

      

         

            

         

      


   





About the author


 


Journalist and author Lesley-Ann Jones, who as a child met


Marc Bolan, has spent months separating wheat from chaff


in her quest to discover the truth. Not only has she


conducted dozens of interviews – with family and friends,


managers and musicians, executives, lawyers and


accountants, photographers and publicists, writers,


producers and presenters – but she has also worked closely


with Harry Feld, Marc’s elder brother; with American singer-songwriter


turned humanitarian Gloria Jones, Marc’s


partner; and with musician Rolan Bolan, their son, to create


the most accurate and up-to-date portrait possible of the


man they knew and loved.


 


Lesley-Ann Jones is a writer, broadcaster and author of nine


published books, including 2011’s acclaimed Freddie


Mercury: The Definitive Biography. She has enjoyed more


than twenty-five years in music and the media. A mother of


three, she lives in London.










In Memoriam


 


Mark ‘Marc’ Feld Bolan, 30 September 1947–16 September 1977


June Ellen Child Feld Bolan, 23 August 1943–31 August 1994


Michael Norman ‘Mick(e)y’ Finn, 3 June 1947–11 January 2003


Steve Currie, 20 May 1947–28 April 1981


Stephen Ross ‘Steve Peregrin(e) Took’ Porter, 28 July 1949–27 October 1980


Keith John Moon, 23August 1946–7 September 1978


John Alec Entwistle, 9 October 1944–27 June 2002


Henry Kenneth Alfred ‘Ken’ Russell, 3 July 1927–27 November 2011


John Robert Parker Ravenscroft, ‘John Peel’ OBE, 30 August 1939–25 October 2004


Roger Scott, 23 October 1943–31 October 1989 
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 ‘Lou Reed told me, “I heard T. Rex on the radio this morning. It sounded like today’s music, really powerful. You can’t beat a good song. He had a great voice.” Made my day.’


Tony Visconti 


 


‘I like peasant people. We’re . . . from all corners of the globe, a gang of peasants who want to be in musical entertainment. This is the whole idea. It’s like in medieval days. A few people just got together and made some music to make themselves happy, and then to make other people happy off it. That’s really all it is for me.’


Paul McCartney


 


‘He was a good friend. A good musician. He had a great style. And, you know, he’s another artist we miss.’


Ringo Starr


 


‘Bowie and I got married, then we split up around 1973 . . .  no, really, we were never enemies. The press made all that up. They did it with Bowie and Bolan, but those guys were good friends . . .’


Alice Cooper 


 


‘Marc’s music has left a strong legacy. It is gratifying to see that he is “the one” from that period, after being so critically derided at the time. So many bands and musicians have nodded towards his sound. His infectious songs are still on the radio, on adverts and in films. He was the winner in the end. Maybe he had to die young for that to happen; but it would be great if he could look down from somewhere and know that he is still a star – and always will be.’ 


Marc Almond, Soft Cell


 


‘The only people for me are the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved, desirous of everything at the same time, the ones who never yawn or say a commonplace thing, but burn, burn, burn, like fabulous yellow Roman candles exploding like spiders across the stars . . .’


Jack Kerouac, 1922–69










One Another’s Light


 


I do not know what brought me here


Away from where I’ve hardly ever


been and now 


Am never likely to go again.


 


Faces are lost, and places passed


At which I could have stopped,


And stopping, been glad enough.


 


Some faces left a mark,


And I on them might have wrought


Some kind of charm or spell


To make their fortunes work,


 


But it’s hard to guess


How one person on another


Works an influence.


 


We pass, and lit briefly


By one another’s light


Hope the way we go is right.


 


Brian Patten










Fade-in . . .
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Santa Monica Pier, August 1989. A few of us are hanging, minding our own business, wondering what the night will bring. The Who are in town, which is why we are here: for Tommy, with special guests Elton John, Steve Winwood, Phil Collins and Billy Idol, at the Universal Amphitheatre LA. The extravaganza is a 25th anniversary nod to when late, lamented Moonie joined the band, but they don’t wreak havoc the way Keith once did. Who could? Anyway, those days are gone. The Who are more than twenty years into their career now (as it turns out, not even halfway through). Daltrey and Townshend are being millionaire rock stars somewhere. Not that they’d hang out with the likes of us anyway. But Entwistle does. Preferring the pack over the in-crowd on away nights out, he pitches up with a bottle of brandy and skips a light fandango . . . or something. We shiver in the mists falling in off the ocean. The moon is out. 


Most of the rides are now closed, but the Ferris wheel’s still open, electric fireworks sparking a granite sky. A motley crowd is assembling, there’s quite a scene going on. Fishermen gather with rods poking out of holdalls, and set themselves up along the railings. An ancient trio starts palming a set of rust-rimmed drums. ‘Hello darkness, my old friend . . .’ the Simon & Garfunkel song from 1964 about the assassination of JFK. The drummers smile, chuffed that we recognise it. One tips his hat, like a hobo in a cartoon. He offers candy, shrugs when we refuse it, strikes up another familiar pop tune as he shoves the lollipop in his cheek. A hunchback shuffles by with a bubble machine, frothing the air with dreams. 


‘La, la, la, la-la la-laaa . . .’


‘Hear that?’ says John.


‘Hear what?’ I murmur.


‘They’re playing T. Rex.’


‘Who is?’


‘The steel drummers.’


‘. . . an’ I love the way she twitch, a-ha haaaa . . .’


‘Can’t be. How would they know it?’


‘Everybody knows it.’


‘Must be twenty years since that was a hit.’


‘Eighteen.’


‘How do you know?’


‘March ’71’, John declares. ‘We were at Record Plant when it came out.1 Didn’t do much here. Back home, ‘Hot Love’ was huge, remember? Something like six weeks at Number One. We were out that year . . . Lifehouse. ‘Who’s Next.’


‘What happened?’


‘Glam happened. Rock‘n’roll got very us’n’them.’ 


 


‘Did you ever meet Marc Bolan?’ I ask him, as we wander off in search of more drink.


‘Meet him,’ laughs John, ‘we went on tour with him!’


‘Never knew that.’


‘’67, I think it was. Before your time. Kit and Simon [Lambert and Napier-Bell] brought a bunch called John’s Children out to support us in Germany. Mad, they were. Puppets on pills. Didn’t last long. Out-Who’d The Who, the bastards. Keith was not thrilled. Kicked ten weeks of shit out of their gear one night and nearly wrung their flamin’ necks, not that it stopped them.’ 


‘Doing what?’ 


‘Can’t remember.’


‘Really?’


‘Blood.’


‘Actually?’


‘Gore. Chains. Chairs. Feathers. Pillow fights gone mental. Crowd went nuts for it.’ 


‘How bitter a thing to look into happiness through another man’s eyes.’


