previously when he replaced Clapton on short notice for a short series of concerts. The ex–Shotgun Express guitarist accepted enthusiastically, and was more modest than when he auditioned for the Looners: “John Mayall said, ‘Eric Clapton’s going to form The Cream, with Ginger [Baker] and Jack [Bruce], do you want to come with me and get some experience? And be a blues band again instead of Booker T. & The MGs and soul sections?’ I said, ‘Yes I would very much like it.’ But I was only just starting. I wasn’t a blues guitarist. I could play Hank Marvin stuff, ‘Teen Scene’ by The Hunters, those old instrumentals. I could play all those fine. Semi-pro I was. But I chucked in my job…”1


The public—at least, some of them—was quickly won over when they discovered Green for the first time onstage with the Bluesbreakers on July 24, 1966, at the Britannia Rowing Club in Nottingham, a week after he joined the group. There was a real split among Bluesbreakers fans between those who remained loyal to Clapton—many walls in the British capital bore the inscription “Clapton is God”—and those who claimed that Green was better.


After the missed appointment in 1965—when Peter Green acted as a stand-in while John McVie was replaced by Jack Bruce—Green finally got to know McVie, his future Fleetwood Mac bandmate, though they didn’t play together in the band until 1966. Their complementary styles first shined through on the album A Hard Road, which was recorded over five days in October and November 1966 and released on February 17, 1967. On an album filled with covers by Freddie King, Willie Cobbs, and Elmore James, alongside compositions by John Mayall, two tracks by Peter Green appear: “The Same Way” and “The Supernatural.”


Green’s Growing Influence


Decca producer Mike Vernon made his debut on the Bluesbreakers’ first album, teaming with sound engineer Gus Dudgeon. Unaware of the band’s latest personnel changes, Vernon was late to the realization that Eric Clapton was no longer in the picture. “I am reasonably sure that I had not met Peter [Green] prior to his arrival at West Hampstead. Me and Gus were looking at him and thinking, ‘Who the hell is this? Where’s Eric?’ John Mayall just said, ‘Oh, he’s Eric’s replacement.’ I hadn’t even heard that Eric had left The Bluesbreakers. John said Peter was as good as Eric, which was a bit hard to believe until he actually plugged in and then we thought, ‘Ummm, he can play a bit!’ Initially, Peter seemed like a very quiet and somewhat reserved kind of guy… not outspoken or aggressive in any way. He must have felt somewhat awkward, though, following in Clapton’s footsteps. As the sessions progressed, Peter became a little more certain of his role as a Bluesbreaker… especially when he was given the chance to exercise his vocal cords. He certainly was not as reluctant to sing as his predecessor had been… he seemed to really enjoy that role and he was very good. When I heard Peter sing ‘The Same Way’ for the first time, I thought ‘Wow! Here is a great blues singer, no inhibitions about singing with an English accent, expressive and individual.’ I had a feeling that Peter was destined to make his mark in the music business.”3


While Peter was building a national reputation, Mick was still the drummer with Shotgun Express, and he was suffering in Peter’s absence. To make matters worse, his love affair with Jenny Boyd came to an abrupt end. After two years together, Boyd dumped him unceremoniously. As for Shotgun Express, Rod Stewart’s departure from the Jeff Beck Group in February 1967 signaled the band’s demise. But there was renewed hope for Mick when, in April 1967, John Mayall and the rest of his band invited Fleetwood to join the Bluesbreakers—at the instigation of Peter Green, of course.


The stage was officially set for a future version of Fleetwood Mac. Its three founding members—Peter Green, Mick Fleetwood, and John McVie—were finally playing together. As the rhythm section of the Bluesbreakers, Fleetwood and McVie would soon discover an irresistible affinity for each other, both personally and professionally. This affinity was a double-edged sword, however. In addition to their love of music, the two men shared a passion for booze that started around this time, and they embarked on a devastating downward spiral together.


A Story of Music and Friendship


John Mayall, who already took a dim view of his bassist’s immoderate penchant for the bottle, could not see himself dealing with such a new and disruptive element in the form of Mick Fleetwood. Especially given that the new drummer was not as warmly received by fans as Peter Green. Fleetwood’s predecessor, Aynsley Dunbar, left his mark on the Bluesbreakers with his technique and versatility. Once considered for a spot in the Jimi Hendrix Experience, Dunbar went on to build up an impressive résumé by playing with the likes of Frank Zappa, David Bowie, Lou Reed, Journey, and UFO. Mick Fleetwood’s more romantic and nuanced style of playing left Mayall unconvinced. But John McVie stood up for Fleetwood from his very first concert, when some of the audience started calling for Dunbar’s return. He picked up the microphone and asked the audience to shut up and listen. Mick Fleetwood saw this as a moment of true solidarity. The moment marked the beginning of a long friendship as well as another milestone on the road to the formation of Fleetwood Mac. The next milestone was set by John Mayall, quite unwittingly, and without fully realizing the consequences of his own actions.


On Peter Green’s twentieth birthday, in October 1966, Mayall offered him a recording session at Decca Studios. When the guitarist wanted to take advantage of this opportunity, a few months later, he chose to go along with Mick Fleetwood and John McVie. The trio enjoyed playing a cover of Howlin’ Wolf’s “No Place to Go,” and they worked on three new compositions: “First Train Home,” “Looking for Somebody,” and an instrumental track which Peter Green, the composer, affectionately named “Fleetwood Mac,” a title he got by combining the surnames of his two friends and collaborators.


Toward a New Horizon


John Mayall broke up this loosely formed trio when he fired Mick Fleetwood from the Bluesbreakers in May 1967. Without their drummer, the band no longer held the same appeal for Peter Green. Additionally, Green’s new preference for a more jazz-inflected type of sound over the Bluesbreakers’ pure blues sound further dented his faith in the project. He continued with the group for another month, working with new bassist Keef Hartley before handing over guitar duties to Mick Taylor, the future guitarist for the Rolling Stones.


Bluesbreakers producer Mike Vernon, who no longer knew what kind of band he was dealing with, jumped at the chance to sign Peter Green to his fledgling Blue Horizon label. He also introduced Green to future Fleetwood Mac guitarist Jeremy Spencer, then an eighteen-year-old with an impish streak. Green saw Spencer play when his band, Levi Set, was working at Decca Studios. A light in the middle of a sonic disaster, Spencer’s passion for Elmore James and his slide guitar playing convinced Peter Green to take him on board for a new project he was creating: Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac. Mick Fleetwood was obviously on board, so the only thing missing was the “Mac.” The bassist was still committed to Mayall, but Green was convinced that he would soon be joining them. In the meantime, the band placed an ad in Melody Maker: “Bass player wanted for Chicago-type blues band.”4 Bob Brunning responded to the ad, and he was helped along by the fickle hand of fate: The telephone number in the ad was wrong. More persistent than the other applicants, Brunning succeeded in obtaining Peter’s address. When they met for the first time and Green introduced himself, Brunning could think of nothing better than to ask him if he knew the Peter Green who played with John Mayall. Luckily, the guitarist did not hold this against Brunning. Green was aware that the newcomer did not have the same melodic and rhythmic qualities as McVie, but he was determined to make it work, and as a former bassist, he was able to tell Brunning exactly what to play. Green’s eagerness can be explained by the fact that an important upcoming gig had already been booked. The band had a month in which to put together a solid set for the Jazz and Blues Festival to be held in Windsor, England, on August 13, 1967. This date was to mark the official birth of Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac.



FOR MAC ADDICTS


In his autobiography Fleetwood: My Life and Adventures in Fleetwood Mac, Mick Fleetwood reveals that Dave Ambrose, the bassist from Shotgun Express, was considered for the same position in the first incarnation of Fleetwood Mac. Although tempted by the new venture, Ambrose had to turn down the opportunity because his wife objected.
















PORTRAIT


JEREMY SPENCER, THE GUITARIST WITH TWO FACES


Peter Green was not a man to seek the limelight. When he launched Fleetwood Mac in June 1967, he immediately set out to find a second guitarist with whom he could share the stage. In addition to looking for someone with a certain amount of charisma, this new band member would also need to help flesh out the group’s sound and bring it closer to Peter’s musical ideal of mimicking the Chicago blues. The band needed a slide guitar specialist to make the melodies twirl, someone who ideally possessed a good knowledge of American blues and all its wide and varied influence. Jeremy Spencer, who was also a keyboardist and a singer in addition to playing the guitar, fit the bill nicely.


An Ideal Recruit


Born in Hartlepool, England, on July 4, 1948, Jeremy began playing the piano at the age of nine. Although he switched to the guitar in his teens—after discovering blues singers and guitarists like Son House and Homesick James—he retained a solid grasp of the instrument. Jeremy set the keyboard aside while he studied art, during which time he also developed his guitar playing and formed his own band, the Levi Set Blues Band. This was an insubstantial outfit that he had no trouble abandoning when the time came.


Mike Vernon, the producer who supervised one of the band’s early recording sessions at Decca Studios, suggested Spencer as a possibility while Green was searching for a new guitarist. On June 11, 1967, Vernon arranged for the Levi Set Blues Band to play for an hour and a half between two John Mayall gigs at Le Metro, a music venue in Birmingham, England. Peter wanted to see Spencer play, and the two musicians hit it off first by talking about their shared passion for B. B. King and Elmore James, and then by talking guitar and the missing pickup on Green’s Gibson Les Paul. After a short demonstration of his skills, Jeremy received the highest of compliments from Green, who told him that he was the first guitarist to make him smile since Jimi Hendrix.


Jeremy Spencer later recalled that he did not feel intimidated when he joined Fleetwood Mac, even though he was playing alongside musicians who were well established on the British blues scene. “It all just fell into place musically. I did feel a lack of confidence, however, playing without a slide to do riffs to back Pete. That’s why I didn’t, and he ended up having to recruit Danny [Kirwan] to do that!”8


Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde


With his mischievous look and his five-foot-five stature, Jeremy created an almost comical contrast whenever he stood next to Mick Fleetwood, who was almost six foot two. However, the audience took him seriously from the moment the apparently calm musician leapt onto the stage and plugged in his instrument. There, Spencer became a different man, strumming his semi-acoustic guitar with its wide F-shaped gills, which he later swapped for a Flying V. He also played the slide guitar in the style of the master of the discipline and his role model, Elmore James. This did not escape Peter Green, who also worshiped him. As soon as he finished playing and raised his head, Jeremy turned his laughing eyes on the audience and improvised an imitation of Elvis Presley, Cliff Richard, Little Richard, Buddy Holly, and others. Often, during performances he would slip in a saucy joke to get the crowd laughing. This earned him a few reprimands from his bandmates, who paid the price when his suggestive behavior onstage provoked the wrath of promoters and even led to a temporary ban from London’s famous Marquee Club: “I had—and still have to some extent—a silly streak and a penchant for liking to shock people, especially in those days with the staid British. It certainly wasn’t all in good taste, and I’m not proud of a lot of those antics. But we were a bunch of silly kids, really—boys in the band acting up.”8


It’s true that Spencer was only nineteen when he joined Fleetwood Mac, but Peter Green found it hard to come to terms with Jeremy’s excesses, especially since he tended to take up a lot of space musically as well as emotionally. Green frequently backgrounded himself in the service of Spencer’s compositions, taking care not to overshadow his partner. The reverse was not always true.


In an intimate context, Spencer’s behavior was light-years away from the persona he took on as soon as he got his hands on a guitar. Far from the fury of certain rock stars who vent their nerves on hotel room furniture, Jeremy usually spent his time reading and rereading the Bible. This was the first manifestation of a spiritual journey that would eventually cause him to leave Fleetwood Mac in 1971 and turn to a religious movement, the Children of God. “I believed in God and was searching the Bible and other spiritual books for the answers. I didn’t understand it myself, really, why I was such an irreverent little so-and-so onstage and off, yet had those religious inclinations. I realized later that it was true what Jesus said, that the whole need not a physician, but those that are sick. I was just sick, period.”8













FOCUS


AUGUST 13, 1967: FLEETWOOD’S FIRST CONCERT AT THE WINDSOR NATIONAL JAZZ & BLUES FESTIVAL


A Baptism by Fire for Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac


At the end of his audition for Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac, Bob Brunning innocently asked when the group’s first concert was scheduled. He was expecting a gig at a small club—something to ease the new group into being. Peter replied without batting an eyelid: “Windsor Jazz and Blues Festival, in a month’s time.”5 The bassist thought he was going to pass out! The festival, which became a national institution when it was launched in 1961 by Marquee Club founder Harold Pendleton, attracted some forty thousand blues fans over the course of a weekend. The cream of the British blues boom would be there. By coincidence, Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac was scheduled to perform a twenty-minute set at 7:30 p.m., just after a band named Chicken Shack, featuring Christine Perfect—the future Christine McVie. “I also remember a big commotion over a hot new blues band from Birmingham called Chicken Shack,” Mick Fleetwood recalled, “word having gotten around that the singer and keyboard player was a beautiful blonde named Christine Perfect. We all went to see Chicken Shack’s set at this blues event, and everyone in Fleetwood Mac immediately fell in love with Christine.”4 Three hours later, on the very same stage, John Mayall and the Bluesbreakers were also expected to play. And to round off the evening’s reunion-like atmosphere, Cream would also be there, led by Eric Clapton.


