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I was looking for America in a western movie / Saw a young gunslinger with something to prove


—BER NIE TAUPIN
“Last Stand in Open Country”


In repentance and rest is your salvation, in quietness and trust is your strength.


—ISAIAH 30:15
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Author’s Note


I never intended this to be a conventional autobiography. My brain doesn’t work that way. I have no sense of specific timelines, and recollections and dates are as bad as my sense of direction. Simple detail eludes me. In the same way, I’m characteristically immune to manuals, mathematics, and legalese. My attention span is terrible, especially when it involves subject matter that doesn’t interest me. It all comes from an overloaded brain that’s incapable of shutting down. If there is anyone who could use the part of it that lays dormant, it’s me. Alright, I know that’s a myth, but my point is it never goes to sleep. At night it simply switches over to dream mode and I dream concurrently nonstop. If I wander off on a separate tangent during a particular narrative in this book, blame it on this affliction. There’s just too much going on in that compartment to ply myself with established restrictions. At the same time don’t confuse this disorder with any sort of hyperintelligence; I’m by no means Mr. Big Brain. I just like stuff, and when stuff interests me I seem to be incapable of dispersing it accordingly. It just stays front and center, bouncing about, refusing to settle down and let one thing come after another. Damn this me, me, me brain.


Lou Reed said, “Just because I wrote it doesn’t mean I know what it’s about.” Lou was right. What people want isn’t always what I can provide. Information on lyrical composition isn’t always forthcoming, certainly not when the keys to recall are lost. Who, and why, and what they’re about is ponderable, but never definitive. In my catalog I’ve got as many of those as I’ve got the painfully obvious, and an equal number that are esoteric and inspired by some specific source. Bennie, as in the Jets, was based on the Maschinenmensch in Fritz Lang’s Metropolis, and “All the Girls Love Alice” was inspired by the 1968 black comedy The Killing of Sister George. That’s if you’re interested, and a great deal of our fan base are. That’s fine, and I’m happy to oblige if I can remember. The thing is, what’s important isn’t so much trivia as pleasurable emersion into reverie. Songs should be treated not only as escapism but as thought-provoking in the same way as motion pictures or modern art. Take a ride and invest yourself in letting your ears create visuals that are your own invention. Don’t rely on me—I’m liable to make things up.





PROLOGUE


Once Upon a Time in the West End


Mighty oaks from tiny acorns grow.


—HENRY FORD


London, late 1967. What am I doing? Keeping my mouth shut and trying to remain as inconspicuous as possible. Where am I? In a tiny recording studio tucked in the rear of Dick James’s palatial music publishing offices on New Oxford Street. Why am I here? To meet a certain piano player called Reg Dwight, who I’ve been informed will be somewhere hereabouts.


Along with the sound engineer and the tape op (words I will only become acquainted with in the months to come), there are half a dozen sartorially well-heeled and impressively coiffed young men in the room. The one lounging to my left, skinny, tall, and criminally good-looking, turns and eyes me laconically, telling me, “I dig your shades.” I present him with an appreciative nod, having absolutely no idea what he’s referring to other than the fact that I’m thrilled that there indeed may be something about me that he “digs.”


Understand that back then I was what decades later would be considered “tragically unhip.” In my peacoat and bland pants, I was merely nondescript, a product of the medieval North. Where once I was Jack the Lad in my backyard, I am now a floundering Dick Whittington. But chance is an angel, and I have in my simple wisdom answered an ad placed by Liberty Records in the New Musical Express seeking talent. I’m not sure if I have any—it remains to be determined—but I’m giving it a shot, and according to my Liberty contact, Reg Dwight might be the answer.


Alright . . . back to the studio. Anonymity temporarily secure, I glance up and notice a TV on the wall above the recording console. On the grainy black-and-white screen, I make out the blurry image of someone sitting and playing the piano. I’m made aware by the conversation around me that this individual is actually only several strides down the hall in the connecting studio, where he is, according to my laconic friend, “laying down an overdub.”


I’m swimming upstream against a strong current of groovy terminology and surrounded by severe trendiness, but I throw caution to the wind and inquire of my Byronesque acquaintance, “Could that blur on the screen be a certain Reg Dwight?”


As he concurs, things get ugly. The engineer swivels around in his chair and demands to know if I’m supposed to be there. All eyes on me, I turn the color of Beelzebub’s ass and attempt to explain just as the door opens.


Heads swivel theatrically. Enter Reg Dwight, asking if there might be a Bernie Taupin in the room. I don’t know Reg, but I love him already. He’s refreshingly square, chunky with Buddy Holly glasses and a kind face. More so, imperative to my dignity, he is unadorned by embroidery and crushed velvet.