‘Fuck off, Orlando.’


‘What was he like?’


‘Orlando?’


‘Bolan!’


John smiles.


‘Nicest little bloke you ever did meet.’


 


Lights are winking across the water over in Malibu. Colony-ites bunk down when night drops in. The Pacific laps, only yards from their windows, licking silently into rock pools and tiny coves. This place is the capital of Californian cool, where a 12,000 square-foot pad on the most desirable beach in the world is the least you could want. Where the sand is only public below the tide-line. Where celebrities hang together, coming and going as they please, jogging, barbecuing, riding ponies in Topanga Canyon, tripping down to Gladstone’s for a little seafood or to Santa Monica for a burger, and never having to worry about being watched. In a place where everyone is someone, it is easy to be no one at all. Could a guy like Marc Bolan really have settled here, and for this kind of life?


‘Malibu was a new rock‘n’roll status thing back then,’ remembers Jeff Dexter, Marc’s oldest, closest friend. ‘It was what they all aspired to. It showed the world they’d made it. Our Kid had several good pals here along the beach.’


 


‘When I was expecting with Rolan, Marc and I would come down to Santa Monica Pier and look out towards Malibu,’ Gloria Jones tells me. ‘In many ways, it seemed like another world. That was our dream, to live here together. We were both very comfortable with the idea of growing old. We knew what kind of a life we wanted. We had it all planned. Marc was so excited about it. Our idea was to relocate from London, buy a great house, have more children and bring them up beside the ocean. We were definitely going to get married and live here, we spoke about it often,’ says Marc’s partner and the mother of his only child. 


‘We were just going to make a nice family and grow old together. It’s what he wanted at that point in his life. Marc had been lost for a while, but he’d found himself again. This was absolutely where he wanted to be. It’s been thirty-five years since he died, which I find so hard to believe. But even now I close my eyes at night and it’s still Marc, holding me. I smell him. I can still hear him – talking, singing, laughing, just being himself. He’s around me. He has never gone away. We were as one, right from the beginning, me and Marc. It was unlike anything, what we had. In some ways, we still have it.’


In the early hours of 16 September 1977, as they were making their way home from Morton’s nightclub in Mayfair, Gloria lost control of the purple Mini she was driving across Barnes Common. The car collided with a steel-reinforced concrete post, and wound up in a tree. Marc, not yet thirty, died instantly. Gloria’s injuries were so terrible that she learned of Marc’s death only on the day after his funeral.2 She was unable to fly home to her family in America, as she recalls it, for almost four months. 


The past doesn’t die, it’s never over. Gloria knows. She gets on with her life. What choice? The memories linger. Now and then she’ll turn a corner and find herself back there. Her injuries may have healed, but not her heart. If she could turn back time, would she do things differently? 


‘Where do you start?’


 


I knew nothing about Marc Bolan the one time I met him. I was tagging along with my junior school classmate Lisa and her mother Hyacinth (who later became the well-known celebrity-and-sports photographer Hy Money) to a Sunday afternoon gathering in the back of a local pub. The Three Tuns hosted the Beckenham Arts Lab, of which David Bowie was a founder and regular member. Hy, a beautiful, exotic Indian painter, was part of their cool creative circle. She had often sketched and photographed me – gawky, freckled, bespectacled me, why would she? But that was Hy, she embraced us all. I’d banged a tambourine during the odd soirée at her home, the lamentable extent of my musical ability. 


My childhood was not so easy; I spent much of it inside books. Black Beauty, Anne of Green Gables, Little Women and Malory Towers were my favourites. I was still a Bunty and Girl’s World girl. A Brownie. I did ballet and tap, I liked football. The ‘hippie movement’ and the ‘underground music scene’ (whatever they were) might as well have been happening on the moon. In some ways they were, I think.


Hy had said that she wanted to treat us to ‘something special’. I had never seen a sitar, let alone heard one played live. The sound of that instrument is so familiar to me now that I could not say I remember accurately how or indeed whether it affected me that day. I do remember how taken I was by the young man playing it. I had no idea at the time that he was the brilliant Lithuanian-born musician and artist Vytas Serelis, nor that his companion was the singer-songwriter Marc Bolan of ‘cult underground duo’ Tyrannosaurus Rex. 


Marc did not join in with the music that day. He stood quietly to one side with David, watching Vytas play. He made no impression on me, so could not have gone out of his way to draw attention to himself. I didn’t realise, when it happened, that the curly-haired boy in the Three Tuns that day was the same guy who exploded as if out of nowhere in 1970 with ‘Ride a White Swan’.


 Lisa Money and I went on to different secondary schools. I had a new best friend at Bromley Grammar, Natasha Holloway. ‘Face of ’68’ teen idol Peter Frampton graced our bedroom walls momentarily. His father Owen was Head of Art at Bromley Tech. We returned a couple of times to the Arts Lab with Hy, who was now getting into photography. The Frampton posters were relegated to the drawer under the bed, and replaced with amateur pictures of David Bowie. 


Bolan and Tyrannosaurus Rex were by now gaining momentum and seeping into mainstream consciousness, thanks largely to the enthusiasm of the late DJ John Peel – whose self-styled remit was to champion the cause of acts he liked the sound of, as yet unsigned. I was still a little too young to be aware of all this. I don’t think I started listening to music radio until 1970, Radio London and Radio Caroline having passed me by. My parents might have dipped in and out of the Light Programme, and they later followed The Archers on BBC Radio 4. But ours was not the kind of household to tune in to Tony Blackburn’s new Radio 1 Breakfast Show, which kicked off in 1967 with ‘Flowers In The Rain’ by The Move. This was probably because we were not driven to school, so there was none of the car-listening we do on the school run now. 


We got the bus in those days, and transistor radios were banned by the conductors. We were, at least, allowed them in the playground during break. I didn’t get my first Sony Walkman until I went to college, by which time most of my radio-listening was done on Friday and Saturday evenings while getting ready to go out, or when I returned home after a hard night’s partying. Album culture was all-consuming. We carted our precious polythene-protected vinyl everywhere. Having since read and absorbed plenty about that period in broadcasting history, I sometimes feel as though I experienced it all first-hand. I know that I didn’t, though. 


David Bowie was always a big deal to us – mostly because he was a local hero, the kind that means the most. He was one of us. Not that we fancied him. He was a side-order rather than a dish. I remember having a thing about his eyes. The right pupil was so massive that it almost obliterated the iris. One eye was luminously blue, the other dull and grey. He had a penchant for odd outfits – a washed-out pink t-shirt over a blouse with a wallpaper pattern, say. One half of his hair might be ruffled, the other side swept straight back. His teeth were awful. He would sit there surrounded by gerbil-cheeked girls and moody guys. Most of them had guitars. Giggling behind Hy, clicking away with her camera, Natasha and I made a pact to find out where he lived. This turned out to be a sprawling flat in Haddon Hall on Southend Road, a huge Gothic mansion with turrets and stained glass. Unbeknown to our mothers, we used to get the 227 bus there after school. The autograph we were on the hunt for took several attempts as David was never at home when we called round. From time to time his American girlfriend Angela, later briefly his wife, would stand chatting to us on the doorstep. She must have been sick of pests like us, but at least she was nice about it. She was bleached-looking and beautiful, despite an odd nose, and huge hands. She gave us signed photos, knowing full well what we really wanted. We kept on trying, and one day he was there.