In preparation for the fateful date of Sunday, August 13, 1967, the band rehearsed intensively at the Black Bull, a pub located on London’s Fulham Road. They worked under the guidance of Peter Green, who structured the set list and played the role of leader to the hilt, encouraging his troops when he felt even a slight dip in morale. The band’s first songs took shape, including “Long Grey Mare,” “Rambling Pony,” and “I Believe My Time Ain’t Long.”


Heading for Windsor


At eleven o’clock on the morning of August 13, the band loaded its equipment into a pale blue Ford Transit and set out for the so-called Balloon Meadow on Maidenhead Road in Windsor. This was the location where the festival, now in its second year, was set to take place. “There was an uncharacteristic silence on board,” Bob Brunning remembered later. “Usually the van was full of laughter and ribald jokes as the band members traveled to rehearsals together. But today was different. The four musicians looked pale and nervous. Jokes fell flat and conversations died.”5


The group’s eventual appearance onstage was greeted with tentative applause. The audience was curious to see this new combo, whose members were familiar from their appearances in various other notable groups in the UK blues scene. But the band took their time winning over the crowd—Peter Green launched into a pentatonic blues scale while Bob Brunning, who was about to announce the title of the first track, forgot the name due to the stress of the event. Apart from this slight faux pas and an inadequate sound system (only one thousand watts), the rest of the set went perfectly. The musicians played seven songs total. They opened with “Talk to Me Baby,” a twelve-bar blues track borrowed from Elmore James, that hypnotized the audience with an extended intro that slowly developed into a decibel deluge. Then, they moved on to the haunting “I’m Going Home” (a precursor to “I Loved Another Woman”) on which Peter Green sang while knitting his scales over Bob Brunning’s deep, languorous bass line. The buildup to “I Need You” was slightly imperfect, but everyone quickly found their footing before delivering an intense moment with “Fleetwood Mac,” an instrumental song played at an unusually high tempo. The musicians’ all-consuming passion for Elmore James resurfaced on “Fine Little Mama,” which they served up with a suitably large sound achieved after a little necessary retuning. “The World Keep on Turning” was a testament to the musicians’ songwriting talents. Though he had been tense from the start of the set, Jeremy Spencer eventually put his nervousness to good use on the upbeat “Shake Your Moneymaker,” raising his voice as if his life depended on it. As part of its review of the festival, the monthly magazine Music Maker named the festival’s musical sensations: Clapton, Ten Years After, Tomorrow, Pat Arnold and the Nice, John Mayall, Donovan, Denny Laine, and… Peter Green.


John McVie didn’t miss a single beat of the band’s first show. He was captivated by the sense of enjoyment and fun that Peter, Jeremy, Bob, and Mick all seemed to share onstage. These feelings were compounded by the fact that he found it hard to be satisfied with the jazzy turn Mayall’s band had taken since Green’s departure. McVie stayed on only for the financial security, and his former bandmates, Peter and Mick, spent the evening teasing him and repeatedly asked him to join their group. Amused, McVie still resisted their advances, but in the back of his mind an idea began to take root.



PENDLETON, FESTIVAL FOUNDER


As secretary of the National Federation of Jazz, Harold Pendleton was a major devotee of the genre when he opened the Marquee Club in 1958. In 1961, he founded the National Jazz and Blues Festival to provide a better platform for the next generation of performers. From its first location in Richmond, the festival moved on to Windsor, then Sunbury, before settling in Reading in 1971 and laying the foundations for a rock festival of the same name, which was formalized in 1976.





FOR MAC ADDICTS


The group was paid £40 for their performance at the Windsor Jazz & Blues Festival.





FOR MAC ADDICTS


Later in the evening on August 13—at 9:10 p.m.—the band played a second, more relaxed set in front of a smaller audience. With less of a constraint on time, they were able to perform for just over an hour.
















FOCUS


THE BRITISH BLUES BOOM, AN ANGLO-AMERICAN IDYLL


Driven by a youth eager to discover new things, the 1960s saw an unprecedented tectonic shift in the musical landscape: England and the United States suddenly drew closer together. The cultural flow worked in both directions. Young English musicians fell in love with the original blues of their American cousins, giving rise to a new movement, the British blues boom. In return, the Americans fell in love with young, clean-cut Brits like the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, who had digested the blues classics to feed their fresh, sophisticated rock. We refer to this phenomenon as the “British invasion.” A very peaceful annexation.


The British blues boom gave new vigor to traditional blues. Far from being a matter of cultural appropriation, the movement, a veritable groundswell, spawned a generation of gifted musicians throughout England: the Yardbirds, Georgie Fame, the Pretty Things, Them, the Animals, Long John Baldry and the Hoochie Coochie Men, and so on. Enamored of the American blues of the first part of the century, they became deeply immersed in this culture, swapping LPs and spending hours reproducing the melodies on their instruments until they mastered them to perfection, reciting their chord progressions with devotion, setting them ablaze with their youthful ardor.


While they were passionate about Delta blues (the original blues of Blind Lemon Jefferson, Robert Johnson, or Blind Blake), which absorbed slave work songs and Black spirituals to nourish their tales of freedom-loving outcasts, young British bluesmen also paid close attention to the electric blues from the northern United States: Chicago blues. Led by musicians such as Elmore James, Freddie King, Howlin’ Wolf, and J. B. Lenoir, it was another major source of inspiration for English bluesmen.


John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers, or the Making of British Blues


The Bluesbreakers established themselves as the main catalysts of the British blues boom, and John Mayall as the movement’s charismatic guru. Mayall was one of the first to bring Chicago blues to Britain. Son of Murray Mayall (a guitarist and jazz fanatic), John extended his passion from jazz to blues, with the firm intention of one day blending the two currents. In 1962, he began to build up a solid stage reputation in Manchester, where he played regularly with his band at the time, the Powerhouse Four, at the Bodega and the Twisted Wheel Club. But in the eyes of Alexis Korner, another pioneer of British blues, the industrial city in the north of England was no match for Mayall’s talent, and he recommended that Mayall move to London if he wished to shine and reign over British blues. On the strength of this advice, the gaunt guitarist packed his bags and set about finding musicians to create a new project blending blues and jazz. This was to be the Bluesbreakers.


The group soon took up residence at the Marquee Club, a venue on Oxford Street that until then had specialized in jazz and R&B, but was now opening up to the blues and burgeoning rock’n’roll scene. Although small, it was no less influential, attracting a number of young bands. It offered them regular residencies and attracted the cream of the music press, eager for new discoveries. From 1962 onward, the heart of the hall reverberated to the rhythm of the blues. Brian Auger, Alexis Korner, Cyril Davies, and Manfred Mann (who played 102 times between 1962 and 1976!) made it their landmark. From the Marquee Club, the Bluesbreakers gradually extended their influence. They began to play wherever they could, in any club however small, cranking out an increasingly wide-ranging set nourished by a host of cover versions. The band’s mastery of the blues was such that whenever an American blues luminary came to London in need of local musicians, the Bluesbreakers were called in. On March 26, 1965, the group’s first album was released, a live recording of a concert at Klooks Kleek, a famous London club, entitled John Mayall Plays John Mayall.


Eric Clapton and Peter Green: Two Greats in the Cause of the Blues


On April 9, 1965, the Bluesbreakers got their hands on the gem that the whole British blues microcosm had been coveting since his departure from the Yardbirds a fortnight earlier: Eric Clapton. The arrival of the twenty-year-old guitarist, already elevated to the status of six-string deity, catapulted the Bluesbreakers into the limelight. But the honeymoon quickly turned sour. In October 1965, Clapton bailed on them by setting off with the Acorns, a band hastily formed with a few friends who had the ambition of touring the world in a double-decker bus. Faced with this incomprehensible decision, the Bluesbreakers had to act quickly to find a new guitarist. John Mayall placed a classified ad in Melody Maker and auditioned a large number of candidates. In the end, the young Peter Green won.


The future members of Fleetwood Mac are at the heart of this effervescence, playing an active part in the advent of the British blues boom. Peter Green, of course, but also John McVie and Mick Fleetwood, who also got their first taste of the blues alongside John Mayall, while Jeremy Spencer played with the Levi Set Blues Band and Christine Perfect with Chicken Shack. This lineage was the foundation of Fleetwood Mac’s blues origins.


The Ten Albums That Triggered the Explosion


During this period of musical ferment, a number of essential albums were released. This is a selection of the ten considered to be essential.


ALEXIS KORNER’S BLUES INCORPORATED


R&B from the Marquee


UK Release Date: November 16, 1962


Alexis Korner founded Blues Incorporated in 1962 alongside fellow American blues enthusiast Cyril Davies. The first lineup also included guitarist Art Wood, drummer Charlie Watts, singer Keith Scott, and bassist Andy Hoogenboom, though this is not the exact configuration that would eventually appear on the album. The group went on to become a lively laboratory where Long John Baldry, Ginger Baker, and Duffy Power came together. They performed regularly at the Marquee Club, then signed a recording contract with Decca Records. The album, which includes reworkings of songs by Muddy Waters, Jimmy Witherspoon, and Leroy Carr, was recorded in June 1962 and released in November of the same year. The recording took place in Decca’s West Hampstead studios, and would go on to become one of the most influential of the movement.


GEORGIE FAME & THE BLUE FLAMES


Rhythm and Blues at the Flamingo


UK Release Date: February 21, 1964


Georgie Fame and the Blue Flames were resident at the Flamingo Club in London’s Soho district when they recorded Rhythm and Blues at the Flamingo live in September 1963. The album, released by Columbia Records, perfectly captures the combo’s fiery spirit. You can hear Johnny Gunnell struggling to raise his voice above the noisy crowd to announce the songs. Glyn Johns, a future legendary sound engineer who would go on to distinguish himself in the service of the Rolling Stones and the Beatles, cut his teeth on this album, alongside producer Ian Samwell (who produced, among others, John Mayall and the Small Faces). Despite the strong presence of the single “Do the Dog,” the album initially failed to chart. Other tracks include covers of Louis Jordan’s legendary “Let the Good Times Roll,” the Miracles’ “Shop Around,” and “Baby, Please Don’t Go” by Sonny Boy Williamson.


THE ROLLING STONES


The Rolling Stones


UK Release Date: April 16, 1964


The Rolling Stones’ first offering to the world, its eponymous album, released under the sales title England’s Newest Hit Makers in the United States, contains just three original compositions. But it was no less exciting. There was “Route 66,” Bobby Troup’s twelve-bar blues classic. Then we leave the asphalt for Mississippi with Willie Dixon and his “I Just Want to Make Love to You,” Jimmy Reed and his “Honest I Do,” Bo Diddley and “Mona (I Need You Baby),” or Rufus Thomas and “Walking the Dog,” after taking a detour of a few miles to Slim Harpo’s Louisiana, where the band covers “I’m a King Bee.” The bottleneck makes one of its earliest appearances on an English rock, thanks to Brian Jones, who uses it on this album.


LONG JOHN BALDRY & THE HOOCHIE COOCHIE MEN


Long John’s Blues


UK Release Date: December 1964


Despite a few short-lived hits, Long John Baldry never achieved lasting success. He did, however, exert a major influence on the British music scene in the 1960s. After collaborating with Alexis Korner’s Blues Incorporated and Cyril Davies’s All Stars, the man who later boasted a young keyboardist by the name of Reginald Dwight (the future Elton John) put together a crack team of musicians he had worked with. He brought together Cliff Barton on bass, Billy Law on drums, Geoff Bradford on guitar and harmonica, and Ian Armit on piano to form the Hoochie Coochie Men. The only member missing from the Long John’s Blues album is Rod Stewart, absent for contractual reasons. He does, however, appear on the 1971 US reissue of the album. The band’s covers include such standards as Muddy Waters’s “Got My Mojo Workin’,” Willie Dixon’s “Hoochie Coochie,” John Lee Hooker’s “Dimples,” and Eddie Boyd’s “Five Long Years.”


THE YARDBIRDS


Five Live Yardbirds


UK Release Date: December 4, 1964


A new live recording was made, better able to capture the club atmosphere, the fervor of the audience, and the musicians’ ability to improvise, a quality that characterized blues players of the era. Five Live Yardbirds documents the Yardbirds’ appearance on March 20, 1964, at the Marquee Club, a landmark of London rock. Covers of songs by British blues boomers such as Slim Harpo, Howlin’ Wolf, Bo Diddley, and John Lee Hooker are featured on the program, with “I Got Love If You Want It,” “Smokestack Lightnin’,” “Pretty Girl,” and “Louise,” respectively. The band, which benefits from the blossoming of Eric Clapton (on his way to becoming the guitar “God,” as he would be nicknamed), established its name among the most worthy heirs of the blues with this first discographic milestone. Clapton’s departure from the blues path marked out by this first opus would eventually lead to his next album.