Introductions wait until we have repaired to the street and I have commenced breathing. Apparently, Reg plays in a band backing the six-foot-seven blues belter Long John Baldry while making some extra cash performing on demos. We adjourn to the Lancaster Grill around the corner on Charing Cross Road, a block from the legendary Denmark Street, London’s Tin Pan Alley. Incidentally, an urban myth will later circulate that I wrote the lyrics to “Your Song” sitting on the roof of a building on this street, but, hey, that’s another story.


We talk: the conversation is easy. We eat: eggs, sausage, and baked beans. We bond on music: a connection that will never be broken. I’m a country kid, still wet behind the ears; he’s shy like me but experienced in the local music territory. He wants to write songs; so do I, and best of all, he likes what I’ve written so far . . . “Do I have more?” I do indeed. It’s fanciful stuff, whimsical and somewhat pretentious, but in keeping with the trends of psychedelia and Hobbitism.


I like him tremendously because he’s not condescending. I sense a kindred spirit: we’re outsiders looking for a way in, and I’m willing to play along, Sancho Panza to his Don Quixote. We agree to give it a shot . . . let’s go tilt some windmills. There’s nervous energy in the air, a feeling of possibility. I leave the café invigorated and head for the Underground.


Hell, what have I got to lose? I’ll give it a month and see what happens.





What’s It All About, BT?


But his dreams were as gigantic as his surroundings were small.


—THOMAS HARDY
Jude the Obscure


There’s a small boy in a summer field. His games ride the wind, he has an army of thousands at his back and his knees are brown and bruised from battle. The sun, high and warm in the waking hours of the day, spreads across his theater setting the stage for adventure propelled by the written word. A short, small, gray concrete bridge over a trickling stream is only so in a reality that is currently uninhabited. In the child’s mind it is the Pons Sublicius across the Tiber River and he is Horatius. There is no absolute quiet, no dragonfly whir, no birdsong along the hedgerows, only the cacophony of the Etruscan horde as he makes his stand and slays the great Lord of Luna.


Deeds of heroism torn from the pages of classical poetic narrative ignite his imagination. They are the fuel of his backstory, pumped into his mental treasury by literary disciples and loving hands. Played out in the medieval landscapes of a wild and thorny East Midlands, under blue skies of buffeting cumulus clouds on spacious verdant terrain, he is Lancelot today and Lochinvar tomorrow. He is inventive, solitary in his pursuits, and unattached to others of his age who are confused and unfamiliar with the identities he assumes. Solitary is a trait that will follow him through his life, a characteristic that will enable his artistic goals while empowering him with solace in troubled times.


In due course, his penchant for acting out the heroic deeds of fictionalized characters from ancient times will be replaced with a roistering fervor for a more contemporary, but tarnished, antihero. One who lived and breathed in the real world. Bad to the bone or just deeply flawed, either way, he was complex and individualistic before being hijacked and neutered by Hollywood. The Samaritan they created from the blueprint bore no resemblance to the prototype. Scrubbed clean of trail dirt and shorn of bad intent he inhabits an embroidered shirt resplendent with fringe and sequins. His boots are shined, his hat is white, his palomino impossibly perfect. He sports a brace of pearl-handled silver pistols and carries a guitar. With a song on his lips, he rides regularly into the sunset, as the rising coda of his theme swells to a crescendo. One day, in a contrary mood, the boy will recollect him more fondly, but for now, this is not the cowboy he wants to be.


[image: Illustration]


I WAS BORN in the county of Lincolnshire, England, and learned nothing in school. My education came through my mother, her father, and in the grooves of vinyl albums. My memories of secondary school are of fog and damp, soggy leaden soccer balls, and hulking provincial thugs in donkey jackets and Wellington boots. Blousy teenage girls, already pining for the plastic factory, twittered collectively and dreamed of teddy boy boyfriends and Babycham. Idealism in short supply, theirs was to marry young and to fade into domesticity. It was a time of simple aspirations, repetition stifling any air of expectancy. I watched my teachers coexist with the ideology of “like father, like son” and the low value of female worth. Their skills in the classroom bordered on brute force and questionable ethics to get the job done. They taught only the basics, never venturing to indoctrinate any hint of modernity. It was a mystifying contemptuousness that did a disservice to their calling, a mothballed logic that reeked of apathy. It was abundantly clear we weren’t worth it, a fact that had me believe that daring to be different was tantamount to treason.