He could not have been more friendly. We could not have been more thrilled to be drinking tea with the object of our affections, particularly as we were there behind our parents’ backs. Tash and I sat gushing ludicrously about astrology, reincarnation, karma, Tibet – all the mystic stuff we’d read that he was into. We thought we sounded intelligent. I don’t think he noticed. He asked if we believed in UFOs, and what we thought of Marc Bolan. 


‘I like him,’ I said. ‘Have you met him?’


‘He’s a friend of mine,’ said David. ‘We’re doing some stuff together. Hey you never know, one day we might be in a band.’


He told us about his many failed auditions for Hair, the risqué stage musical of the day. Tash asked about Space Oddity. David said he was ‘out of his gourd’ and ‘totally flipped’ over it. 


That he was still struggling to find his way, there being no suggestion at that point that he would become one of the most iconic rock stars in history, with a string of alter egos, images and recordings unlike anything we’d seen or heard before, was way over our heads. He would achieve massive success as an actor, with movies like Nicolas Roeg’s The Man Who Fell To Earth and stage roles such as The Elephant Man on Broadway. Against the odds, in July 1973, we’d attend his legendary gig at Hammersmith Odeon, the night he retired Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars. But I’m getting ahead of myself. 


Someone else of enduring significance was living at Haddon Hall with David when we first started going there. We might even have passed him on the path, not realising who he was. Tony Visconti, a beautiful and charismatic young American musician, had arrived from New York in the Summer of Love to hone his skills as a record producer. He was determined, he said, to discover the next Beatles. What he found, instead, was Tyrannosaurus Rex. As the Sixties waned, Tony was still unaware that his protégé’s popularity would, in his imminent electric incarnation, eclipse Beatlemania and fulfil his wildest wish. For a moment, at least. 


Young fans had no idea at the time of the influence of Brooklyn’s answer to George Martin over two of the greatest rock acts to emerge as glam. Producers were not yet celebrities, they were still back-room boys. They had moved on, but not much, from traditional white-lab-coated ‘Artistes & Recording Manager’ status, when they did everything from dictating instrumental arrangements to telling their charges what to wear. While we’d vaguely heard of the ‘Fifth Beatle’, as some people called George Martin (while others applied that term to their manager, Brian Epstein),Visconti, at the turn of the Seventies, was nothing like a household name. By the time I was old enough to understand how records were actually made, he was kind of a legend.


So Tony Visconti was producing Marc Bolan while David Bowie was still struggling. Bowie even supported Tyrannosaurus Rex on those early tours – as a mime artist. Their young friendship took on a competitive dimension, with Tony caught in between. When his working relationship with Marc had run its course, it was to David that Tony returned. It was with David that Tony was able to stabilise his own talent, helping to solidify a star as unique and unforgettable as Marc had been – but taking it further, perfecting the art of adaptability, establishing artistry which was always a step ahead. The differences between Marc and David were as numerous as their similarities, actually. The common denominator was Visconti, their facilitator and so-called ‘enabler’. The very arrogance which dulled Marc’s instinct and threw him off focus was the quality which crystallised David’s creativity and paved his path for superstardom. The magic ingredient was sublimation. 


To the many young pop fans seeking music with which to identify, to hide behind, to annoy our parents with, and in which to root for explanations to the universe and all therein, Bolan and Bowie were heaven-sent. Rock photographer Mick Rock, world-famous for his work with Bowie, Syd Barrett, Queen and others, described Bolan as John the Baptist to Bowie’s Messiah. Inspired though this was, it was more complex than that. It was Bolan’s metamorphosis from hippie to hip that provided young teens with a sex-toy via which to process pubescence. He was instant gratification. The Bowie thing, despite its wham-bam edge, was less physical, more obscure. Sexual-emotional conflict can be all-consuming at that age, if only subconsciously – certainly the case for we ridiculously bowler-hatted maidens incarcerated in all-girls’ schools. To Bolan – raw, cute, compact – you kicked off your shoes and abandoned yourself to the beat. You chanted his nonsense rhymes while fantasising about getting naked with him . . . or at least lost in his hair. To Bowie – vampiric, angular, emaciated, no heart-throb – you sat around on stale rugs in common rooms, brushing and plaiting each other’s manes while intellectualising over the lyrics. Both artists exploited androgyny, taunting the critics; but only with Bolan could we imagine getting our kit off. Looking back, Marc appeared to take his fans at face value. He tuned in to our fantasies. 


What David did was deliver from a more perceptive and sophisticated angle. He played the long game. He knew that his younger fans would soon grow up. Many believe that Bowie would never have become a superstar if not for Marc Bolan. The competition between them was key to his creativity.


‘They admired each other very much,’ says Anya Wilson, who ‘went out on a limb for’ Bowie, ‘adored’ Bolan and promoted both, during her days as a plugger for UK radio. 


‘I believe that David Bowie would have happened anyway, with or without Bolan,’ she adds. ‘They both would have. But there is no question that they fed off and exerted some influence over each other. They were creating new music individually at the same time. Marc’s glamour and David’s strangeness were unique.’


Bolan flared in the early Seventies, faded mid-decade and was making a credible come-back at the time of his death, aged 29, in 1977. His moment was short-lived. But tragic though his demise, it was the best possible outcome in terms of rock immortality. As eminent psychiatrist Dr Cosmo Hallström told me when I interviewed him about Freddie Mercury, an early death could be deemed almost essential:


‘Instead of becoming a fat, bloated, self-important old queen, he was cut off in his prime and is preserved at that age for eternity. For a rock star, it is not a bad way to go. They grow not old as we that are left grow old . . .’ 


I thought immediately of David Bowie, who turned 65 in January 2012. ‘Isn’t “sexagenarian rock star” an oxymoron?’ John Entwistle used to joke. John died in 2002, aged 57, in Paradise, Nevada – which is exactly what he would have wanted. He once had a house on Priory Lane in Roehampton, a stone’s throw from Barnes Common where Marc died, and where I sometimes stayed with him and his girlfriend Max. Those were the days. John and Marc had more than a few things in common – not least the fact that each had a customised Rolls Royce. John’s was painted Harrods’ green. He took an actual Harrods’ carrier bag to the body shop to make sure that they matched the shade properly. It had been converted into a station wagon to accommodate his Irish wolfhound, Fits Perfectly. Marc’s white Roller was really a Bentley with a Rolls Royce front, and was ‘good for his voice.’ The funny thing was that neither of them ever learned to drive. 