THE PRETTY THINGS


The Pretty Things


UK Release Date: March 12, 1965


The Pretty Things struck a blow with their first eponymous album, which reached number six in the UK Albums Chart. A blow too powerful for producer Jack Baverstock, who resigned early in the sessions, unable to stand the musicians playing so loudly. Drummer Bobby Graham stepped in to fill his shoes. The Pretty Things were brought up on the same records as their colleagues, and took on classics by Bo Diddley (“Road Runner,” “Mama, Keep Your Big Mouth Shut,” and “She’s Fine, She’s Mine”), Jimmy Reed (“The Moon Is Rising”), and Willie Dixon (“Pretty Thing”).


THEM


The “Angry” Young Them!


UK Release Date: June 18, 1965


The blues tidal wave also splashed over Ireland and one of its flagship bands, Them, in which the immense Van Morrison made his debut. By the time they recorded their first album, The “Angry” Young Them! (known as Them in North America), the band had already established its name with the hits “Baby, Please Don’t Go” (number ten in the UK in 1964) and “Here Comes the Night” (number two in 1965). But they also lost a few feathers during a grueling tour. Despite the nervous atmosphere, the musicians produced an essential work, punctuated by future classics such as “Gloria” and “Mystic Eyes.” Straddling garage rock, rhythm’n’blues, and blues rock, the album was striking in its maturity and cohesion. Jimmy Page, a future Led Zeppelin member, put his divine touch on “Gloria” and “Mystic Eyes.”


JOHN MAYALL’S BLUESBREAKERS


Blues Breakers: John Mayall with Eric Clapton


UK Release Date: July 22, 1966


John Mayall picked up the defector of the year in April 1965, just a fortnight after leaving the Yardbirds. Here again, Eric Clapton would not stay long (barely a year), but long enough to make a lasting mark on the repertoire and contribute a pivotal album for the British blues boom. If we had to choose just one album to represent the English blues boom, “the Beano album,” as it is nicknamed, would be the best candidate. A first recording attempt was made at the Flamingo Club, as a live recording seemed to be the best way of capturing Eric Clapton’s dazzling solos. Jack Bruce, who would go on to form Cream with Clapton after this album, appeared on bass. But the recording was of poor quality, and a slot was reserved at Decca Studios in May 1966. This time, a certain John McVie officiated on four-string. American electric blues permeates this work, with tributes to Otis Rush and Freddie King, but Clapton also delivered one of his first homages to his idol, Robert Johnson, with a burst of talent on “Ramblin’ on My Mind.” John Mayall, meanwhile, launched into a cluster of essential compositions, with “Little Girl,” “Another Man,” and “Double Crossing Timing,” which he co-wrote with Clapton.


CHICKEN SHACK


O.K. Ken?


UK Release Date: February 1969


A comet in the tail of the British blues boom, Chicken Shack established itself as one of the genre’s leading figures. Formed in 1965 by Stan Webb on vocals and guitar, Andy Sylvester on bass, and Alan Morley on drums (he would later be replaced by Dave Bidwell), the band was joined in 1967 by Christine Perfect, who more than fulfilled their need for a keyboard player. Hosted by Blue Horizon, Fleetwood Mac’s record label, the band’s second album, O.K. Ken? was a success, reaching number nine on the UK Albums Chart. Stan Webb was responsible for the songwriting, although he co-wrote two tracks with Christine Perfect: “Get Like You Used to Be,” and “A Woman Is the Blues.” Covers remained marginal—songs by Howlin’ Wolf, T-Bone Walker, and B. B. King were featured—and Chicken Shack imposed its own identity. It successfully synthesized boogie blues and pop, between tradition and modernity, as evidenced by the original use of brass instruments.


THE ANIMALS WITH ERIC BURDON


In the Beginning


US Release Date: 1970


The Animals were among the first importers of Black American rhythm’n’blues. Released only in 1970, In the Beginning takes us back to December 30, 1963, at Newcastle’s Club A’Gogo, in the early days of the British blues boom. That evening, Eric Burdon’s band opened for Sonny Boy Williamson, the legendary American harmonica player for Chess Records who had played with Robert Johnson and who was then touring Europe. Blessed with a completely inappropriate psychedelic cover, the opus captured a boisterous set totally steeped in American blues. The standards are accompanied by a flurry of Chuck Berry covers (“Let It Rock,” “Gotta Find My Baby,” “I’m Almost Grown”). Next, we are immersed in Mississippi, with songs from the cradle of the blues: Bo Diddley’s “Pretty Thing” and two John Lee Hooker covers, “Dimples” and “Boom Boom.” To conclude, the Animals welcome Sonny Boy Williamson on drums for a jam session in the key of C, totally improvised.













SINGLE



I Believe My Time Ain’t Long / Rambling Pony


UK Release Date: November 3, 1967 / Reference: Blue Horizon / CBS (45 rpm ref.: 3051) / Best UK Chart Ranking: Did Not Chart


[image: image]


I BELIEVE MY TIME AIN’T LONG


Elmore James / 2:55


Musicians: Jeremy Spencer: vocals, guitar / Peter Green: harmonica / Bob Brunning: bass / Mick Fleetwood: drums / Recorded: CBS Studios, London, September 9, 1967 / Technical Team: Producer: Mike Vernon


Genesis and Lyrics


From the outset, American guitarist Elmore James was the link that brought Peter Green and Jeremy Spencer together, and both men worshipped the Mississippi native. So, it was only natural that a rendition of one of his songs was chosen as the A side to their first single. Originally released by Elmore James in 1951 under the title “Dust My Broom (I Believe My Time Ain’t Long),” the song pays homage to Robert Johnson’s classic “Dust My Broom.” The famous Delta blues guitarist laid down this rare track at San Antonio’s Gunter Hotel in 1936. If we go even further back in the song’s history, Johnson’s recording was, in turn, an interpretation of the Sparks Brothers’ “I Believe I’ll Make a Change,” which was engraved in wax four years before Johnson’s version. Johnson had not clearly set down the song’s lyrics, and they tended to vary from concert to concert. Nevertheless, a clear theme emerged: the bitterness of a betrayed man.


Jeremy Spencer made a few marginal adjustments to James’s 1951 version: the words “Man, she’s a no good doney” became “She’s a no good little darling.” Like James, Spencer also omitted a verse about the young woman’s travels abroad, and he retained the image of the man “dusting off [his] broom,” a biblical metaphor referring to Matthew chapter 10, according to which “shaking off the dust from your feet” when returning from a pagan land means “not letting yourself be contaminated by other religions.” In the context of this song, the gesture of shaking the dust “off my broom” shows the contempt the singer feels for his “best gal,” who has been stepping out with other men. Additionally, Jeremy Spencer also modified the song’s title, retaining only “I Believe My Time Ain’t Long”; this phrase had been added to the lyrics of another version of this track performed by Arthur Crudup in 1949.


Production


Musically, Fleetwood Mac chose an intermediate path between the Johnson and James versions of this song. The harmonica, played by Peter Green, maintains a traditional Delta blues feel that’s more closely associated with the Johnson version, while the amplified slide guitar is clearly inspired by the James version. The harmonica was certainly also present in James’s version—it was played by Sonny Boy Williamson II—but it took on a minor role and was rendered barely audible by the quality of the recording. In the Mac version, Green’s harmonica follows the slide guitar, producing simultaneous tremolos (trembling effects) and high notes. Following a traditional twelve-bar blues arrangement, Fleetwood Mac’s two guitarists retain the rapid triplet bursts that make the song so special.



Several versions of this single were released in 1967. The first version that was released features a blue-and-white photographic montage of the four musicians on the sleeve.





FOR MAC ADDICTS


The 1969 reissue of this single was released under the same reference number, but it has one difference: The song is credited to Jeremy Spencer (as “G. Spence”) and not to Elmore James or Robert Johnson.
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RAMBLING PONY


Peter Green / 2:37


Musicians: Peter Green: vocals, guitar, harmonica, backing vocals / Jeremy Spencer: guitar, backing vocals / Mick Fleetwood: drums, backing vocals / Bob Brunning: backing vocals / Mike Vernon: backing vocals / Recorded: CBS Studios, London, September 9, 1967 / Technical Team: Producer: Mike Vernon


Genesis and Lyrics


Reserving the band’s previously unreleased song for the B side denotes a slight reticence among the group. If there was one thing for the band to fear with this track, it was, more than the song’s failure, the risk of getting caught by the owners of Decca Studios, where producer Mike Vernon worked. Technically, the four Fleetwood Mac musicians and Vernon had secretly recorded their first demos and this single. One evening, after a concert at the Railway Pub in London, Green, Fleetwood, Spencer, and Brunning walked the five hundred feet from the venue to 165 Broadhurst Gardens, where Decca Studios was located, carrying their equipment under their arms. Vernon was waiting for them in front of the unoccupied redbrick building with his keys in hand. In a way, the producer saw this as fair compensation for the inertia of the record company, which had not lifted a finger to recover the distribution of the Blue Horizon label with which Peter Green had signed. Having snubbed the Beatles in 1962, Decca had just made a second blunder by letting Green go as well.


Production


A popular recording spot for symphony orchestras, the fine parquet flooring at Decca Studios provided excellent acoustics. It is this aspect that is most striking when listening to “Rambling Pony.” Behind the crackle of the vinyl, the dull sound of Mick Fleetwood’s bass drum is surprisingly sharp as it sets the tempo from the opening moments of the track. The voices of Peter Green and Jeremy Spencer, rising above the primal drumbeat, sound like otherworldly incantations. The strings of Spencer’s guitar clatter, giving the impression that the instrument is attempting to mingle with the singers’ voices. The bottleneck then makes the guitar vibrate, simulating a tremolo effect that adds to the ambient psychedelia. The arrival of the harmonica adds a completely different color, transporting the listener to the heart of the bayou. The backing vocals resonate in a different way, taking the listener back to the origins of traditional blues music, a genre that was formed in communities of formerly enslaved Black Americans as a means of expressing melancholy and pursuing creative escape.


The lyrics are in keeping with this tradition: They tell the story of a man searching for a life of simplicity, whose dream is to find a kind woman who lets him fish to his heart’s content.



FOR MAC ADDICTS


Could “Rambling Pony” be an unintentional cover? The song bears many similarities to the standard “Roll and Tumble Blues” (also known as “Rollin’ and Tumblin’”) composed by Hambone Willie Newbern in 1929 and popularized by Robert Johnson and Muddy Waters. Beyond the riff, the entire vocal melody is matched note for note. This practice was very common in the blues, which fed off its own heritage without necessarily bothering to provide credit to a song’s originator.


















ALBUM



FLEETWOOD MAC


My Heart Beat Like a Hammer . Merry Go Round . Long Grey Mare . Hellhound on My Trail . Shake Your Moneymaker . Looking for Somebody . No Place to Go . My Baby’s Good to Me . I Loved Another Woman . Cold Black Night . The World Keep on Turning . Got to Move . Outtakes: I’m Coming Home to Stay . Be-I-Bicky-Bop Blue Jean Honey Babe Meets High School Hound Dog Hot Rod Man . Something Inside of Me


RELEASE DATES


United Kingdom: February 24, 1968


Reference: Blue Horizon—7-63200


Best UK Chart Ranking: 4


United States: February 24, 1968


Reference: Epic—BN 26402


Best US Chart Ranking: 198


















BLUES EXPRESS


While John McVie dithered and prevaricated, hesitating about whether to leave the Bluesbreakers so he could join the band that already bore his name, Fleetwood Mac was fulfilling its destiny. After a series of concerts given in London clubs in September 1967, Rik and John Gunnell (the band’s agents/managers) planned a tour that would run from October 4 through December 8. The tour would take the musicians out of the capital and across the English countryside from south to north, from Southampton to Manchester. However, the group still found time to record their first 45 rpm single (“I Believe My Time Ain’t Long” / “Rambling Pony”), which was released in November 1967. Unfortunately, the public’s enthusiasm on the tour was not reflected in the chart rankings, where the single didn’t even register.


The Formation of a Winning Quartet


As time went by, John McVie seemingly convinced himself that he had made the wisest decision—economically speaking, at any rate—by continuing to stay with the Bluesbreakers. But during a rehearsal in early September 1967, a remark from Mayall changed all that. “At the time, John [Mayall] had horn players in the band and we were rehearsing at some club when John turned to one of them and said, ‘Okay, just play it free-form there.’ I said, with typical blues snobbishness, ‘I thought this was a blues band, not a jazz band!’” The usually even-tempered McVie suddenly saw red. “I immediately went across the street, called Peter, and asked if he still wanted me to join up.”9 Peter, who was always certain that John would eventually give in to his advances, found himself with two musicians gunning for the same job. Bob Brunning, the band’s current guitar player, was neither surprised nor offended by McVie’s arrival, although he was immediately ousted from the group. Brunning knew from the start that he had been recruited by default, and that his days with the band were always numbered. Fleetwood Mac’s “Mac” had finally come home!