After the war, my father resumed his employment in a comparatively changed world. Pre-conflict, he had abandoned any citified pursuits in favor of country living. Rather than suffer the indignity of life as a low-level drone, he chose to forge his own path in a part of the country steeped in Roman history and predominantly agrarian activity. My mother, because she loved him, had forsaken the artistic and cultural benefits of cosmopolitan life to be his rock. I believe that swapping the gratifications of urbanity for a different aesthetic was one of the bravest things she ever did in her life. For a woman as idiosyncratic and completely in the thrall of every facet of the arts, it was a choice that could not have been made easily. Together my parents were a contrast in diversity. My father, a man of old-fashioned sensibilities, used his words sparingly. Gruff on the exterior, his love for his sons was as big as the county he chose to call home. I would, in due course, acquire their individual proclivities, inheriting my mother’s artistic panorama and my father’s emotional reticence while adopting his ability to see through everyone else’s bullshit.


The inconsistency of our homes from the year of my birth in 1950 to the banner year of my big adventure in 1967 was of distinct variance. Within the space of a few odd years, we had moved from the primitive and isolated semidetached farmhouse where I was born into a spacious limestone manor house built in the eighteenth century. It was a significant bump, a generous perk of the large local agricultural and livestock estate where my father was employed as farm manager. Our relocation to this inexplicably fancy upgrade was a boon for us all, and it was there that the presence of my grandfather was most keenly felt. We called him Poppy, and his knee was a learning chair. He dispensed wisdom with a warm uncomplicated joy, a love for the subject matter validated by the twinkle in his eyes. His gentle coaxing facilitated a quest for creative expression and instilled in me innumerable passions, most notably caring for the quality of words and the stimulation of verse. A master of arts and educator by profession, he was the teacher I was never going to encounter in the classroom. I was only eleven years old when he died, but he remains an indelible memory. The day he passed away is the only time I ever saw my mother cry.


My father’s desire to strike out on his own was eventually understandable. I can’t honestly recall us complaining too much, even though the prospect of duplicating our current accommodations was seriously doubtful. The day we left, my mother and I sat together on a window seat in the empty dining room. Between us on a large linen napkin was a yellow sponge cake. On the napkin were printed images of idyllic green pastures and horses frolicking behind rustic fence lines. I remember it clearly as if it were yesterday. I recollect being enchanted by these depictions. They looked foreign and unrelated to any kind of farming I’d ever seen and appeared to be of another world far away. Pointing at the pictures on the napkin, I looked up at my mother and said, “I want to live there.”


Whatever pipe dreams I may have embraced temporarily, it couldn’t have prepared me for the harsh reality of self-employment. What my father had sprung for was the mother of all fixer-uppers. A dilapidated two-story stone farmhouse fronting an expansive run-down, overgrown yard containing a broken-down barn and a long, grubby brick battery house. Chickens! So that was it; he was staking his claim on eggs. For a guy who knew his livestock, it seemed a strange alternative and not one I expected. However, in a world where God’s hand deals the cards, it’s chickens that would ultimately play a major role in designating my future.


The house had serious antiquated flair. It was an enumeration of code violations and infractions that would see it condemned by contemporary standards. The electricity was iffy, the plumbing antiquated, and the floors uneven. Upstairs the boards creaked and swelled, and in winter the only warmth was emitted by paltry two-bar heaters and a fireplace in the living room. Our one toilet was a green metal portable potty in the cellar. Ventilated by a couple of yards of corrugated piping that snaked haphazardly out a small upper window, it was a garish contraption. Looking like a bad science experiment, it was equally as uncomfortable as it was intimidating. In the dead of winter, descending the stairs to utilize it gave literal meaning to the term “freezing your ass off.”


All this being said, the front room was frequently cheerful, especially on Sunday afternoons when the family was sequestered together after church and lunch. It was all very Thomas Hardy, the quintessential hearth and home, the coal fire glow countering the combative window rattling of the north wind.


There was a comforting drowsiness, a protective blanket of intimacy that imbued the room with a natural warmth. In the muted light of the gray afternoon, I remember the hypnotic glow of embers, a bath in a tin tub by the fire, and the radio.


The big boxy wireless sitting in the window brought into our home a curious blend of entertainment. I can’t remember liking it that much, but it’s all we had. It was all about familiarity that brought some anachronistic frivolity to what would otherwise be a quiet Sunday afternoon. It had become a ritual, a roster of eclectic fare that began at noon with the boisterous cockney bandleader Billy Cotton bellowing out his trademark cry, “Wakey-Wakey.” This heralded an inexhaustible fifty minutes of variety-style musical merriment and straitlaced crooning. The Billy Cotton Band Show was followed by The Clitheroe Kid, a show featuring the numbskull escapades of a four-foot-two-inch, forty-year-old man playing an eleven-year-old schoolboy. In an era when Archie Andrews (a ventriloquist dummy) was on the radio, I suppose this premise wasn’t that odd.