It was John Entwistle who first took me to the Bolan tree.


Though not the only rock musician to lose his life in a car crash – his guitar hero Eddie Cochran had died the same way in 1960, aged 21 – Marc’s death immortalised him as ‘the James Dean of rock’ thanks to a strange coincidence. The East Of Eden and Rebel Without a Cause star was killed in his Porsche Spyder in California on 30 September 1955, aged 24. It was Marc’s 8th birthday.


 


Sometime in 1986, I spent a few days with Ken Russell and his then wife Vivian in Borrowdale, Cumbria, where they lived in an idyllic Lakeland stone cottage with ravishing views. We had arranged to talk about his horror flick Gothic (not that the director regarded it as a horror flick), and did some filming for something or other on Channel 4. Ken and I decided one afternoon to go out in a rowing boat on Derwentwater. We took with us what we could find in the fridge: a bottle of Laurent Perrier, two KitKats, a lump of Kendal mint cake and a head of uncooked broccoli. The cameraman was relegated to a second boat and was bringing up the rear. 


I was, and remain, a huge fan of Russell’s. His 1975 film version of The Who’s rock opera Tommy, starring Roger Daltrey as the deaf, dumb and blind kid who sure played a mean pinball, is a minor masterpiece. On the back of its success, Ken cast Daltrey as Franz Liszt in his film Lisztomania, portraying the 19th century Hungarian composer and concert pianist as a fabulously sex-crazed degenerate. The movie, which also had a part for Ringo Starr and which was scored by 20th century keyboard wizard Rick Wakeman, was an extreme, flesh-filled romp-and-a-half which blasted Daltrey into the stratosphere, leaving audiences in no doubt as to his good points. What Ken cleverly served up in this feature, besides tongue-in-cheek sex, was one of the biggest rock stars in the world at that time playing the world’s first-ever rock star. Lisztomania, or Liszt fever as it became known, was a ‘medical condition’ identified by Heinrich Heine in his 1844 paper on the Paris concert season, when fan frenzy during Liszt’s intense performances was so hysterical – with women tearing his hair out, snatching his cigar butts and practically slaughtering each other for his gloves and handkerchiefs – that it was declared contagious. It also pre-echoed Frank Sinatra’s bobby-soxers during the Fifties, Sixties’ Beatlemania and Seventies’ T. Rextasy. But by the time those phenomena came around, the world knew for sure that you couldn’t catch it. 


Sections of the media denounced Russell as a ‘dirty old man’ on Lisztomania’s release. ‘Not dirty enough!’ barked Ken. 


Gothic was the story of Lord Byron and the Shelleys, or of an episode in their friendship, at least, when Byron invited his friends to Villa Diodati overlooking Lake Geneva, and challenged them to a drug-induced horror-writing competition. 


It was the night that fellow-guest John Polidori created The Vampyre (who became Count Dracula), and when Mary Shelley, then only 18, pregnant with his child but not yet married to Percy, came up with Frankenstein. Gabriel Byrne and Julian Sands starred as Byron and Shelley in Russell’s film, in which the late Natasha Richardson screen-debuted as Mary.


The discussion widened. Ken, who, as well as the many films he created, not least Women in Love and The Devils, had written novels about the sex lives of some of his favourite composers: Beethoven, Elgar, Brahms and Delius. But he seemed even crazier for poets. He’d started with a 1965 BBC film on Dante Gabriel Rossetti, entitled Dante’s Inferno, and he’d made Clouds of Glory about Lake District poets Coleridge and Wordsworth. He admitted to being ‘a sucker for’ 19th century Romantics. We agreed that the closest thing to mad, bad Bryon’s relationship with Shelley, in rock terms, was David Bowie’s with Marc Bolan. 


‘You have to make that film,’ I told him, though it was obvious that he’d thought of it first.


‘Yes, I do feel a special affection for Byron and his club foot – rather, his cloven hoof,’ Ken mused.


‘You realise that people regarded him as the devil.’


‘I bet Bowie would love that,’ I said, ‘you must do it.’


‘Trouble is,’ replied Ken, ‘I know too much. I’ll have to wait until David is dead as well!’ 


Ken died in November 2011, that dream and countless others unfulfilled. 


 


During a visit to the States in February 2012, my daughter Mia and I happened to see an enthralling exhibition on the life of Percy Bysshe Shelley at the New York Library. As I read of Shelley the intellectual waif being taken under the wing of the more robust and influential Lord Byron, and of how their explosive friendship developed, that conversation with Ken on Derwentwater all those years ago came back to me. The relationship between the two young Romantics was more significant than any other pairing in their lives. Each was the other’s Yeatsian mask, projecting alternative aspects rather than opposites. Their intense conversations and interactions informed each other’s poetry. There was rivalry and animosity; recklessness and emotional fall-out; boozing, drug-taking, complications with women; there was scandalous free love. Yet despite all this, the friendship endured, until Shelley died in tragic circumstances in 1822, at the age of 29. 


When Shelley’s body was cremated on the beach near Viareggio, northern Tuscany, Byron was present. Mythology attached to the circumstances of Shelley’s death lingers to this day. Then there was Marc . . . who died in tragic circumstances in 1977, at the age of 29. When Marc’s body was cremated in Golders Green, London, David Bowie was present. Mythology attached to the circumstances of Marc’s death lingers to this day . . . It couldn’t help but cross my mind how enchanted Marc might have been by all this.


‘They both would’, remarked Jeff Dexter, lifelong friend and confidant of Marc and David. Bedwell is still in touch with Jones.3


‘The difference is, Deeb would take the coincidence with a pinch of salt and have a laugh over it. Marc would have actually “taken on” the belief that he was the reincarnation of Percy Shelley, bless him. Should I say, he would have given the impression of actually believing it. This was the line he would have fed the press . . . with his trademark wink to me, Tony Howard [Marc’s manager], Keith Altham [PR] or anyone else on “his” side who might happen to be in the room. This was Marc’s way of saying “I know that what I’m saying is a load of cobblers, and you know it’s a load of cobblers, but no need for them to know. They’re getting what they want: great copy. Why should they care if it’s true or whether it’s what I really believe or not?” He played them at their own game, the media, and he was brilliant at it. Ran rings round them. Who couldn’t love him for that?’