Mick Fleetwood, for his part, made no secret of his delight over the arrival of his colleague: “He makes my form of expression effortless and I do the same for him. If you can imagine doing whatever you feel comes most naturally to you and then finding a partner that accompanies you so perfectly that neither of you need to even talk about it, then you’re close. Imagine doing that together year after year; [John] the only constant in a life that has shown you all manner of ups and downs. […] Once we had John McVie we were a tight musical juggernaut, off and running. We’d record late-night sessions in studios after playing for hours in seedy blues clubs and in doing so we quickly became a well-oiled machine. I can’t say it enough—John taught me everything, his playing freed me up, and he made me a better drummer. With such a strong backbone, Peter and Jeremy were able to get out there and lay it down like they never had before.”2


The split between Brunning and Fleetwood Mac went smoothly. Bob soon found a job with Savoy Brown, where he stayed for a year before leaving the music business entirely to become a primary school teacher. Despite the shuffling of the lineup, Brunning maintained excellent relations with his former partners, so much so that he was at their side during some of the recording sessions for their first opus. He later had this to say about one of those early recording sessions: “It stretched from an early evening start until late at night, when John McVie fell asleep after a couple of glasses of wine. And so I played bass for a couple more tracks, unreleased for very good reasons, I’m sure.”5 Only one song was kept in the final track listing: “Long Grey Mare,” dated September 9, 1967.


The precise date when Bob Brunning was actually replaced by John McVie remains uncertain. The versions of the story vary somewhat from one account to another. Mick Fleetwood himself has offered several versions over the years. In his autobiography, My Twenty-Five Years in Fleetwood Mac, published in 1992, he wrote that McVie joined three weeks after the Jazz and Blues Festival in Windsor, at the beginning of September 1967. But in another book written by Mick Fleetwood and published in 2014, Play On: Now, Then, and Fleetwood Mac: The Autobiography, he claims that McVie left the Bluesbreakers and joined the Mac in December 1967. Bob Brunning adds to the confusion in his own autobiography, The Fleetwood Mac Story: Rumours and Lies, which was released in 2004. Brunning cites the October and December concert dates that he had written down on a sheet of paper at the time, without specifying whether he actually played the dates, or whether he should have played had he not been ousted. In his 2007 book, Strange Brew, author Christopher Hjort shed some much-needed light on the matter, claiming that John McVie’s departure was noted in John Mayall’s diary dated September 3, 1967. This version of events was contemporaneously corroborated by the Bluesbreakers fan club newsletter, which mentioned the change in its September issue, and also in Melody Maker, which reported the news on September 9, 1967.


A Rapid, Fragmented Recording


Peter Green wanted to record a live album, although not necessarily in public, just in concert-like conditions. Green wanted a live album without the constraints of a track-by-track recording, and without overdubbing or mixing, something that would protect the band’s sound from any kind of overprocessing that was too superfluous for his taste. “I’ve always wanted to play straight through the LP—no stopping for mixing and reductions etc.,”10 he explained in 1968. Far from the new trend set by the Beatles with Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band and its six-month gestation period in the studio, and notwithstanding the reticence of producer Mike Vernon, this first album was completed, more or less, in just three days. Mick Fleetwood alludes to this in an interview with Dick Weindling: “We recorded the one with the dog and the dustbin on the front at Decca’s studio off Regent Street, and it was probably done in about three days, all live. We set our PA up in the studio and played it like a gig.”11 But memories can be fickle. If the album was indeed completed in three days (apart from the recording of “Long Grey Mare” on September 9), it was not done in three consecutive days, but rather on three separate dates that were spread across several months, between April and December 1967. The recording sessions would also have taken place in different UK recording venues: Decca Studios in West Hampstead, and CBS Studios on New Bond Street.


The earliest recordings go back to the famous session that took place on April 19, which was given to Peter Green by John Mayall as a birthday present, and during which Mick Fleetwood, John McVie, and Peter Green were united as a group for the first time. Of the tracks recorded on that day, two were chosen for the album: “No Place to Go” and “Looking for Somebody,” and both are credited as such, though it is not certain if they were subsequently rerecorded. Two additional tracks are said to have been recorded during a session at Decca Studios that took place in August 1967, “Fleetwood Mac,” and “First Train Home.” However, these two tracks were not included in the album’s track list.


In September, “Long Grey Mare” was put to bed with Bob Brunning on bass. Five other tracks from the LP were recorded in a session on November 22, 1967. Those tracks were “Merry Go Round,” “I Loved Another Woman,” “The World Keep on Turning,” “Cold Black Night,” and “Hellhound on My Trail.” Two more songs were recorded on December 11, “My Heart Beat Like a Hammer” and “Shake Your Moneymaker.” The dates of the recordings of “My Baby’s Good to Me” and “Got to Move” remain unknown, and we cannot rely on the memories of the protagonists themselves, which have become hazy.


When it came to choosing a name for the album, Green and the record company clashed. Mike Vernon wanted to call the first LP Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac. But Green did not want his name mentioned before the band’s. According to Mick, he was very opposed to the cult of the guitar hero, and he didn’t want to be placed on a pedestal. But Vernon insisted, and against Peter’s will, the words “Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac” appeared on the back cover of the British editions of the album, as well as on the vinyl itself. Green won the battle for the American edition of the album, which bore only the words “Fleetwood Mac.”


An Album of Two Minds


Fleetwood Mac’s debut album hit record stores on February 24, 1968. It featured a well-balanced mix of blues covers and original compositions from Spencer and Green.


Although the band wanted the album to reflect their founding motivation, which was derived from a devotion to the blues, they nonetheless showed a certain originality in their approach that surprised the public. Fleetwood Mac exuded an innovative musical assurance and ardor that neophytes in the audience somewhat hastily described as rock. This was incorrect because the Mac’s first LP was indeed a blues album, but it was a new kind of blues that was played with an almost rock’n’roll style of impetuosity.


This first album also served as a testament to the evolution in Peter Green’s playing. While retaining (for the most part) the classic twelve-bar blues structure for the guitar accompaniment, he developed his own language on his guitar solos, where he was more concerned with conveying emotion rather than creating a certain kind of sound. Just listen to “I Loved Another Woman” if you want to hear an example of this evolution at work. More generally, a kind of melancholy emerges in Green’s solos, which, like Eric Clapton, favor slowness, precision, and emotion over speed of execution. Jeremy Spencer’s much edgier playing was the perfect counterbalance to his partner’s romantic inflections, as evidenced by the adrenaline rush of the tracks where he takes over, such as on “My Heart Beat Like a Hammer,” which is intense from the very first moment and almost verges on punk. On “Shake Your Moneymaker,” Spencer even becomes slightly unbearable, subjecting his guitar strings to the worst possible abuse on his slide sections. And although he takes all the limelight in the song, that suits Green just fine.


The precision and solidity of the John McVie–Mick Fleetwood duo provide the foundation and groove that enable Spencer to indulge without the risk of falling into an indigestible magma of sound… something that was lacking in his previous band, the Levi Set. McVie and Fleetwood managed to create a slightly floating rhythm that still had a singular feel, largely due to the fact that the two were not quite aligned. The drummer (Fleetwood) played very slightly behind the beat with a laid-back feel, while the bassist (McVie) played slightly ahead of the beat. Together, they found a way to land on their feet quite naturally.


In addition to sharing guitar duties on this album, Spencer and Green also share the microphone and prove themselves to be excellent singers. Spencer’s vocals are raspy, powerful, and throaty. Green, on the other hand, is not only an exceptionally talented guitarist with fluid phrasing and undeniable melodic ability, but also a true blues singer with a voice that B. B. King once said gave him “the cold sweats,” according to an October 2022 article in Far Out magazine.


Fleetwood Mac’s first album featured two visions of the blues as offered by its two guitarists, Spencer and Green, and their playing naturally meshed to create something new. At the beginning of March 1968, barely two weeks after the album’s release, Peter Green expressed a few reservations about the record in the pages of the Record Mirror weekly newspaper: “Our own LP I’m not fully satisfied with, but I don’t think I’d ever be satisfied with our records.”10


A Quick and Unexpected Success


The reaction to Fleetwood Mac was unexpected, to say the least. The band’s debut album struck a chord with the public and established them at the forefront of the British blues scene. The album went to number four on the UK album charts, and it stayed on the charts for forty weeks! Fleetwood Mac would remain on the charts until it eventually sold over a million copies. The news from the US was just as good: The record broke into the Billboard 200 chart, landing at number 198. The clubs in which the band played soon became too small to accommodate the ever-growing number of fans who were coming out to discover this new phenomenon. The music press had seized upon the band, talking about the group as frequently as the Beatles and the Stones.


Peter Green told the Record Mirror that he hoped for good sales, but the commercial dimension of the music business never really interested him. Otherwise, he almost certainly would have chosen a cliché other than that of a roaming dog scavenging through dustbins in a filthy alleyway for the cover of the band’s first album. This cover earned the album the nickname of the Dog and Dustbin Album. The lonely stray dog on the album cover is seen as a metaphor for the blues, both for the low regard in which it is held by the general public—a fact belied by the album’s sales—and for the album’s often miserabilist lyrics. With this notable debut, Fleetwood Mac conquered the public and established themselves as the pack leaders of the British blues boom.















FOCUS


FLEETWOOD MAC, RECORDING WITH EDDIE BOYD


The only thing that mattered to Peter Green was the pleasure of playing music. This was the motivation behind his participation—along with Mick Fleetwood and John McVie—in blues pianist Eddie Boyd’s London recording sessions, which took place in January 1968. This was a recreational interlude of sorts before the verdict came in on their own album, which was due to be released shortly.


The Incarnation of the Blues


American Eddie Boyd was inducted into the Blues Hall of Fame in 2020. In the eyes of the members of Fleetwood Mac, Boyd embodied the quintessence of the artform. Born on a Mississippi plantation, Boyd spent his youth in Memphis and then moved to Chicago. He played with such greats as Muddy Waters (who also happened to be his cousin), Sonny Boy Williamson II, and Buddy Guy. Eddie Boyd recorded a series of singles during the 1950s, including the remarkable “Five Long Years” in 1952, but he did not record his first studio LP (also called Five Long Years) until 1966.


For the recording of his 1968 opus, 7936 South Rhodes, Boyd opted to work with Peter Green and John McVie after the three recorded a handful of earlier tracks on March 14, 1967, as part of the Bluesbreakers. The Bluesbreakers, the group that was formed by John Mayall, were known as the ideal session band for visiting American artists to work with if they wanted to make the most of London’s recording studios.


7936 South Rhodes features twelve tracks recorded by producer Mike Vernon and sound engineer Mike Ross on the Blue Horizon label: “You Got to Reap,” “Just the Blues,” “She Is Real,” “Backslap,” “Be Careful,” “Ten to One,” “The Blues Is Here to Stay,” “You Are My Love,” “Third Degree,” “Thank You Baby,” “She’s Gone,” and “I’ll Never Stop (I Can’t Stop Loving You).”


In the CBS studios located on London’s New Bond Street, Peter Green was finally able to enjoy the recording conditions that he’d wanted to achieve on his own album: including a live recording done without overdubbing or mixing. In the live recording session, all the elements were played and performed simultaneously, including Eddie Boyd’s vocals and Peter Green’s solos. The album was completed in a single day, on January 25, and it was released in March 1968, one month after Fleetwood Mac’s own album was released, to avoid disrupting its promotion.




FOR MAC ADDICTS


At the end of July 1967, while Fleetwood Mac was preparing for the Windsor Festival, Peter Green found himself joining a short-lived supergroup. Mike Vernon had taken the initiative of bringing together old acquaintances in the studio: Aynsley Dunbar, Jack Bruce, Rod Stewart, and Peter Green. During this one-off session, the musicians recorded covers of Buddy Guy’s “Stone Crazy” and “Stick Around,” as well as Lonnie Johnson’s “Fly Right, Baby.”







In 2000, the British trade magazine Guitarist included Fleetwood Mac in its ranking of “101 Essential Guitar Albums.”


















PORTRAIT


JOHN MCVIE, A QUIET STRENGTH


John Graham McVie had a relatively quiet and idyllic childhood. The son of Reg and Dorothy McVie, he was born on November 26, 1945, in Ealing, West London. He grew up much loved by his parents, who had sadly lost his sister at a very young age. In his youth he developed a passion for music, which was a constant presence in the McVie household, and he began learning to play the trumpet at the age of fourteen.