The village we’d settled in was Owmby-by-Spital. Quaintly named but not unusual in the British countryside, and completely indicative of Lincolnshire where the customary “by” indicated it was once a settlement of the Danes. At the time of our arrival there were roughly three hundred inhabitants, one small general store, a gas station, and an electrician—that was it. It dated back to the reign of William the Conqueror, the first Norman monarch of England. At night, unless the moon made an exception, it was black as ink and as still as the grave. By day it wasn’t a whole lot livelier, tranquility being the omnipresent climate. Outside of the occasional tractor or car, human traffic was sparse. When the snows came in winter, the village disappeared.


It was the countryside surrounding the village that I owned. An expansive acreage of abundant locations on which to roam and propagate my quests. Before my burgeoning teenage years brought down the curtain on these productions, I lived my days long and lost in an independent state of innovation. I was selfish with my time, paying little heed to the industrious purpose of my father. I collected a few eggs but felt no compulsion to do much else. The battery was loud and unpleasant, hundreds of individual cramped cages full of squawking birds with little to do but be angry. Outside of producing eggs, they filled the air with a film of oily feather residue and crapped incessantly. Deposits of the latter accumulated in pyramid mounds beneath their cages where it was bulldozed into pits at either end of the building by a rotating plough. Yes, pits of shit, and thankfully not a job for a small boy. Shoveling out these trenches was about as bad as it could get, but Lord love him, my father got down in there and got it done. If there’s one thing it proved to me, it was the ingenuity and resolve of my father, because in a short space of time he’d tidied up the place and started building a new home for us. With little help other than his own two hands, in under a year he built a very practical red brick bungalow. It might not have won any architectural prizes, but it wasn’t going to fall down around our ears.


It was in this home that I spent the remainder of my time before fate played a winning hand six years later. I was eleven when we transferred from “the old house,” as it became known from then on. Along with our move to a more reliable structure came a significant change in my interests. I buried my nose in books, made friends with some locals, and fell under the spell of music. Pre-Beatles, what was generally listened to north of London was American rock and roll. Interestingly enough, Elvis wasn’t that big a deal in and around our area. Whether or not it had something to do with his refusal to tour outside the States, thus creating a lack of familiarity, I couldn’t say. It was a fact, though, that the artists who had played regionally were those in favor. The Everly Brothers, Buddy Holly, Roy Orbison, Gene Vincent, and in particular Eddie Cochran were certainly the flames that burned brightest.


At the same time that music was seducing me, so was a thirst for a deeper understanding of the American West. Never having succumbed to the sterilized cowboy, pious do-gooders were regarded with a smattering of contempt. I’d seen a couple of John Ford movies and had loved Fred Zinnemann’s High Noon starring Gary Cooper, all of which had helped in dispelling the image of a sanitized culture. I’d also gotten ahold of books, namely Stuart Lake’s Wyatt Earp, Walter Lord’s Alamo account A Time to Stand, and eventually Ramon F. Adams’s Six-Guns and Saddle Leather. The first two would in time be debunked by historical reappraisal, but the latter was a meticulously compiled reference and guidebook to everything written about law keepers and the lawless. Years later, of course, Sergio Leone, Clint Eastwood, and most indelibly Sam Peckinpah would restore realism to the genre and eradicate clichés. For now it was hunt and peck on my part to find fragments of the truth, and as I did, the more I learned the more I felt an affiliation with something not part of my upbringing. This cross-pollination of visuals and a certain kind of music would ultimately create a gravitational pull not easily ignored.


By the time I’d failed my eleven-plus (the basic exam to determine if you were worth an academic education or not), I was deeply under the spell of country music, or at least as much of it that existed on the airwaves. Johnny Horton was the first artist who had cut through the pabulum churned out on the BBC. Songs like “North to Alaska,” “The Battle of New Orleans,” and “Sink the Bismarck” were narratives that stood out among the bland pop dreck that made up the majority of the typical playlists. The life changer, though, was Marty Robbins’s bittersweet cowboy ballad “El Paso.” This was the blue touch paper and led to his 1959 album Gunfighter Ballads and Trail Songs, which became the first album I ever owned. It remains to this day the single most influential record of my early years before The Band’s Music from Big Pink encouraged me to follow my instincts in 1968. When it came to the crunch, I knew I wanted to write stories.


My musical epiphanies were popping up all over the place, but little did I know that a history lesson was waiting just down the road. But first, a detour.


HAVING SURVIVED THE customary servitude at the secondary modern school in Market Rasen, a bus ride of seven miles from our village, an appointment had been made for me to meet with the local youth employment officer. It was a perfunctory ordeal conducted by a bland, tweedy civil servant sucking on a pipe. In a cubicle the color of sick, one could only imagine how many rejects spat out of the secondary school system had been given few options by someone with so little enthusiasm. Girls were encouraged to take up factory jobs, and the boys farmwork or an apprenticeship of some sort. For the most part, these options were expected and desirous for the majority, and any inquiries as to a creative or nonmanual career was treated like Oliver Twist asking for more.