 


Thirty-five years since his death, the music of Marc Bolan and T. Rex is as familiar to young fans as it was to those who loved him during his lifetime. Much of it is disseminated via commercials and films. Many were turned on to him by the soundtrack of the movie Billy Elliot: ‘Children of the Revolution’, ‘Cosmic Dancer’, ‘Get It On’, ‘I Love To Boogie’, ‘Ride a White Swan’, all Bolan’s. His records are played frequently on the radio, and not only by dedicated Sounds of the Seventies-style stations. Many younger musicians, from Marc Almond, Dr Robert of the Blow Monkeys, Morrissey and Boy George to Siouxsie Sioux, Lloyd Cole, and Toyah Willcox cite Bolan as their inspiration and pay homage to him in their songwriting and performing. Numerous contemporary artists, including Goldfrapp and Franz Ferdinand, draw from the infectious, distinctive sound of T. Rex. The tribute bands, the best of which is Danielz’s T. Rextasy, are popular throughout the world. A number of Bolan pressings remain among the most valuable in record-collecting history. 


Perhaps we shouldn’t go back. The story’s told. Yet much of what we ‘know’ about Marc Bolan is glorified gossip and speculation. So much received wisdom conflicts. Sensationalism is best filtered by those who are old enough to have been there, surely; who remember Marc Bolan for what he really was. But who was he? 


Almost three and a half decades after his death, I still didn’t know. 


I had questions to ask. Would there be answers?
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Music Out of the Moon
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Marc Bolan was born Mark Feld on 30 September 1947. It was a vintage year for rock‘n’roll, which he shared with a galaxy of future stars.1 One in particular would turn out to be his consort, his co-star and even his adversary, but when all was said and done would remain his friend. David Robert Jones arrived eight months earlier than Mark, on what happened to be Elvis Presley’s 12th birthday. He would become David Bowie.


Mark and David were baby boomers: a couple of the millions born during the post-war birth surge of 1946–64. They were the first generation of children to be exposed to the new American pop-culture, raised on Mickey Mouse and Davy Crockett. As history’s first teenagers, they would buy rock‘n’roll records and swoon over The King; they would also, if only their unsuspecting parents could have seen it coming, evolve into the hippies of 1960s’ counter-culture – reacting in the extreme against an emerging consumerist ethos, growing their hair long, experimenting with drugs and, once girls were armed with the birth control pill, practising free love. 


 Mark’s father Simeon Feld met his mother Phyllis Atkins at a munitions plant in London’s Earls Court. Seventeen-year-old factory-worker Phyllis, the daughter of a Fulham greengrocer and a cleaning-lady, was a strapping, no-nonsense brunette. She had little in common with her diminutive blond suitor ‘Sid’, who was working as a porter in the same factory. His inflatable stories of life on the ocean wave were all it took. 


Having been relieved of military duties on account of his poor eyesight, Sid had talked his way into the Dutch Merchant Navy, then sailed the North Atlantic and the sunny Caribbean Sea. He was seven years Phyllis’s senior, with the gift of the gab and some to spare. Her family were what they called Church of England. Sid’s were Jewish. 


All Jews throughout the world at that time were preoccupied by the atrocities being committed against their people in Europe by Adolf Hitler’s Nazis. Six million were murdered during World War II, a statistic too terrible to comprehend. A million were children. 


While children born to a Jewish father and Gentile mother may be considered Jewish provided they are raised in the faith, this depends on matrilineal descent. Orthodox Jews, therefore, do not accept them as such. Nor is it possible to be ‘half-Jewish’. Mark would become fascinated nonetheless by his dual heritage. He and his brother Harry were brought up to observe and respect certain traditions and customs of both cultures: Yom Kippur, Passover and Chanukkah as well as Easter, Whitsun (Pentecost) and Christmas. As he grew, Mark came to understand ‘race’ as a distinction referring to those with shared ancestry and common genetic traits – neither of which is required to be a ‘Jew’. Most secular Jews considered their Jewishness to be a matter of culture or ethnicity. Certain foods, a few words of the Yiddish language and some holiday observances and rituals (while not regarding such practices as religious activities) were the extent of Mark’s Jewishness. The most important trait that he took from his heritage was chutzpah: a Yiddish word referring to bold-faced arrogance, presumption, a brazen sense of self. It was chutzpah which gave him the nerve to seek fame and fortune. Although neither he nor his brother ever wore the yarmulke (traditional skullcap), Mark would be buried a Jew. For his funeral, his family observed to the letter the strictest requirements of the faith. 


As a child, he loved to hear stories about his father’s Russian-Polish grandparents, who had escaped to England from Eastern Europe in the late 1800s. They had been part of the mass Ashkenazic Jewish exodus following the assassination of Russia’s Tsar Alexander II by the Narodnaya Volya (left-wing terrorist movement). Like many, they found their way into London’s East End. North of the Thames and East of the city, the area had evolved from a cluster of villages in the marshes beyond old Londinium’s walls. It was so overpopulated by immigrants and paupers at the turn of the last century that its future notoriety as a hotbed of crime and disease was perhaps inevitable. 


Mark’s parents were married in January 1945. 


‘A Jewish-Christian marriage was not nothing back then, especially during the war, what with all that was going on at the time,’ comments Marc’s elder brother Harry Feld, when I visit him and his wife Sandy in Southsea, Portsmouth. Rock photographer Steve Emberton put me in touch with Caron Willans and Danielz, and Danielz passed my number to the Felds. Despite many years of misrepresentation, and having even had their original photographs stolen by journalists and television producers, they agreed against the odds to be interviewed. 


‘Not that anyone in the family was racist, but eyebrows must have lifted. My father was one of six children, and had been brought up strictly Jewish. After he married Mum, who of course wasn’t Jewish, the families just kind of went into themselves. Not that they all fell out, we just had different priorities and our own ways of life. We’d see the rest of the family rarely, at a wedding or at a funeral, say, but it was always friendly when we did. It was quite brave of my mum and dad to go in for a “mixed marriage”, as it was regarded. We weren’t religious as such, it was always more customs and traditions with us. Mum used to say that they just fell in love, and that nothing else mattered. I know that she and Dad were really close. They always seemed happy.’ 


Where should the newly-weds live? Only the run-down, bombed-out fringes of the East End were affordable. Even so, they couldn’t manage more than a couple of cold-water, unheated upstairs rooms in a draughty Victorian house on Stoke Newington Common. Pregnant Phyllis was soon evacuated to a Yorkshire nursing home, where she could have the baby she was expecting in safety. When she and her husband were reunited that summer, VE (Victory in Europe) Day having been declared on 8 May, she presented him proudly with baby Harry. 


So blasted in the Blitz was Stoke Newington that many of its residents had been made homeless. Although plenty of historic buildings survived the bombings, a high percentage of housing was damaged or destroyed. 