The Rock Bug


At the end of the 1950s, McVie had a revelation during a visit to his cousins, with whom he’d listened to Buddy Holly’s “Rave On” until they wore out their 45 rpm single. He had just caught the rock bug. His neighbor, Cliff Barton (who would join Cyril Davies and His R&B All Stars as bassist in June 1963), introduced him to other pioneers of the genre like Chuck Berry, Little Richard, and Jerry Lee Lewis. Like many young people at the time, John took up the guitar, and he eventually formed his first real band—the Krewsaders—with a few of his neighbors. The band mainly covered songs by the Shadows, whose guitarist Hank Marvin was an inspiration to all the kids of that era, and they performed mostly at parties and weddings. This was more than enough for John, who had no larger plans to pursue a career in music. McVie was an inherently shy young man, and rock stardom didn’t seem like a natural fit.


A Place in the Shade


Noting that the position of bassist did not seem to appeal to his contemporaries, who preferred to compete on guitar, McVie decided to devote himself to the lower frequencies. The only problem was that John was a novice bassist… without a bass. So, he did what many people had done before him, and he removed the two high strings from his guitar, a Framus acoustic, to create a makeshift bass. The result was hardly convincing, but it enabled him to experiment. Without taking lessons, he learned by trying to reproduce the lines he heard on records. This was in keeping with his hard-working but modest nature. His only aim was to have fun. Even though his parents were concerned about what kind of professional future music could offer their son, they supported him from day one. John’s level-headed, rational nature reassured them. So, they were enthusiastic when they saw him play in concert and blossom onstage. They were unaware, however, that a fire was smoldering inside their son. John’s involvement with the Krewsaders had given John an appetite for music, and this passion was about to become his top priority.


Under Mayall’s Wing


In 1961, John Mayall was looking for a new bassist for his band, the Powerhouse Four, and he wanted to hire the McVies’ neighbor, Cliff Barton. At that time, Barton was the guitarist with Ricky Wade and the Crossfires. Cliff declined Mayall’s offer, but he suggested that Mayall audition John, who was not yet sixteen. Owing to his youth, McVie was not selected by Mayall, who nevertheless took a liking to the promising youngster. Mayall wanted to see him continue down the virtuous path of the blues, and he advised McVie to listen to records by B. B. King and Willie Dixon so that he could learn from the masters. Self-disciplined as always, John listened, deciphered, and played, all the while continuing his journey with the Krewsaders as they played weddings and small local gigs. Two years later, in 1963, John McVie was out of school, seventeen years old, and about to take his first steps in professional life working as a tax collector. In itself, this job was already quite an achievement for the son of a metalworker, as it meant John was able to get away from factory work, and it would allow him to keep music as a main pillar of his personal life. “The tax inspector bit. I don’t know how that came about,” he later explained. “One minute I was in school and the next I was in an office doing something I had no talent for and even less desire to do.”6


The Perfect Link


When the Krewsaders split up in early 1963, John Mayall was left to pick up the pieces. He asked John McVie to join him in his new band, the Bluesbreakers. The usually cautious, level-headed McVie did not hesitate before plunging into the uncertainty of a musical career. He worked well with Mayall, who had already recruited guitarist Bernie Watson and drummer Peter Ward. Thus, the Bluesbreakers were born. McVie felt safe with the mentoring and reassuring figure of Mayall, the “Godfather of British Blues,” as he continued to develop his talent.


Although he was determined to seize his chance, John was, as always, very pragmatic, and he did not give up his day job: “The best part was that the first day at the office was also my first gig with John Mayall. That’s how it went for the next 9 months. Office in the day and gigs in the evening. Until something had to go. […] Fortunately, John was becoming better known and the gigs were coming in. There really wasn’t any choice.”6 Concert after concert, John McVie grew in confidence, and although the first lineup of the Bluesbreakers did not produce any recordings, the second iteration of the band (which saw Martin Hart replace Peter Ward behind the drums) recorded the single “Crawling Up a Hill” in 1964. This was the very first recording on which John McVie, then aged eighteen, can be heard playing bass with John Mayall and the Bluesbreakers.


A Slippery Slope


Around this time, April 1964, two more band members were also replaced. Hughie Flint was the third drummer to join the band in less than a year, and Roger Dean also replaced guitarist Bernie Watson. At this point, John McVie and John Mayall were the only original members of the Bluesbreakers. Despite these personnel changes, the band went on to play more and more concerts, and in March 1965 they produced a live album called John Mayall Plays John Mayall, which was recorded at a London club known as Klooks Kleek. McVie’s bass playing on the album demonstrates a growing ease with being onstage. Just a few days after the album’s release, Eric Clapton joined the band to record the single “I’m Your Witchdoctor.” Devoted to the blues, Clapton took John Mayall and the Bluesbreakers into another dimension. Yet it was precisely at this point that John McVie gradually began to lose his footing. “When I joined Mayall the drinking was part of the scene,” McVie said later. “I met a lot of people who drank, and it snowballed until I’d be drinking half a bottle of spirits a gig.”7 In 1965 McVie was sidelined by John Mayall in favor of Jack Bruce (Eric Clapton’s future bandmate in Cream) and he wasn’t reinstated until a month later. Fascinatingly, this was all the time it took to torpedo what could have been the first meeting between two future members of Fleetwood Mac. During McVie’s brief absence from the group, Peter Green briefly replaced Eric Clapton on guitar. Clapton returned to the Bluesbreakers, ousting Peter Green in the process, at the same time that John was also brought back into the fold.















PORTRAIT


MIKE VERNON, THE MAN WHO BROADENED EVERYONE’S HORIZONS


Mike Vernon was just nineteen years old when, in 1963, he joined the prestigious Decca Records label. A few months before his arrival, Decca had failed to sign the Beatles, but they made up for it by signing the Rolling Stones and the Who, among others. Mike had already decided that his future lay in the world of music, but he did not yet know that he would become one of the essential components in the blossoming success of Fleetwood Mac.


A Fanzine and a Label


A native of Harrow, England, Vernon was born on November 20, 1944, and he was passionate about rhythm’n’blues and rock’n’roll since childhood. At Decca, Vernon started out as a jack-of-all-trades. He made tea and worked as a courier, but he didn’t mind performing these seemingly menial tasks. He knew his future was in music, and he was ready to work his way up the proverbial ladder. In the evenings, Mike spent his time in London clubs, soaking up the blues. Having become a connoisseur of the genre, in January 1964 he launched a monthly fanzine called R&B Monthly with his childhood friend Neil Slaven. Together, the two men pursued their passion, writing articles for the magazine, spotting new trends, and becoming true tastemakers in the process. Mike’s position at Decca put him at the epicenter of the British blues boom, and he quickly realized that many blues albums were simply not being distributed by British labels.


The Creation of Blue Horizon


To fill this gap, in February 1965 Mike Vernon and Neil Slaven decided to sell a 45 rpm single by Hubert Sumlin along with the thirteenth issue of their magazine. At the time, Sumlin was a guitarist known for his work with blues legend Howlin’ Wolf. The single was entitled “Across the Board” and it was recorded at Vernon’s parents’ house in the residential suburb of Kenley. This marked the beginning of the independent blues label known as Blue Horizon, even though production runs remained very limited, with fewer than one thousand copies sold per run. Vernon’s aim was to offer his enthusiastic public reissues of rare singles from American blues musicians like J. B. Lenoir and “Champion” Jack Dupree.


Later in 1965, Blue Horizon took another step forward when it released its first full-length album, which featured the Harmonica Boss, Mississippi bluesman Doctor Ross. To make this happen, Vernon took advantage of Doctor Ross’s visit to Europe during the American Folk Blues Festival tour to stop by his hotel room in London and offer him this recording.


The Success of Fleetwood Mac


In 1966, Vernon’s activities at Decca led him to produce the famous collaboration between John Mayall and Eric Clapton, Blues Breakers. While he loved showcasing great blues musicians, Vernon’s greatest dream was to champion the voices of British blues artists, and Clapton and Mayall were just the tip of the iceberg.


When Peter Green permanently replaced Eric Clapton in the Bluesbreakers, Mike Vernon was immediately dazzled by his talent, and he followed Green’s meteoric rise attentively. Meanwhile, he produced David Bowie’s first album for Deram Records, a division of Decca, in 1967. Vernon also spent time cutting his teeth in the British blues market; Blue Horizon released Chicken Shack’s early albums and singles, including “It’s Okay with Me Baby” written by Christine Perfect.


Green left the Bluesbreakers in 1967, but Vernon managed to dissuade him from giving up music and setting off on an uncertain road trip to Morocco, as he had originally intended. He convinced Green to stay in England and launch his own project. It wasn’t long before guitarist Jeremy Spencer got in on the act and Fleetwood Mac was (almost) born.


At the end of 1967, Mike Vernon signed a deal with CBS to distribute Blue Horizon releases worldwide. At the same time, the Fleetwood Mac “family” was taking its place on the label; Peter Green, Mick Fleetwood, and John McVie were sometimes brought together in the studio to assist other artists, as happened with Eddie Boyd in January 1968.


Thus, when Fleetwood Mac took off, the group capitalized fully on the promising partnership between CBS and Blue Horizon. It released Fleetwood Mac, also known as Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac, on February 24, 1968, and thus enabled Blue Horizon not only to achieve its first major success, but also to seal its role in Mac history.


Blue Horizon: Promoter of the Blues


The Blue Horizon label’s catalog continued to grow in the years that followed, with the release of more than seventy singles and a hundred albums by artists from both sides of the Atlantic. The American side of the business was represented by artists like Otis Rush, Lightnin’ Hopkins, Sonny Boy Williamson II, B. B. King, Lightnin’ Slim, Bukka White, and Mississippi Joe Callicott. Some of these musicians, such as Otis Spann and Champion Jack Dupree, were backed on some of their recordings by British musicians like Paul Kossoff, Stan Webb, Pete Wingfield, Irishman Rory Gallagher, and, of course, Peter Green.


British artists that signed to Blue Horizon include Chicken Shack, Duster Bennett, Key Largo, Gordon Smith, Jellybread, and Christine Perfect (who was soon to become Christine McVie).


Over the years, the label managed to place numerous singles onto the charts, including songs by Chicken Shack (“I’d Rather Go Blind” in 1969) and Fleetwood Mac (“Need Your Love So Bad,” “Black Magic Woman,” and the number one song “Albatross,” which were all released in 1968).


Before signing with Reprise Records for Then Play On in 1969, Fleetwood Mac released its first two albums, Fleetwood Mac (number four in the UK) and Mr. Wonderful (number ten), with Blue Horizon. In late 1969, the label also released Blues Jam at Chess, which included Fleetwood Mac with some of the bluesmen who inspired them and which was reissued in the US in 1971 as Fleetwood Mac in Chicago. Thirty years later, in 1999, the boxed set The Complete Blue Horizon Sessions 1967–1969 was released by Columbia / Blue Horizon.


Blue Horizon ceased operations in 1972 as the flame of the British blues boom gradually started to die out, but it was resurrected in the early 2010s by music executives Seymour Stein and Richard Gottehrer, although they had no access to the label’s historic catalog. Today, the label is distributed in North America by Fat Possum Records.


A Life in the Service of Music


Mike Vernon released his own solo album entitled Moment of Madness in 1973 and continued his work as a musician and producer. He played in various projects, including working with the Olympic Runners from 1974 to 1979, and Rocky Sharpe and the Replays, for whom he played bass between 1979 and 1983 under the pseudonym Eric Rondo. Vernon went on to set up two new labels—Indigo and Code Blue—in the 1990s, before re-donning his musician’s hat and releasing the album Beyond the Blue Horizon in 2018, which supported a European tour with his band the Mighty Combo.


For his lifetime of service to music, he was made a Member of the Order of the British Empire (MBE) in 2020. Throughout Fleetwood Mac’s storied career, Mick Fleetwood never forgot the key role that Mike Vernon played in the band’s early days.














MY HEART BEAT LIKE A HAMMER


Jeremy Spencer / 2:55


Musicians: Jeremy Spencer: vocals, slide guitar / Peter Green: electric guitar / John McVie: bass / Mick Fleetwood: drums / Recorded: CBS Studios, London, December 11, 1967 / Technical Team: Producer: Mike Vernon / Sound Engineer: Mike Ross / Assistant Sound Engineer: Richard Vernon


Genesis and Lyrics


The conditions for recording live in the studio were just as stressful for Peter Green, who would have preferred live recording onstage, as they were for Mike Vernon and Mike Ross, who would have preferred the comfort of instrument-by-instrument recording on the four-track at their disposal at CBS Studios. But their earlier November 22, 1967, recording session proved fruitful and reassured everyone that they were on the right track. So, it was with confidence and relaxation that the musicians embarked on their December 11 session, with two choice tracks still to be finalized: “My Heart Beat Like a Hammer” and “Shake Your Moneymaker.” Both afforded the group the opportunity to really go for it, and to prioritize intention over technique. Their more raw, instinctive playing also lent itself to a dirtier sound, which did not displease Peter Green.