I was fifteen years old, the dismissal age for the working class equivalent of cannon fodder. In our educational holding pen we were herded in for a few paltry years and tossed out unceremoniously to pad out the rank and file. Somewhat intimidated by my apathetic drone, I attempted to hedge around the employment officer’s suggestions of ditch digging in favor of something more cosmopolitan. He seemed thrown by this, and like a monkey with an abacus he attempted to assimilate this solicitation, resetting his usual shtick for a more devious way to stifle my request. While I was thinking journalism, a Jimmy Olsen cub reporter sort of thing, he second bested me with a job printing the paper rather than writing for it. I folded and agreed. What was I to do? I needed a job. Palpable smugness brightening his face, he rubber-stamped “position filled,” and shooed me out, hopes dashed, mission accomplished.


When your former classmates are composed of boys nicknamed Bonehead, Wiggy, and Grunter, it’s pretty much preordained that novelist and playwright aren’t in the cards. Still, exceptions should have been made, giving an inch of possibility to those who might have envisioned a stepping stone to something better. I really don’t recall how deep my disappointment ran, I can only remember turning up for my first day of work with not much enthusiasm and a sense of grim resolve. Perhaps it wasn’t going to be all that bad; maybe, just maybe, I’d fold into the fabric of blue-collar life. After all, it was honest work, union benefits, and decent prospects. Agh, but that was it; the prospects bit. The finality of this outcome set in when at my interview I was informed that after six years on the floor and enrollment in night school I’d receive my diploma when I was twenty-one.


Six years! I hadn’t even thought about it in those terms. It seemed like a lifetime, like entering a dark airless chamber and having the door disappear. Once I saw where I’d be working, this assessment seemed even more like a reality.


On my arrival, I was introduced to the foreman, Frank, a grubby little man in brown overalls and a pockmarked face full of blackheads. After a pep talk about workplace protocol, including a no tolerance rule for smoking and profanity, contradictory in nature given that Frank smoked like a chimney, I was ushered into what was to be my lot in life.


The shop floor of the Lincolnshire Standard Group was a massive Dickensian space full of thundering machinery and ink-stained men in leather aprons. Of course, everyone smoked and swore profusely, shouting and cussing above the roar of the presses.


It was all downhill from day one. I never attended one class of night school, I had little or no enthusiasm for the work at hand, and while my fellow workers were affable enough, the overall barrage of conformity was stifling. Frank was always hovering around, getting in my ear about his socialist agenda and the horrors of pop music.


I began to undermine the principles that Frank so openly embraced. Besides being a total Bolshevik, he was also horribly racist, which seemed curious given the fact that I don’t think there was a single Black person in the entire county of Lincolnshire.


So with slacking on my part very much in evidence, and the prominent installation of record albums like Otis Redding’s Otis Blue and Brownie McGhee and Sonny Terry’s At The Bunkhouse on display by my lunchbox, Frank’s apoplexy upon his realization was palatable. I also started smoking, even challenging Frank on the hypocrisy of his edict, pointing out that I appeared to be the only one on the floor not lighting up. Gratifyingly, these breaches of authority seemed to confuse him and he began to distance himself from any confrontation with me, obviously preferring not to break in a new hand. Why didn’t I just resign? Eventually I did, well not quite. I just didn’t show up one day, and that was it.


ON THE WEEKENDS, my friends and I would ride our thumbs around the surrounding villages and towns. Pubs back then paid little heed to the rules and regulations of the law, for while the legal age to drink was eighteen, we were bellying up to the bar at fifteen years old. From early adolescence, when I was hoisted onto a stool to sing a few verses of “Barbara Allen,” pubs radiated a special invitational magic. Back then we played a lot of snooker, ate in cheap transport dives, and slept in barns, empty buildings, and cricket pavilions. We kept warm with cheap whisky, wore army surplus, and probably smelled pretty bad. We also thought we were all that and a bag of chips, hitchhiking rebels mirroring the exploits of the great American itinerants. Hardly. In reality, we were in fact just transient beatniks with a penchant for petty thievery and an aversion to soap and water.


What happened next was completely ironic. I got a job working on a poultry farm. Instability assured without money and embarrassed at the thought of becoming completely indolent at home, I grasped at the first straw to come along. This was a broiler chicken operation located on isolated acreage a couple of miles west of the neighboring village. Generally frowned upon these days, broiler chickens are raised specifically for meat production. Of course, the cruelty of it all was lost to me in those days, drudgery being my only complaint. My job? A complete dogsbody, hired to toil under a manipulative and solitary regime.


The dictator in question was the operational manager, Mike. Mike was a clever bastard. Masquerading under the guise of benevolent big brother, he decided to take me under his wing while ingratiating himself by way of a hip repartee. He had me at first with his admiration for American jazz drummer Louie Bellson, not something you’d expect from someone running a chicken farm in Lincolnshire.