The area would soon find itself consumed by frenetic post-war housing development and regeneration. In 1965 it would be absorbed into the London Borough of Hackney and acquire a progressive identity. Today, it boasts a rich mix of Afro-Caribbean, Irish, Asian, Jewish, Greek Cypriot and Turkish communities, and is a gentrified home to its share of artists, fashionistas and media types. In the mid-1940s, however, its overriding personality was Jewish. The number of strictly Orthodox Jews in Britain increased dramatically after the war. At first, this was due simply to immigration. While thousands of British Jews emigrated after the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, many others migrated to London from North Africa and the Middle East, where they still faced isolation and persecution. The tendency towards larger than average families swelled their numbers. Ultra Orthodox Jews created tightly-knit and concentrated communities stretching from Stoke Newington, Tottenham and Stamford Hill to Hendon and Golders Green. A distinctive sight in their dark overcoats and black suits, their long, flowing sideburns curling down beneath black fedoras, they frequented the many synagogues, schools and specialist shops which served them, and kept themselves to themselves. 


A familiar feature of Jewish East End and North London life had long been special activity clubs for young Jewish people, providing a means to keep kids off the streets and encourage decent citizenship, while offering a break from the poverty-stricken grind which most endured. As well as organising sports, drama, music and other pursuits, the celebrated Victoria Boys’ Club would run weekend and summer camps, often on the Isle of Wight. One regular attendee, Lionel Begleiter of Brick Lane, made a modest name for himself when he began writing camp songs. Years later when he returned from the war, he rode past St. Bart’s hospital on a bus one day, and was inspired to abbreviate his surname. It was as Lionel Bart that he would become the world-famous composer and lyricist of Oliver! – a musical based on Oliver Twist by Charles Dickens, which opened in London’s West End in 1960 and in New York three years later. It was the first modern British musical to transfer successfully to Broadway. Despite the 17-year age difference, Bart and Bolan became good friends during the Sixties, and even discussed writing songs together. 


There was little expectation of luxury in the post-war years. Most people didn’t know what luxury was. Families simply got on with it, making the best of what they had. Wartime rationing was still in place, and would remain so until 1954. 


One egg per person each week, two rashers of bacon, a quarter of butter, another of marge. You made do. Sausages, pies and corned beef were common fodder. Despite shortages, most mothers were able to rustle up a meal. Domestic coal fires contributed to the city’s dense smog. Those without fireplaces and chimneys warmed their homes with paraffin heaters. Some families managed the odd get-away to Southend-on-Sea on the Thames estuary, in Essex, where they could stroll along the longest pleasure pier in the world and relieve their choked lungs. Horses still pulled milk carts around cobbled streets. Life was slower than it is lived today, and not only because hardly anyone owned a car. 


Mark, named after his father’s late brother, was born at the Hackney General on Homerton High Street, one of the municipal hospitals which had been built as Victorian workhouses for the destitute. Hospital births were just becoming the norm, most babies until then having been delivered at home with hot water and a helping hand. Not until the modern welfare state was created in 1948 in accordance with Health Secretary Aneurin Bevan’s vision did medical treatment become free for all. 


Sid, by now a lorry driver, was not present at Harry or Mark’s births, because he was not permitted to be. Fathers were banned from hospital births at the time, and only allowed in during visiting hours. They were also prevented from holding their newborns, as it was considered ‘unhygienic’. Even contact between mother and baby was mostly limited to feeding times, the two being kept on separate wards. There was little by way of post-natal support, and baby care at home was laborious. Terry-towelling nappies had to be hand-washed daily, dried in front of the fire, and were secured with safety pins. You had Dettol and soap, and baby powder if you were lucky. Many working class infants slept in wooden chest-drawers lined with blankets, as few families owned cots. Prams were handed down. Baby nightgowns and singlets were stitched from old sheets. Everyone knitted – matinee jackets, caps, booties, mittens – if and when they could afford any wool. Mark’s babyhood was as humble as could be, but he had everything he needed. His parents adored him.


 


With nothing to lose, there was everything to play for. To the many children growing up in the 1950s, the seemingly deprived corner of London they called home was the most inspirational place on earth. Rich in immigrant cultures, a vast melting pot of heritages, and with a universal desire to Make Good, there was a magic about London’s ‘common’ and ‘deprived’ neighbourhoods which gave rise to infinite talent over the decades to come. 


‘We never felt deprived,’ remembers Mitch Winehouse, former cab driver and father of late singing star Amy, whose family were long-standing friends of Eric Hall’s clan.


‘Mine, like so many others, was a typically working class Jewish family,’ he told me, in an exclusive interview for the Mail on Sunday in May 2010. 


‘There would be twelve people living in a house at any given time. Men, women, kids, everyone worked. We lived in Stoke Newington like Marc Bolan’s family, but when I was a little boy I spent most of my time in the East End proper, where my grandparents lived and where I went to school. My grandfather had a barber’s shop on Commercial Street, and my grandmother had a hairdresser’s behind that. They lived above the shop, which was not unusual. I’d come back from school at about 4 o’clock to find my mum Cynthia, who was a striking brunette, and her twin sister, my Auntie Lorna, who was a beautiful blonde, dancing. They were still only in their twenties, and they were just lovely. 


‘They’d put Sinatra on the radiogram in the salon when it wasn’t busy and do ballroom dancing together. My mum and dad were fantastic ballroom dancers. People went dancing in those days to keep fit, the way they go to the gym today.


‘My two uncles were brilliant tailors who had a factory making dresses and coats. Many Jewish people worked in schmutter, the rag trade, it was a long-standing tradition – tailoring, shoemaking, cabinet-making, cigar- and cigarette-making. Jews had always been makers,’ reflects Mitch. 


‘But the thing I remember most about my childhood,’ he says, ‘is music: always music. The popular music of the day. At first, all that great jazz. Later on it was Adam Faith and Cliff Richard who we were mad for. All families like ours entertained ourselves, pre-television. Everyone had a piano. Even if you couldn’t play, and even if the piano was off the back of a lorry and falling to bits, you had one. 


‘The other thing I always remember is mums and their obsessive cleaning. My mum was like a raving lunatic, manic with the cleaning. I think most of them were. In the cupboards, under the beds, everything. It was a pride thing with women: because other women judged you by how clean your home was. It didn’t matter that you had nothing, no one did – but what you did have, however shabby, had to be spick and span, neat as a pin – all those funny little expressions. The childhood I had was exactly what I wanted to give my own kids. I grew up in a loving, respectable household where I felt very wanted, very secure.’


‘So did I,’ remembers Harry Feld, ‘and so did Mark.’


‘Yes, it was all many years ago, so it’s hard to remember the details. But you are left with an overall impression of your childhood, aren’t you? I’ve always looked back on it as a Golden Age. The bad bits get forgotten, it’s the nice things that stick in your mind. Perhaps that’s a self-preservation thing, I don’t know. All I know is that when Mark and I were kids, we had everything we wanted. Our expectations were modest, we didn’t ask for very much. Our parents did their best, and we loved them for it. We were a poor family, but so was everyone else, where we lived. We made do with what we had. We all did. There was a certain pride in that.’