Green watched with a satisfied eye as Jeremy Spencer took the reins on “My Heart Beat Like a Hammer.” He would like to have pushed Spencer toward writing new songs, but Jeremy had a natural affinity for playing covers. Ever since his early days on the guitar, he had been regurgitating—with flair—the repertoire of his role models, with Elmore James at the top of the list. But Spencer felt so strongly that perfection had already been achieved by his predecessor that he saw himself more as an apostle than a prophet. “Peter had asked me on the band’s onset if I ever wrote my own material and I had told him that I didn’t. The problem was that I was uninspired with getting anything new.”3 This sentiment was confirmed on “My Heart Beat Like a Hammer.” The first composition is credited to Spencer but it is, in fact, a crudely concealed borrowing from “Don’t Dog Your Woman” (the dog on the album cover is perhaps a nod in that direction). Buster Brown, an American bluesman famous for his hit “Fannie Mae,” recorded “Don’t Dog Your Woman” seven years earlier, in 1959. Jeremy simply changed the placement of the song’s second verse, which now comes before the chorus—a clever way of securing the songwriter’s credits.


This practice was common and far from disreputable at the time. Buster Brown himself did not pull the song out of his hat. His version of “Don’t Dog Your Woman” was an update of an even earlier rendition of “When My Heart Beats Like a Hammer,” which B. B. King recorded with his band in 1954. King, in turn, modeled his song on “Million Years Blues,” by Sonny Boy Williamson I, who had given birth to the melody in 1941. Who knows where Williamson found his inspiration for the track!


In any case, compared with Buster Brown’s version, Jeremy Spencer’s new arrangement did not alter the original meaning of the lyrics except that it provided an explanation for the singer’s grief. He wakes up at dawn and his first thoughts are of his partner, who left home earlier in the morning. The repentance he expresses in the lyrics—he regrets not treating her as well as he should have—suggests that she left the house following an argument. The lament is intended both for the object of his love, and for the listener, in the form of a moral lesson to be learned. The lyrics include this following piece of advice: “Don’t ever dog your woman / You know you’re gonna ruin yourself.” This song offers a notable counterpoint to the machismo that was so common in pre-war blues lyrics.


Production


Nevertheless, it would be unfair to reduce the reworking of this song to a simple shell game played with the order of the verses. Jeremy Spencer breathes new life into the track with his bubbly playing and spirited, almost rock-like interpretation. While John McVie and Mick Fleetwood strive to restore the song’s original swagger, Spencer indulges in musical pyrotechnics from the very first bars (even before the other instruments come in), making his strings roar under the effect of the bottleneck slide. The staggered entrance of the rhythm section makes for a punchy intro, which is ideal for an album’s opening track. The metallic sound of Spencer’s guitar strings flirts with distortion, but it is his voice that really sets the track alight. Highly controlled, his unbridled vocals (he wails and shouts like Mick Jagger), including mocking accents (on “risin’ sun” at 0:31 you can almost hear him let out a forced laugh), exude an alluring spontaneity. At times, you can almost visualize Spencer’s movements during the take, as at the 2:27 mark when he lets out an “oh yeaaah”: You can hear that he is moving away from the microphone as he positions himself for his final moments on the guitar.


With this sparkling blues boogie, Fleetwood Mac provided an emblematic and programmatic opening track for what was to come: a record of pure blues magic. The album pays unbridled tribute to a past, a culture, and a musical religion, but it also proclaims that blues is written in the future as well.














MERRY GO ROUND


Peter Green / 4:05


Musicians


Peter Green: vocals, guitar


John McVie: bass


Mick Fleetwood: drums


Recorded


CBS Studios, London: November 22, 1967


Technical Team


Producer: Mike Vernon


Sound Engineer: Mike Ross


Assistant Sound Engineer: Richard Vernon


Genesis and Lyrics


As with any self-respecting blues song, the self-pitying lamentations in this track are hammered home to help elevate the drama: “When I first met you baby, I didn’t even know your name / Yes, when I first met you baby, I didn’t even know your name.” Beyond the fact that it is not uncommon to meet someone for the first time without knowing their name, it is easy to sense that the lyrics of this song are secondary to the sound of the music itself. This is the case even though Peter Green sings weepily about a past love that led him to a feeling of despair, concluding the song with a beautiful and naïve declaration to his beloved: “Yes, I never realized, people, just how sweet and kind one woman can be / Yes, but when I looked in your eyes / Yeah, I knew true love had come to me.”


Production


Peter Green’s creativity was put to the test on November 22, 1967, when the band recorded several tracks in quick succession, including “Merry Go Round.” For this slow blues number, Jeremy Spencer did not see the need to contribute his guitar, much to the dismay of Green, who would later remark that Spencer often shied away from playing on songs that Green wrote. Here, the only rhythmic presence is provided by John McVie on his low-frequency bass, and Mick Fleetwood’s scraggily drums. To make up for Spencer’s absence, Mick sometimes emphasizes his cymbals, and he also plays with his hi-hat (the pair of cymbals on a drum kit operated by a foot pedal) open for practically the whole song. This supporting instrumentation is ideal for Peter Green’s inspired playing and the deep guitar sound he produces. His approach on this track is probably one of the clearest indications of his admiration for B. B. King, whose influence is strongly felt throughout the song. As for his vocals, which are gentle and moving, they occasionally become husky following a technique popularized by most blues pioneers. “Merry Go Round,” underneath its “tired end-of-rehearsal” jam-session feel, is in fact very revealing of Peter Green’s magnetism. The song is a harbinger of the reverence he would soon command among guitar fans.














LONG GREY MARE


Peter Green / 2:15


Musicians: Peter Green: vocals, electric guitar, harmonica / Bob Brunning: bass / Mick Fleetwood: drums and washboard / Recorded: CBS Studios, London, September 9, 1967 / Technical Team: Producer: Mike Vernon / Sound Engineer: Mike Ross / Assistant Sound Engineer: Richard Vernon / Single: Side A: Black Magic Woman / Side B: Long Grey Mare / US Release Date: June 7, 1968 / Reference: Epic (ref.: 5-10351) / Best US Chart Ranking: Did Not Chart


Genesis and Lyrics


Forced out of the band in favor of John McVie, Bob Brunning left three meager testimonies to his time in the studio with Fleetwood Mac. On September 9, 1967, at CBS Studios, the bassist laid down his lines for “I Believe My Time Ain’t Long,” “Rambling Pony,” and “Long Grey Mare.” The first two songs formed both sides of the single that was released on November 3, 1967, while “Long Grey Mare” was eventually included on the band’s first album. In his 2004 book The Fleetwood Mac Story: Rumours and Lies, Bob Brunning confirmed his involvement on these tracks: “Three tracks on which I played were eventually released: ‘Long Grey Mare,’ ‘Ramblin’ Pony’ and ‘I Believe My Time Ain’t Long.’”5 He was surprised, however, that his version of “Long Grey Mare” was later chosen as the B side for the US version of the “Black Magic Woman” 45, even though he had already been out of the band for some time: “It curiously featured [me] on bass, rather than John McVie.”5 His role is eminently important on this track composed by Peter Green.


There is something childlike about this track, and perhaps this is no coincidence since it shares similarities with the traditional folk song “The Old Gray Mare,” which has become a children’s standard thanks to its basic lyrics and endearing story of a mare with a broken leg. Beyond the closeness of the names, the structure of these songs, their lyrics, and themes are also very similar. However, in “Long Grey Mare,” a more salacious reading can be made of the text, due to the use of the feminine “she” instead of “it,” which causes ambiguity: “She makes me brush her in the morning / And put her to bed every night.” The same applies to the verb “ride,” which can be understood in the context of a horseback ride, or in the context of making love. But the most ambiguous phrase is: “When I dig you with my spur / You turn around the other way.”


Production


Peter Green does not bother with a convoluted structure. Once he’s past the introductory double stop, in which two notes are played simultaneously on adjacent strings, the guitarist moves on to a “galloping” section that remains unchanged throughout the song. It is impossible to ignore the song’s close resemblance to “Killing Floor” by Howlin’ Wolf, whose repertoire was more than familiar to Peter Green. The riff is built on a succession of string jumps, and its apparent simplicity works in favor of the track’s effectiveness and bonhomie. The right-hand playing, however, requires rigorous rhythmic control, especially as the bass simultaneously reproduces the same phrase. It is this parallel running theme that makes the song so enjoyable. In the mix, the guitar is placed on the left and the bass on the right, both framing the central voice of Peter Green, who displays all his great qualities as a singer. Unlike his idol, Eric Clapton, who was slow to step out of his musician’s role, Green seems delighted to be behind the microphone. His vocals come across as powerful, assured, and pure, with a few well-judged vibratos.




FOR MAC ADDICTS


On Gary Moore’s Peter Green tribute album, Blues for Greeny, Moore included a cover of “Long Grey Mare” with numerous added effects and a frenzied guitar solo played on Green’s original, and very famous, Greeny guitar.

















HELLHOUND ON MY TRAIL


Robert Johnson / 2:00


Musicians


Jeremy Spencer: piano, vocals


Recorded


CBS Studios, London: November 22, 1967


Technical Team


Producer: Mike Vernon


Sound Engineer: Mike Ross


Assistant Sound Engineer: Richard Vernon


Genesis and Lyrics


Long before he experienced the divine revelation that sealed his departure from Fleetwood Mac, Jeremy Spencer was already fully steeped in Christianity through his religious upbringing. Yet his love for the blues led him down the path of a man who, legend has it, signed a pact with the devil and traded his soul for exceptional guitar skills: Robert Johnson. Spencer set his sights on Johnson’s most mystical and best-known work, “Hellhound on My Trail,” which has become a classic blues standard. The legendary Delta bluesman recorded it in 1937, thirty years before Fleetwood Mac’s version was laid down in 1967. The song’s lyrics are among the darkest Robert Johnson ever wrote. In the track, wherever the protagonist goes, he feels spied upon, pursued by a “hellhound” who forces him to keep moving so he can avoid falling into the hellhound’s clutches. This vision of Cerberus—the mythological figure of a typically three-headed dog who is charged with guarding the entrance to the underworld—was widespread in Southern churches at the time to keep believers away from sin. But the vision of a hellhound was also present in the collective blues imagination, as traces of it can be found in Sylvester Weaver’s aptly named “Devil Blues” from 1927: “Hellhounds start to chase me man / I was a running fool.”


The threat hanging over the narrator in these songs is not merely spiritual: Many twentieth-century African Americans feared for their lives in the United States, when Black men and women were hunted, terrorized, and killed by angry white mobs, often with dogs in tow. The natural elements described in this song’s lyrics relay the terror of this threat, creating an almost paranormal atmosphere: “Every old place I go, every old place I go / I can tell the wind is risin’, the leaves tremblin’ on the tree.” The narrator tries to protect himself by spreading “hot foot powder” on the threshold of his house, a kind of magic powder whose recipe—based on sulfur, chili pepper, and essential oil—is supposed to ward off evil spirits and prowlers.


Production


Robert Johnson’s original version of this song is literally bloodcurdling, thanks to Johnson’s seemingly possessed vocals, and his oppressive, deep guitar playing. But Fleetwood Mac takes this masterpiece in a slightly lighter direction. Far from the rough, sandy tracks of the American South, where only a well-traveled, dented guitar can transcribe your state of mind, Jeremy Spencer retreated behind a piano at CBS Studios in London. The instrument, which removes much of the tension contained in the original song, is a surprising choice until one considers the possibility that Fleetwood’s two guitarists, Jeremy Spencer and Peter Green, did not want to take on the master, Robert Johnson, for fear of being found wanting. Behind his piano, Spencer has fun punctuating the melody with a few “yeahs” while invoking slippery notes that ease the tempo. But his spontaneity is what makes this reinterpretation so appealing. In fact, the band chose to use the first take they recorded on the final album because they felt it was the most natural and authentic.


Simultaneously subdued and almost bouncy in places, this reinterpretation sounds like it belongs in an old-time saloon, and it is not without charm. Spencer’s impeccable vocal performance is also quite admirable. The lesson here is that if you want to avoid being crushed by a monumental song, you should maneuver around it carefully. During the same session in which he recorded “Hellhound on My Trail,” Spencer also recorded “You’re So Evil,” which was an improvisation around the theme of “Hellhound on My Trail,” but with a change of lyrics. This time, the song’s threat comes from a demon-possessed woman.




In 1983, Robert Johnson’s “Hellhound on My Trail” was inducted into the Blues Foundation Hall of Fame as a “Classic of Blues Recording.”







FOR MAC ADDICTS


At the end of the song, Spencer has barely lifted his hands from the piano when he says: “I don’t know the words to that, though.” Apparently, Spencer realized that he reversed the lyrics in the line: “If today was Christmas Day and tomorrow was Christmas Eve.” Nevertheless, the band kept the take, and the confession was dropped. Eventually, Spencer’s confession was restored on the remastered CD version of the album that was released in 2004.

