Mike’s strategy was to make it look like he was doing all the work when he was doing none at all. He’d start something, show me the ropes, pretend he was needed elsewhere, and leave me to do the lion’s share. I was there at 6 a.m. while he’d show up at 10, professing to have been up since 5. Mike was the kind of guy who if you were drowning in quicksand, he’d charge you for the rope to pull you out.


It was tough, strenuously hard work that made my days on the factory floor pale by comparison. Also Frank, while being a complete dick, was at least upfront in being a dick, unlike Mike who was devious, a liar, secretly imperious, and lazy to boot.


I worked grinding hours, either toiling in the stuffy broiler sheds, with little ventilation and under narcoleptic fluorescence, or outside where the bitter wind blew hard and cold across the flat farmland from the North Sea. There was, however, a raw beauty in the hardscrabble landscape, a sort of witchy primitive amalgamation of fertility and brittle expiration. Things were certainly better when Mike wasn’t around, which was often, and having spent so much of my young life in solitary pursuits for hours on end was no problem. This was by no means the soft cradle of summer greenery and prodigious secrecy that had enchanted me in my formative years. No, this was blissfully barbaric.


Somewhere in the Bible it says, “You will do well to pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place.” Cryptic perhaps, but very soon a series of incidents made sense of this statement in symbolic ways. One Saturday morning after my feeding stint was complete and Mike had run out of things for me to do, I hopped on my clapped out BSA Gold Star and took off for RAF Faldingworth. The RAF base was the home of an old school friend and had a furtive backstory in Cold War history. In the late 1950s, the site had become a nuclear weapons store for the RAF’s V-bomber force. In times of crisis, missiles from the base would be distributed to nearby V-bomber airfields, a fact that gave rise to all manner of doom-laden schoolboy scenarios.


Although it was in the process of winding down, the base still housed air force personal and civilian employees northeast of the airfield. My friend had been one of the only people I’d really bonded with at secondary school, in as much as we shared a similar fatalistic overview of its “failure to communicate.” We were on the front lawn, most likely recounting the horrors of our educational gulag and shooting the breeze in general, when I heard it.


The window of the house next door was open and from inside came a familiar sound. It was country music alright, but nothing like anything I’d heard before. Let me assure you, in Lincolnshire in 1966 you did not hear any kind of classic country music, anywhere. Certainly not like this, and certainly not wafting out a neighbor’s window. Oh, there were country hits in England, but what was on hand was not the real McCoy. For every rarity like Johnny Horton or Marty Robbins, there was an abundance of Slim Whitman, Jim Reeves, Eddy Arnold, and the quirky tunes of Roger Miller. What I was hearing presently was manna from Heaven, something so pure, so undiluted, so completely mesmerizing.


“Sorry about that racket, he’s a Yank” came the apology by way of my friend. Snapped out of my trance, it was all for me to do but hold myself back from collaring him and demanding an introduction. I guess my friend had never tapped into my musical proclivities and figured if it wasn’t the Beatles, it was “shite.”


Apparently, Vince (the Yank in question) was one of several US military personnel assigned to advise their UK counterparts on whatever it is those sort of people did. Vince had a fantastic accent. Hailing from Kentucky, he chewed gum, actually said “shucks,” and called me “buddy.” He was entirely different from any English person I’d ever known.


When I inquired as to what was playing he answered by saying, “You like the Everly Brothers?”


“Yup,” I replied, trying to sound like Gary Cooper.


“Well, buddy, them’s the original Everly Brothers.”


Them’s was Alabama’s own Ira and Charlie Louvin, and the album was their 1956 classic Tragic Songs of Life. He was right, the genus of the Everly’s sound could be linked directly to the Louvins.


I read the album cover like a book, imploring Vince to play the record repeatedly. So much so that in the end he gave it to me, shrugging his shoulders and saying he’d pick up another stateside. Stateside! How magical did that sound?


Ira, an exceptional mandolin player, sang in an achingly high tenor while Charlie played guitar and handled the bottom register. What was extraordinary was how they traded harmonies, with Ira swooping down while Charlie went up. At times it was impossible to tell when the change was made, a weird and magical blend of Appalachian alchemy that caused one writer to later state, “This was more than close-harmony singing; each instance was an act of transubstantiation.” It didn’t end there. By afternoon’s close, I’d tapped into Vince’s complete record collection. The man didn’t have a whole lot, but what he had was golden.