 


Harry, who was just over 2 years old when Mark arrived, was delighted to have a little brother to play with.


‘Mark and I were chalk and cheese in many ways’, he says, ‘but we mostly got on. We were very different to look at for a start: I was always bigger than him, being a couple of years older, but we were also built differently. Mark was like my dad, small for his age, quite fragile-looking, very wiry. I took after Mum, who was stocky and fit. My mum worked the markets, she was really strong. The Jaffa oranges used to come in big boxes, they must have weighed four stone each. She could pick one of those up with one arm and fling it onto the lorry, no trouble. That was quite something to see. 


‘The bedroom Mark and I shared was also our living room,’ Harry says. ‘We had a bath with a cold tap on it, and we heated buckets of water on the stove to pour in and have a hot bath. We did have an indoor toilet, though, unlike many. 


‘We played quite nicely together, but I was always chasing him, and he was always running away. He was so fast. We liked the usual things when we were little: Dinky cars and guns. Before we got a television, we just had a radio, and Mark did like to listen to that. You could almost see his little mind whirring as he sat there listening to programmes like the ghost stories. We would sometimes go to the cinemas on Stamford Hill and the Lower Clapton Road – Mum would save up, and take us when we had a bit of money. At first it was the usual kids’ stuff, but when Mark got a bit older, he started getting into the horror films. They petrified him, because he wasn’t that brave. At home, he didn’t even like going upstairs on his own, and he was reluctant to go to sleep with the lights out. When we couldn’t afford to go to the pictures, Mum read to us a lot, which she did really well. She had a good strong voice, a lot of character in it. All sorts, really. I can remember Bible stories. I think we had cowboys and Indians, and a book about dinosaurs. All little boys like dinosaurs, don’t they? I know Mark did.’ 
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In September 1952, a couple of weeks before his 5th birthday, Mark joined his brother Harry at the local Northwold Road state primary school. While his early school years are often referred to as having been idyllic and happy, contemporaries tell a different story.


‘I was in the same class as Mark at school, from when I was about 7 until we took the Eleven Plus,’ recalls Marilyn Roberts – whom I found by chance, after my friend Rick Wakeman introduced me to Marilyn’s former husband, Rod Weinberg. 


‘He was a strange one. Not popular at all, I would say. He wasn’t exactly what you could call academic, either. He couldn’t really be bothered in lessons, his mind seemed to be always on something else. Always staring out the window dreaming, he was. I think writing and arithmetic and so on came quite hard to him. Probably wouldn’t have done, had he concentrated: he certainly wasn’t thick. He was the playground clown, really. You never saw Mark kicking a ball around, or joining in games with other kids. He tended to go around singing by himself, and then it was air guitar. He was always trying to draw attention to himself, like he needed our approval. We can be quite judgemental and cruel as kids, can’t we? And none of us was very nice to Mark. I feel quite ashamed to hear myself say that now. Yet I don’t think he minded. It was as if he wasn’t aware of any hostility – or maybe he didn’t actually care what anyone thought. He did seem rather bold and self-contained for such a littl’un. 


‘All that singing did get on your nerves, though,’ she laughs. ‘No one thought he could sing, to be honest. The only one who thought he could sing was Mark.’


Nor did he enjoy close friendships during his few short years at primary school.


‘I was far too young in those days to know what “ego” was,’ admits Marilyn. ‘But I now know that Mark Feld’s ego was huge. You know those bit-of-a-loner kids who never really get in with anyone, who the pack don’t like but they can’t really tell you why? That was Mark. He had a few mates but, to be honest, most of the kids thought he was a little bit weird. Not in terms of his looks: frankly we all looked odd and badly turned-out. No one was cool, it was the clothes we wore.’ 


Mark would later remember wearing ‘brown corduroy shorts (real hip kid I was) and a blue and white Snow White t-shirt.’ 


‘Well, he was right in that there was no school uniform, just any old clothes,’ grins his brother Harry, ‘and they were old, some of ’em. Money was really tight.’


‘We had been born into an area where there was a lot of deprivation,’ adds Marilyn, ‘and where childhood diseases were still rife.’ 


‘At the end of Maury Road, on our corner,’ Harry tells me, ‘there was still a bombsite where we used to play, and where you could pick up all kinds. I’m not saying other kids weren’t clean, but we were always well looked-after, my mother was a stickler for that kind of thing. But a lot of them were always getting infections. We knew kids with scurvy and rickets. It wasn’t uncommon.’


The 1950s was the decade of mass disease eradication, with smallpox, polio, tuberculosis and other illnesses on the priority target list. Comprehensive immunisation programmes would be introduced by the new National Health Service in the mid to late Fifties. Rickets, the bone-disease scourge of Victorian Britain, still plagued many – for which cod liver oil was given, and vitamin D added to milk. Scurvy resulted from deficiency in vitamin C.


‘We’d get free orange juice from the welfare, which was very sweet and came in a medicine bottle,’ remembers Harry. ‘We also had free milk, at school – in a little bottle, at break-time. A school meal was a tanner – sixpence – in old money [the equivalent of 2.5 new pence]. It was the only thing you had to pay for, and you took your silver sixpence in every day.’


‘And we all got nits,’ says Marilyn, ‘that was par for the course. But everyone got them, so you didn’t feel ashamed. We were all in it together.


‘I never got any new stuff, my clothes were my sister’s hand-me-downs. It was the norm back then, none of us looked particularly smart or “together” when we were young. There wasn’t much fashion sense going on, not the way young kids are today with their hundred-quid trainers, logo t-shirts and designer jeans. We didn’t know any better, so it didn’t bother us. This might well have had a bearing on Mark’s obsession with image and clothes as he grew up, a reaction against poverty, against what he hadn’t had as a kid. But who knows? It’s easy to say with hindsight.’ 


One thing that Marilyn did notice was the uncommonly strong bond between Mark and his mother, Phyllis.


‘Even more so because he was a boy,’ she says. ‘He was incredibly close to his mother, and she absolutely idolised him. You didn’t see his father around that much.


‘Mark’s mum worshipped both her sons – and his brother was lovely, I really did like Harry Feld – but her younger son was obviously the apple of her eye. Who wouldn’t have an ego the size of a planet with a mother like that? The sun shone out of Mark as far as she was concerned. I did meet her a few times when she used to bring him to school, then come and get him at the gate of an afternoon, which she did until he got the hang of it. I never went to their home. We didn’t really go to other people’s houses for tea in those days, there wasn’t enough food to go round! But I’m not sure I would have gone, even if they’d asked me. His mum seemed to me a big, imposing woman with a frighteningly loud voice. She probably wasn’t that big or that loud at all, but she seemed that way to me. Mark did appear to take after her, in some ways. He got his dark hair from her, but in build he was more like his dad. Harry was the other way round, with his mum’s heavier physique and his dad’s blond hair. Mark seemed needier of her attention. I think that’s why she lavished it on him. 