SHAKE YOUR MONEYMAKER


Elmore James / 2:55


Musicians


Jeremy Spencer: vocals, slide guitar


Peter Green: electric guitar


John McVie: bass


Mick Fleetwood: drums


Recorded


CBS Studios, London: December 11, 1967


Technical Team


Producer: Mike Vernon


Sound Engineer: Mike Ross


Assistant Sound Engineer: Richard Vernon


Genesis and Lyrics


As the composer of “Shake Your Moneymaker” in 1961, was the Elmore James version of the song the starting point of a story that would eventually end with his inclusion on the 2014 list of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame’s “500 Songs That Shaped Rock’n’Roll”? Or was he one of many links in a chain that began in 1929 with Charlie Patton’s “Shake It and Break It” and then transformed into Bukka White’s “Shake ’Em on Down” in 1937 before turning into Shakey Jake Harris’s “Roll Your Money Maker” in 1958? Whatever the case, Elmore James set the definitive contours of this track, crafting it into a blues classic and imbuing it with a rock’n’roll approach. This was what won over Paul Butterfield, who revisited the song in 1965 before Fleetwood Mac got hold of it in 1967. Spencer and Green were both fans of the song, and it was only logical that it would appear on the track list of the band’s first album. “Shake Your Moneymaker” served as an opportunity for the musicians to let off some steam, with its fast tempo and pleasingly repetitive lyrics. The song’s story is indeed a succinct one, centering around the narrator’s infatuation with a woman who is not of the same social standing. She lives “up on the hill,” and he is well aware that she will not stoop to his level.


Production


John McVie and Mick Fleetwood do not hide their pleasure while playing this song, and they both clearly give it their all during the recording session. This is reflected in the unintentional acceleration of the song’s tempo, although the musicians continued to play as one cohesive unit. For his part, Mick displayed his concentration and pleasure in the song by working like hell on his snare drum while his foot pounds the hi-hat pedal frantically. Aside from a few cymbal strikes, Mick’s playing remains deliberately rudimentary throughout, and he never loses himself in unnecessary rolls.


Mick said, “My ineptness to do separate things at speed became my style of drumming. When it got to a certain speed in the early days, the only way I could hang in there was if all my hands and feet were doing the same thing on the same beat. ‘Shake Your Moneymaker’ is one where everything is going flat out and doing the same thing, so it kind of defines my style, the ultimate blues shuffle. Onstage it often ended up three times faster than the album version, and that’s already fast enough. As a song, it’s what the original Fleetwood Mac was all about. Elmore James was top of the list. ‘Dust My Broom’ and so forth, endless funky, chunky shuffles and, in retrospect, I must say we were darn good at doing them. At that time, though, we didn’t actually know what we were doing, we were just doing it.”14


John McVie, on the other hand, shows more finesse. With the thumb of his right hand resting on the low E string, he strikes the strings with metronomic rigor and the swing of a double bass player. Despite his long fingernails, which had been specially manicured for fingerpicking, Peter Green still played his guitar with a pick. He sets up this twelve-bar blues chord progression, whose originality lies in the question-and-answer game that’s played against Jeremy Spencer’s slide guitar, and which sounds like a scratch every time it appears. Spencer exploits the full range of his playing here, alternating with bottleneck-free parts that double up on Peter Green’s own guitar playing. His voice, which is naturally husky, sounds as though it’s on the verge of breaking up. This fits perfectly with a jubilant song that must have warmed up the cockles of the musicians’ hearts when the song was recorded on a cold December evening.




Elmore James’s song was also the subject of a tribute by the Black Crowes, who named their first studio album Shake Your Money Maker (1990). While the band often performs the song live, it was not included on the album.

















LOOKING FOR SOMEBODY


Peter Green / 2:50


Musicians


Peter Green: vocals, harmonica


John McVie: bass


Mick Fleetwood: drums


Recorded


Decca Studios, London: April 19, 1967 (?)


Technical Team


Producer: Mike Vernon


Sound Engineer: Mike Ross


Assistant Sound Engineer: Richard Vernon


Genesis and Lyrics


Peter Green’s twentieth-birthday recording session at Decca Studios in April 1967—a gift from John Mayall and also from destiny—was put to good use when he invited his Bluesbreakers bandmates Mick Fleetwood and John McVie to join him in the studio. During this early recording session a new composition was laid down and given the name “Looking for Somebody.” A few months later, the song was included on the band’s first album. Behind its apparent simplicity and sparse lyrics, the song actually has a lot to say. First, it proclaims Peter Green’s love of the blues in the most naïve and sincere way possible: “I got a feeling, blues gonna be my only way.” With this sentence, Green takes a vow and joins the fellowship of blues lovers. Second, the song also tells us, through its double meaning, how Green sees the blues: It is cast in a dark hue, with a certain amount of despondency and constant suffering. Embracing the blues means showing a willingness to carry the cross and live with despair. Linked to the lack of love (“I’m looking for somebody”) and the vain search for physical pleasure, the blues symbolizes a state of permanent suffering. Paradoxically, as Green invokes the spirit of the blues, the sound that emerges on this track is both spiritual and intense, but no longer entirely blues. “Looking for Somebody” is equal parts soul as well as blues in that it juxtaposes the sacred and the profane.


Production


In the absence of love, there is still friendship for Peter Green in the form of his playing partners. “Looking for Somebody” is the foundational act (and track) from the trio that started it all. The three musicians appear here as tightly knit as ever, all focused on a single goal: producing emotion. The best proof of this collegial working relationship is the central place Peter Green reserves for his fellow musicians. The whole track rests on John McVie’s deep, haunting bass and Mick Fleetwood’s airy playing, which is concentrated on the hi-hat and a few tom strokes. Jeremy Spencer wasn’t yet in the picture when this track was conceived and recorded, and the other notable absence of this track is Greeny, Peter Green’s famous guitar. Green was temporarily unfaithful to his guitar, dropping it in favor of playing the harmonica on this track. Between breaks and solos, Green even develops his own melody. His breath is contained and controlled, and his musical interventions are concise and clean, even as he constantly alternates between vocals, featuring his warm, melancholy voice, and the harmonica.




FOR MAC ADDICTS


Before their first album was released, Fleetwood Mac unveiled its contents on November 7, 1967, when they played “Looking for Somebody” on a new radio program that had been launched on the BBC a few weeks earlier, on September 21. The “Peel sessions” were presented by the legendary John Peel until his death in 2004.

















NO PLACE TO GO


Chester Burnett / 3:20


Musicians: Peter Green: vocals, guitar, harmonica / John McVie: bass / Mick Fleetwood: drums / Recorded: Decca Studios, London, April 19, 1967 / Technical Team: Producer: Mike Vernon / Sound Engineer: Mike Ross / Assistant Sound Engineer: Richard Vernon


Genesis and Lyrics


Had his name not been incorporated into the plot of Die Hard 3, Chester A. Arthur, the twenty-first president of the United States, would surely have been consigned to the obscurity of history. Not so for Chester Arthur Burnett’s family, who must have thought that giving their son the first and last name of a noted statesman would predestine him to achieve great things. They were not mistaken, for Burnett, who also answered to the evocative stage name of Howlin’ Wolf, left his lupine mark on American blues both in Mississippi and Chicago. Burnett eventually left his home state of Mississippi and headed north to Illinois, where he made his career on the Chess Records label.


The blues, Mississippi, Chicago, Chess Records… there are so many shared points of interest that make up the map of Peter Green’s musical heart, and that led him to adore Howlin’ Wolf. “No Place to Go” was one of the first songs on which the future Fleetwood Mac cut its teeth as a band. This happened during a recording session on April 19, 1967, which took place before Jeremy Spencer joined the group.


“No Place to Go” is the only cover that Peter Green submitted for inclusion on the band’s first album; the other covers would be introduced by Spencer later in the recording process. This shows Green’s determination to establish himself first and foremost as a composer and to blaze new trails as a means of preventing the blues from becoming too inwardly focused. This was done at the risk of not offering anything new as Howlin’ Wolf had done in the 1930s. Although Chester Burnett went by the nickname Howlin’ Wolf, he also had the nicknames Big Foot and Bull Cow. These names emanated from his size as well as from the primal power that he was able to access, and which enabled him to project his voice with force, his throaty cries sustained by incredible breath capacity while also producing a vibrato reminiscent of a wolf’s howl.


“No Place to Go” is played in a single chord, and it synthesizes the blues into its simplest form. The story told in the song itself is simple and heartbreaking: A man, bending under the weight of the years (“Now I’m old and gray”), addresses his wife and asks how much longer their relationship will last, when it will stop ruining his life both literally and figuratively: “How many more years / Have you got to wreck my life? / Well, the way you done me / Gonna wreck my life”).


Production


Despite its expressive vocals and respectful approach, this cover feels a little academic, and at the very least more neutral than Howlin’ Wolf’s original interpretation, which truly embodied the character of the track. However, Fleetwood Mac’s version is worthy of note because of the singer’s harmonica playing, which occupies a central place on the track. The guitar, on the other hand, evokes the regular rhythm of train wheels—the rhythm of the narrator’s life as he watches it pass him by, unable to slow it down. Green’s vocals are deeper and raspier than usual, lending realism to the text and accurately portraying a middle-aged man.




Peter Green was honored in a showcase concert organized by Mick Fleetwood and held on February 25, 2020, at the London Palladium theater. The concert was held just five months before the guitarist’s death. A host of guests included Kirk Hammett, Billy Gibbons, Pete Townshend, and David Gilmour. Noel Gallagher, guitarist and composer with Oasis, chose to cover “No Place to Go,” accompanied by Rick Vito, who had replaced Lindsey Buckingham in the Mac between 1987 and 1991.

















MY BABY’S GOOD TO ME


Jeremy Spencer / 2:50


Musicians: Jeremy Spencer: vocals, guitar / Peter Green: guitar / John McVie: bass / Mick Fleetwood: drums / Recorded: CBS Studios, London (?) / Technical Team: Producer: Mike Vernon / Sound Engineer: Mike Ross / Assistant Sound Engineer: Richard Vernon


Genesis and Lyrics


Written and composed by Jeremy Spencer, this track makes no attempt to emancipate itself from the influence of Elmore James, and more specifically his interpretation of “Dust My Broom.” “My Baby’s Good to Me” has little depth to offer in the way of lyrics. The song tells the story of a man who falls in love with a charming young woman: “She got a fine pair of legs / Mm, her figure is a sight to see.”


Production


The rhythm section, led by Mick Fleetwood and John McVie, plays a supporting role on this track. The song’s main interest lies in Jeremy Spencer’s slide guitar playing. He delivers an inventive, unbridled performance, including vocals that are influenced by Elmore James.


McVie and Fleetwood lay down a solid, if slightly jerky, foundation on bass and drums while Peter Green’s guitar provides an effective and less academic-sounding rhythm.


The slightly muddled impression that’s created by “My Baby’s Good to Me” is reinforced by Mick Fleetwood’s drumming, where he routinely opens his hi-hat on the song’s instrumental sections. Mike Ross and Richard Vernon have often spoken about the headache of recording songs live because they were forced to test numerous combinations and orientations of microphones and amps.














I LOVED ANOTHER WOMAN


Peter Green / 2:55


Musicians: Peter Green: vocals, guitar / John McVie: bass / Mick Fleetwood: drums / Recorded: CBS Studios, London: November 22, 1967 / Technical Team: Producer: Mike Vernon / Sound Engineer: Mike Ross / Assistant Sound Engineer: Richard Vernon / Singles: Side A: Save Me / Side B: I Loved Another Woman (Live) / UK Release Date: April 23, 1990 / Reference: Warner Bros. Records (45 rpm ref.: 5439-19866-7) / Best UK Chart Ranking: 53 / Single: Side A: Hold Me / Side B: No Questions Asked; I Loved Another Woman (Live) / UK Release Date: June 1989 / Reference: Warner Bros. Records (45 rpm ref.: W7528T) / Best UK Chart Ranking: 94


Genesis and Lyrics


This Peter Green composition is probably one of the most mature songs on the album. Not only does it foreshadow “Black Magic Woman” musically—so much so that one wonders if it served as a rough draft—but its lyrics hint at a more complex approach to songwriting. Not everything is black and white in this love story. The narrator readily admits that he sealed his own fate by betraying his beloved. Guilty of cheating on her and allowing himself a moment’s distraction, he acknowledges the role he has played, but still hopes for a happy ending: “She wouldn’t do me no harm / But I loved another woman […] / Well, come back baby / I know I treated you wrong.”


Production


With a rhythm inspired by the sounds of Cuba, Mick Fleetwood’s drumming is astonishingly restrained, merely marking the beat by tapping his sticks on the rim of his snare drum while John McVie plays his bass with velvet fingers. Jeremy Spencer doesn’t appear on this recording, so all guitar duties fell to Peter Green, which was just as well since “I Loved Another Woman” requires restraint and finesse. His exceptional playing is modified by an icy reverb, and Green transfers the narrator’s adulterous guilt directly into his guitar. His deep, heart-rending vocals also mark sincere regrets as expressed in the song’s lyrics. As for the heartbreaking final “who-ooh” sung by Green, it contains all the nostalgia and pain felt by an unhappy man who longs to find happiness again.