The other album that he gave me (that I still have to this day!) was Lefty Frizzell’s Saginaw Michigan. Frizzell, arguably one of country music’s all-time greatest singers, was another winning discovery. The album’s title track, a perfect bookend to Johnny Horton’s like-minded tale of gold rush fever across the Yukon River in “North to Alaska,” was another visual feast for the ears. The album also featured wonderful examples of Frizzell’s unique voice and honky-tonk style including “What Good Did You Get (Out of Breaking My Heart)” and “I Was Coming Home to You,” tracks that when I first heard Merle Haggard I knew immediately where he’d found his voice. Vince also informed me that Roy Orbison revered Lefty Frizzell, a fact that was corroborated in the 1980s when the Big O chose Lefty as his Traveling Wilburys name.


Another classic I heard that day was Hank Snow’s “Ninety Miles an Hour (Down a Dead End Street)” along with his 1959 doom and death album When Tragedy Struck. I heard Kitty Wells’s gospel disc Dust on the Bible and recordings by traditional guitarists Merle Travis and Doc Watson. Watson’s music, in particular, had a profound effect. Blind from a young age, the North Carolina native shifted gears in styles moving among bluegrass, folk, blues, and country. It was authentic mountain music that brought to mind ethereal hollers and back-country life tucked away in places where time moved slowly and the echo of rustic music bounced off the hills. It’s hard to emphasize just how much all this music meant to me. It was the shot I needed at the right time. It wasn’t just the discovery factor that picked me up; it was how it commandeered my enthusiasm.


Don’t misunderstand me, I enjoyed and reveled in what was currently making waves in a general sense, but the most popular bands of the day were clearly drawing their influences from a deeper well. The Beatles and the Stones weren’t just covering Chuck Berry, the Marvelettes, and Bo Diddley. Their instincts had far more investigative flare. Ringo was singing Buck Owens, and Mick was interpreting Slim Harpo and Arthur Alexander, a lot of these originators making their way to British seaports by way of merchant seaman as well as armed forces personnel like Vince. So while I was happy to enjoy these discoveries via the toppermost of the poppermost, it wasn’t enough. I had in me a deeper desire to search for something different, a wider range of what was out there, not exactly hiding in plain sight, but evidently existing off the radar somewhere. It was my crusade, an archeological adventure, that became a lifelong quest.


After this euphoric weekend, the cold hard truth of Monday morning dragged me into the frozen dawn with an icy hand. Mike’s charm offensive was no longer in evidence, which proved that while you can put a crochet cover on a toilet roll it’s still an asswipe underneath. The days felt longer, the tasks more menial, and Mike’s dictatorial agenda more and more demanding.


It all came to a head with an outbreak of fowl pest, a fatal, viral disease that can spread like a plague. The chickens started dying by the dozens. In fact, they were dying so rapidly that the backlog of bodies was building up at an alarming rate. The mandatory method of disposal was incineration, and this is where it got ugly. On a windswept patch of desolate ground at the rear of the property, a large incinerator had been set up and guess who was designated to feed the fire?


Anything that had preceded this event, any unpleasant job I might have been handed that caused me to question the requirements of servile employment, had not set me up for my descent into this avian Hades. For days on end, while Mike manning a forklift ferried the dead to my station at the furnace, I did nothing but shovel carcasses into the flames.


With a bone-soaking drizzle setting in and a wet wind whipping across the open ground, I took stock of the situation at hand. As black, rancid smoke billowed from the metal extractors and maggots crawled in the burst cavities of putrid birds, I prayed for delivery from bondage. Even with a scarf tied around my face, the noxious immolation of flesh and feathers permeated my nose, clothes, and quickened my sagging mental stability. I implored of a God I knew only casually to please install in me some directive. Obviously, the Lord and I were like-minded because the following Sunday, I quit. I couldn’t look at a chicken, let alone eat one, for the next two years.


A MONTH LATER on June 17, unemployed but expectant, I thumbed through a music weekly and noticed an advertisement.


I think the accompanying letter I sent in response to the ad, along with the mythology attached to its mailing, has a little more quirkiness about it than has previously been divulged. Sure, I popped in a few abstract inconsistent verses constituting what I imagined to be au courant imagery, but it was my pitch that was fantastic codswallop. Unsure as to what songwriting consisted of, I covered my incompetence by way of flowery purple prose. It was something about my work having some probability in being the basis for a new kind of beat poetry. How it wasn’t tossed in the bin after a good chuckle is anyone’s guess.