‘Mark wasn’t likeable, I’m sorry to say,’ says Marilyn, apologetically. ‘He stood out from the crowd only because he didn’t fit in. He rubbed a lot of the kids up the wrong way. He was different. Funny thing was, he didn’t appear to mind.’


 


‘Neither of us liked school,’ remembers Harry Feld. ‘We weren’t what you could call swots. You went to school because you had to, but we didn’t get an awful lot out of it. Most of us were marking time there, it was the same old routine, day in, day out. We went through the motions. I was just bored, most of the time. I wasn’t particularly good at anything, and I always felt we learned more at home anyway, listening to Mum and Dad. 


‘Mark had something I didn’t have, which was this ability to take himself off into other worlds in his head. He did it when he didn’t like or couldn’t get into what was going on around him. I had no idea then, but I realise now that that’s a gift, something few people have. There was definitely something special about my brother. Even at that age.’ 


 


The nation stopped what it was doing on 2 June 1953, when Elizabeth II was crowned Queen of the United Kingdom, Australia, Canada, New Zealand, South Africa, Ceylon and Pakistan, and was confirmed Head of the Commonwealth. The ceremony took place at London’s Westminster Abbey, the first ever coronation to be televised. It was also the world’s first major broadcast event.


‘I remember watching it,’ says Harry. ‘We had to. My mum insisted. People saw the service in church halls and so on, all gathered round one tiny television set. There was a big children’s tea party along the street, us all sitting out there, people doing pretend coronations and stuff. You had fancy dress, some of the kids were done up as little John Bulls. There was bunting everywhere, and a lot of princesses, that day. I think Mark was one of them! He had such beautiful hair, he could have passed for a girl. I don’t think he minded that, either!’


 


By 1955, when Mark was nearly 8, he was already jumping on the number 73 bus from Stoke Newington after school, and heading up west to join his mother on her Berwick Street Market grocery stall. It was there that his pennies began to drop.


Soho, as he would soon discover, was the hub of the UK film and music industries. Denmark Street off Charing Cross Road, a short stroll from the Soho street markets, had long been known as the British Tin Pan Alley thanks to the music publishers and songwriters who congregated there. Donovan, Jimi Hendrix, The Rolling Stones and the Sex Pistols would all record in its basement studios, while Elton John would compose his 1970 breakthrough there, ‘Your Song’. This was where, in the late 1950s, Lionel Bart first heard the new American R&B which was coming in off the ships with the Merchant Navy seamen, and began writing the earliest British rock‘n’roll songs for Denmark Street’s publishers. He had a hand in the discovery of Tommy Steele and Marty Wilde, wrote ‘Living Doll’ for Presley-esque Cliff Richard and ‘Little White Bull’ for Steele. Shirley Bassey had a hit with a Bart composition ‘As Long As He Needs Me’ from the musical Oliver!, as did Matt Monro, with his theme of the 1963 James Bond film From Russia with Love. Between 1957 and 1960, Bart landed nine Ivor Novello Awards, and once said that his favourite recording artist was Adam Faith. Adam enjoyed Bart-penned chart successes with ‘Easy Going Me’ and ‘Big Time’ – the latter from Lionel’s hit musical Fings Ain’t Wot They Used T’Be. 


‘Adam’s thing was – the terrific thing – that he couldn’t really sing!’ Bart once observed. ‘The whole appeal of his throwaway delivery was that people listened to it, kids listened to it, and said “well, I can sing as well as that!”’ 


It was the secret, in a nutshell, of how to make pop music popular. 


Despite its seedy nocturnal reputation as London’s red light district, most visitors to Soho in the late Forties and early Fifties came for the live jazz. Club Eleven had opened on Great Windmill Street in 1948, with Johnny Dankworth and Ronnie Scott fronting the house bands. The club played an important part in the evolution of British bebop – a pacey, US-born fusion of jazz, improv and instrumental showing-off, basically, which was taking Soho by storm. The term would hit the mainstream with American rockabilly star Gene Vincent’s 1956 hit ‘Be-Bop-A-Lula’. Club Eleven moved to Carnaby Street in 1950, and was closed down following a police raid. Plenty of others sprang up to take its place, with London’s first skiffle club opening in Wardour Street’s Roundhouse pub in 1952. Once the Beatniks began moving in on Soho, the Fifties scene kicked in. Beatniks were a spin-off of America’s Beat generation, popularised by writers Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg and their ilk, and comprising New York’s disaffected intellectual youth and downtrodden hipsters who were the forerunners of the global hippie movement. 


With the beatniks came the coffee bars, where they gathered to indulge in poetry readings, discuss French and Italian art films, compare and swap records, trawl through Italian magazines in search of style ideas, and to debate and jive-dance to records played on jukeboxes. Some coffee bar owners even kept back space on the jukeboxes for customers to play their own records on them. Coffee bars appealed to young people because they stayed open into the early hours – unlike pubs, which closed promptly at 11pm, according to regulations at the time. The 2i’s on Old Compton Street which opened in 1956 was the most famous. Nick-named for the Irani brothers who owned it – ‘the two ‘I’s’ – the bar was later dubbed ‘Europe’s first rock club’. It was in the 2i’s in 1958 that Ian ‘Sammy’ Samwell met Harry Webb, who became Cliff Richard and for whom he wrote ‘Move It’ – a chart breakthrough for Cliff and The Drifters, of which Samwell became one. The Marquee Club opened on Wardour Street that year, where the Stones would perform their first gig in 1962. Brian Jones, Eric Clapton and a host of other young musicians began taking up residence in the neighbourhood. It was all happening.


‘Stock Records on South Molton Street [beyond Soho on the other side of Regent Street] was the place to be in the Fifties,’ remembers BBC Radio 2 producer Phil Swern.


‘They had all the imports. R&B, blues, rock‘n’roll. Little Milton, “Queen of the Blues” Koko Taylor, Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley, Fats Domino, John Lee Hooker, Elvis. We were like kids in a sweet shop in there.’


Little wonder that the young Mark Feld became intoxicated by the hip-an’-happenin’ Soho scene. Barely a day went by when he didn’t join his mother on the Berwick Street stall, always keen to nip round the corner to get the coffees in at the 2i’s so that he could drop a couple of discs on the jukebox. His favourite was Elvis Presley, the young Mississippi-born rocker who had recorded his first single ‘That’s All Right’ at Sam Phillips’ Sun Studios in Memphis the year before, and had embarked upon a debut US tour which would change everything. 
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