FOR MAC ADDICTS


After Peter Green left the band in 1970, Fleetwood Mac stopped playing “I Loved Another Woman” because it was too dependent on Green’s sound. The song returned to the band’s concerts during the “Shake the Cage Tour.” It was played and sung by Rick Vito, a new member of the band who was a fan of the early Fleetwood Mac track.

















COLD BLACK NIGHT


Jeremy Spencer / 3:15


Musicians: Jeremy Spencer: vocals, guitar / Peter Green: guitar / John McVie: bass / Mick Fleetwood: drums / Recorded: CBS Studios, London, November 22, 1967 / Technical Team: Producer: Mike Vernon / Sound Engineer: Mike Ross / Assistant Sound Engineer: Richard Vernon


Genesis and Lyrics


This song is another shameless appropriation by Jeremy Spencer. He uses the melody from Elmore James’s “The Sun Is Shining.” When he is confronted with the exercise of composition, Spencer seemingly takes spiritual refuge in his musical inspirations. Here, he begins the song by playing notes in slide; John McVie hesitates and joins in. Mick Fleetwood, for his part, seems unsure about when to enter the song. The musicians stop and the drummer asks the guitarist why he has not started singing. Then he says that he wanted to create an instrumental intro, also inspired by Elmore James’s “The Sky Is Crying.” Unfortunately, later listeners would miss out on hearing the famous intro, which was eventually abandoned. Recorded in 1959 during an improvised recording session in Chicago, “The Sky Is Crying” has established itself as one of the centerpieces of Elmore James’s repertoire. At the tender age of nineteen, Jeremy Spencer shamelessly took these two tracks and invented new lyrics. But he never strayed too far from the “paternal bosom,” and he retained the original theme: that of a narrator who has been abandoned by his girlfriend. This topic is a classic blues theme, and the song only has one element of suspense: Who is responsible for the breakdown of the relationship? The way the singer has been treated, and the way he treats his partner, marks a key narrative milestone in this musical genre. “She used to treat me real good / And I wonder why I didn’t treat her right.”


A kind of youthful insouciance on the part of Fleetwood Mac’s troublemaker runs through this track, and it does not sit well with the original songs written by James, who had more experience than Spencer, since he was forty-one at the time he composed these songs. Spencer does not shy away from clichés, for example when he sets the scene: “It was a cold black night / And the rain was falling down.” Similarly, the many sentences beginning with “And” are another example of repeated clumsiness.


Production


These facts should not detract from the feeling and fervor that Jeremy Spencer manages to instill in the song. His vocals, while not the best for such a lament, do provide a few shining moments, such as the slight vocal break when he climbs into a higher register. Spencer masters the blues traditions to perfection, and he slips in a few vocal punctuations and onomatopoeia to further breathe life into the track, like the “Yessss… mmmmh” that can be heard at 2:30. Moreover, the languor induced by the track’s slower tempo enables listeners to observe another facet of Spencer’s playing, which is that he can be more restrained when he wishes. More precise than usual, Spencer plays with economy, knowing that he is backed up by Peter Green, who spins elegant chord progressions that are set off by a delicate reverb.




FOR MAC ADDICTS


“Cold Black Night” ends a little abruptly with a fade-out. Mike Vernon cut the song off prematurely, just as Spencer was about to play a new solo, because the rest of the song was a failure. This kind of ending was also not uncommon on slower Elmore James songs, so Spencer had no objection.

















THE WORLD KEEP ON TURNING


Peter Green / 2:30


Musicians: Peter Green: vocals, guitar / Recorded: CBS Studios, London, November 22, 1967 / Technical Team: Producer: Mike Vernon / Sound Engineer: Mike Ross / Assistant Sound Engineer: Richard Vernon


Genesis and Lyrics


With “The World Keep on Turning” Peter Green created one of the most dazzling songs on Fleetwood Mac’s debut album. A pure blues number that draws from the sources of pioneers like Robert Johnson, Howlin’ Wolf, Johnny Shines, Honeyboy Edwards, Robert Lockwood Jr., and Son House, this minimalist track was one of the songs that convinced the British media that Peter Green had perfectly infused his illustrious influences into his new band. A favorite theme of bluesmen, women are at the heart of Green’s lyrics. Here a woman is seen as a source of problems (“Don’t look for no worries / Worries and troubles come around”), and of sorrows (“Nobody saw me cryin’ / Nobody knows the way I feel” and “I need the woman so bad / I need her like the sky needs the sun”). A fatalist, here the narrator knows he cannot change the woman he loves, and he resigns himself to carrying on with his life as best he can (“The world keep on turning / I got to keep my feet on the ground”).


Production


Peter Green’s particularly moving voice follows the throbbing rhythm of his guitar, revealing a discreet vibrato to great effect. Mike Ross’s work on microphone positioning is particularly evident on this track. The sound of the pick hitting against Peter Green’s hollow body guitar is clearly audible. Meanwhile, Spencer’s absence is surprising, but he apparently preferred acoustic guitar to electric. According to Richard J. Orlando’s A Love That Burns, fear of playing badly, or of weighing the song down, kept Spencer from stepping in.




“The World Keep on Turning” served as the basis for the song “World Turning,” which appeared on Fleetwood Mac in 1975. However, Christine McVie and Lindsey Buckingham changed the song so much that the credits do not refer to the original track, or to Peter Green.

















GOT TO MOVE


Homesick James, Marshall Sehorn / 3:20


Musicians


Jeremy Spencer: vocals, guitar


Peter Green: guitar


John McVie: bass


Mick Fleetwood: drums


Recorded


CBS Studios, London (?)


Technical Team


Producer: Mike Vernon


Sound Engineer: Mike Ross


Assistant Sound Engineer: Richard Vernon


Production


Starting with a cover song that’s propelled by Jeremy Spencer’s swaggering vocals, this album closes in much the same way, albeit with less nuance. “Got to Move” does not have the same stakes as “My Heart Beat Like a Hammer,” but this final track satisfies an artistic need that Peter Green expressed to Mike Vernon. Green wanted to produce a live recording that sounded as close as possible to a live concert performance. By placing fades into the intro and outro of this song, Mike Vernon cleverly underlined the “jam session” feel of the track. The stretched and repetitive structure, the floating setup, the musicians’ interjections, and the whistling sounds heard in the distance all help to set the live mood of the recording. This track seems to show the band members as they let off steam and enjoy themselves.


Genesis and Lyrics


Jeremy Spencer gives full rein to his swaggering style of play on this track. Homesick James composed the original version of the song and Marshall Sehorn wrote the lyrics, both on behalf of none other than Elmore James. Homesick James presented himself as Elmore’s cousin and claimed to have given him his first guitar. However, Homesick James was known to make dubious claims. Nevertheless, Elmore immortalized this song in 1960. A master of the classic version, Jeremy Spencer puts on quite a show. From the very first seconds, he urges an imaginary woman to dance for him: “Yes, uh, oh baby, mm, you got to move your legs, baby.” Whether intentionally or not, he creates ambivalence in relation to the verb move, which recurs throughout the track as it later takes on the meaning of “move away” when the narrator asks his wife to leave the house. The lyrics play with paradox, multiplying declarations of love that are invariably followed by requests for someone to leave the premises. The listener logically expects a declaration of love to conclude these fine promises, but the song ends with a harsh “Still you’ve got to go away from here, yeah.” Is the narrator trying to protect her from himself by asking her to leave?


The musicians clearly enjoy playing this unpretentious ditty, which could have been the occasion for some very freeform solos. But, apart from a few punctuations that Jeremy Spencer performs, he does not take the reins. The band remains focused on their overall performance rather than on individual moments. This spirit of togetherness is at its height when Jeremy exclaims in the finale, this time addressing his bandmates directly: “Let’s play it out now boys, yeah, yes.”




FOR MAC ADDICTS


Harmonica player Sonny Boy Williamson II, who played for some time with Elmore James, took over “Got to Move.” His cover has been included in the compilation The Real Folk Blues released in January 1966.







Although Jeremy Spencer usually used his Gibson Jazz Box in the studio, he preferred the Flying V model whenever he played this song onstage.


















OUTTAKES



I’M COMING HOME TO STAY


Jeremy Spencer / 2:29


Musicians: Jeremy Spencer: vocals, guitar, piano / Peter Green: guitar / John McVie: bass / Mick Fleetwood: drums / Recorded: 1967 / Technical Team: Producer: Mike Vernon / Sound Engineer: Mike Ross / Assistant Sound Engineer: Richard Vernon


Genesis and Lyrics


Although this composition is credited to Jeremy Spencer, the slide-stroked melody is instantly recognizable from “Dust My Broom,” the Robert Johnson 1936 song that was inspired by a sketch from Leroy Carr in 1934. The version that caught Jeremy Spencer’s attention was (unsurprisingly) Elmore James’s rendition. Spencer seems to have set himself the challenge of reproducing James’s entire repertoire, like a monomaniacal Alan Lomax (the famous blues ethnomusicologist). Spencer has already fashioned “I Believe My Time Ain’t Long” from the same melodic skeleton, and he will use “Dust My Broom” again on Fleetwood Mac’s second opus, Mr. Wonderful, but with entirely different lyrics. This time, the roles are reversed. In “Dust My Broom,” the narrator lamented his girlfriend’s departure, whereas in “I’m Coming Home to Stay,” the narrator is the one who has run off, only to later return by train. He assures his companion that he will not be caught leaving her again, and that if he does return, it will be for good. It is worth noting that in this very egocentric vision, the narrator does not even consider that the young woman may not forgive him for running away, and that she may not want him back. On the contrary, feeling confident that she will welcome him back with open arms, the narrator promises: “I’m going to give you a no good mother every night and every day.” The sexual innuendo is unambiguous, and it matches Jeremy Spencer’s juvenile persona.


Production


“I’m Coming Home to Stay” was dropped from the first album’s track list. This was an understandable decision given that its twin, “I Believe My Time Ain’t Long,” had already been released as a single. Musically, however, this track has a few extra assets. It is missing the harmonica that Spencer’s voice seemed to struggle against in “I Believe My Time Ain’t Long.” It also boasts sharper guitar attacks and a slightly better sound recording, as the proximity and dynamics of the sound seem to have been handled more carefully. This track remained unreleased until it was included in the 1999 compilation The Complete Blue Horizon Sessions 1967–1969. It also appeared on the Japanese reissue of Fleetwood Mac in 2000 and on the 2004 European reissue. The track had been languishing in the masters archives of Sony, the parent company of Columbia and Epic, but there was no record of a recording date when the master recording was unearthed.




FOR MAC ADDICTS


“I’m Coming Home to Stay” received an unexpected boost when it was featured in the third episode of the first season of the hit postapocalyptic series The Last of Us in 2023. It was chosen more for its title than for the text itself, as the character Bill prepares himself, to the sound of this song, for a long period of self-sufficiency, alone in his house, before finally welcoming a wandering man with whom he will share his life.

















BEE-I-BICKY-BOP BLUE JEAN HONEY BABE MEETS HIGH SCHOOL HOUND DOG HOT ROD MAN


Jeremy Spencer / 3:22


Musicians: Jeremy Spencer: vocals, piano / Peter Green: guitar, backing vocals / John McVie: bass / Mick Fleetwood: drums / Recorded: Aeolian Hall Studio 2, London, January 16, 1968 / Technical Team: (?)


Available on various bootlegs, including Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac Original Live Broadcasts 1968 (2019), this song’s long-winded title is indicative of its improvised and parodic nature. It’s a delicacy from a session at the BBC recorded on January 16, 1968, and broadcast on the Top Gear radio show on the twenty-first. A little doo-wop gem, it sounds like a neurasthenic Elvis song accompanied by the not-quite-right Jordanaires. This song is worth listening to for its falsetto backing vocals and a healthy dose of self-mockery.














SOMETHING INSIDE OF ME


Elmore James / 3:54


Musicians: Jeremy Spencer: vocals, guitar / Peter Green: vocals, guitar / John McVie: bass / Mick Fleetwood: drums / Recorded: The Middle Earth Club, London, February 15, 1968 / Technical Team: Producer: Mike Vernon / Sound Engineer: Mike Ross


Although Jeremy Spencer’s fascination with Elmore James often borders on obsession and caricature, it would be unfair to dismiss the guitarist and singer as a vulgar blues bellower, incapable of subtlety. In territory usually reserved for Peter Green, Jeremy Spencer is more than credible. A case in point is “Something Inside of Me,” inexplicably left by the wayside. Intense, flamboyant, with a crackling lo-fi sound that adds to its charm, this track is a total success. And even if it lacks the intensity of the Elmore James original (1960), which featured two guitarists and two saxophonists, it deserves better than languishing on bootlegs like a soul in pain.















SINGLE


Black Magic Woman / The Sun Is Shining


UK Release Date: March 29, 1968


Reference: Blue Horizon (45 rpm ref.: 57-3138)


Best UK Chart Ranking: 37


Black Magic Woman / Long Grey Mare


US Release Date: June 7, 1968
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