If I didn’t know what a songwriter was back then, I’m not sure that I know what one is now. When I think of songwriters, I instinctively think of George and Ira Gershwin, Lerner and Loewe, Cole Porter, and the rest of the architects of the Great American Songbook. That was a proper job where you get up and go to work, sweating it out around the piano, loosened ties, shirt sleeves rolled up, and lots of coffee. Then came the Brill Building era. Same set of circumstances, different participants: Goffin and King, Barry Mann and Cynthia Weil, Doc Pomus and Mort Shuman, and so on. Separate rooms, different floors, all slogging it out over a hot keyboard creating hits for fledgling acts and established hitmakers. The only place this sort of collective exists anymore is Nashville. The art of songwriting in certain areas can be an assembly line of alternating individuals sitting across from each other with guitars trying to find different ways of saying the same thing. On one of my first trips to Nashville, I was cajoled into investigating the prospect of joining in this compositional conglomerate. Apprehensive to say the least, I walked into a publisher’s office on Music Row and had all my worst fears confirmed. The place was a warren of cubicles filled with jobbing songwriters playing musical chairs. I’ve no doubt that among them they were coming up with the goods, but it was clearly not anything I felt comfortable sitting in on.


Contrast this to the singer-songwriter. The world is inundated with them, good, bad, and mediocre, legendary, immensely popular, and criminally obscure. For the most part they work alone, crafting in their own personal space, hunched over their instrument searching for chord changes and words. They snatch inspiration from the world as they perceive it, mining from despair and joy, heartbreak, and their own personal, social, and political agenda.


I’ve never felt aligned to any of these scenarios. Being referred to as a songwriter is kind of weird. Maybe that’s because I’m not actually writing a song, I’m just contributing to a melody. I work alone, and only occasionally. It’s not even close to an everyday thing; in fact, outside of jotting down a few notes here and there, for most of our careers I’ve put all my effort into contributing only in the months prior to an album being made. Sure, when we started out it was a little different, a closer collaboration, more constant perhaps, but still separate creative nerve centers. Not so much “two rooms at the end of the world,” but more like two rooms in the same apartment! We loved it, we put our all into it, but I’m still questioning if I wasn’t just a messenger delivering whimsical propositions. Any concrete evidence that I wasn’t doing anything other than flying by the seat of my pants has yet to be presented.


I imagined that a professional songwriter was someone who does that work solely for a living and not on the side while pumping gas during the day. Back then I was so desperate to be thought of as the embodiment of a worldly versifier I didn’t question the quaintness of what I really contributed. Elton is most certainly a singer-songwriter. I’m just the writer bit, a writer who, on occasion, has sung.


What I became was, and always has been, an enigma to me. Everything I’d ever invested in since the day I was born collided in one mother of all pileups the moment I left home, all the complexities of youth ricocheting off each other. Fantasy and poetry, mythology, the American West, and a cornucopia of music, music, and more music. Arriving in London, I had little time to invent myself; I was imageless and complete in my naivety. I’d like to have projected a more stellar representation, idealistic country bard, moody poet, or hobo rebel, anything to wash away what I knew to be the truth. Funnily enough, out of my reserved nature all those former attributes were assigned to me without any work on my part. Perhaps there was some truth to these assumptions, and as much as I would come to loathe being referred to as a “poet,” that moniker at the starting gate jelled nicely with the idealism of the era.


I’m a rock and roll anomaly who has functioned unintentionally as a rock star. Never wanted to be one, but have played one on and off on occasion. When Elton and I first met with producer Gus Dudgeon, Dudgeon directed the bulk of the conversation to me thinking I was the singer and Elton was the other guy. My visage on our 1970s albums was not the norm for a collaborator, creating for me a higher profile and the illusion that I was an accepted extension of the band. This afforded me a degree of recognition on the streets, especially in the States where I actually was for a time treated with an uncomfortable degree of reverential treatment. But no matter how much illogical behavior I have indulged in, no matter how much celebrity entwinement I have encountered, I have always attempted to inhabit a world of normality. The cocoon of fame would kill me. Had it happened, it would have completely rewired my system and I’m not sure I want to imagine the outcome, though it would be a lie to say I’ve traveled the centerline and encountered madness and fame only on the periphery. I believe it is where I came from that has ultimately always been my saving grace.


I’M JUST A country kid who got lucky. I got the best friend the world had to offer and a world that offered us everything; the parental backbone that never wavered in its support, a mother who invested me with her dreams and through whom I have lived vicariously; and a God who allowed me to make mistakes and redeem myself. In Carol Reed’s movie of Graham Greene’s The Third Man, Holly Martins declares, “I’m just a hack writer who drinks too much and falls in love with girls.” Slightly over-self-deprecating perhaps, but for a time I might have imagined this to be a good inscription on my tombstone. There is however another saying: “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” Luckily, while not equipped with razor-sharp recollection, my recall is lucid enough to prevent this from happening.


In a restaurant, I can’t sit with my back to the door. Not sure if I’m OCD, but I excel at organizational skills. Slightly claustrophobic, not crazy about heights. Love martinis but one is enough. Tend to be opinionated at times but good at reigning it in. Love long-legged women, clueless about cars, love trucks. I read several dozen books a year, cook every night, and am uncomfortable if music isn’t playing. Don’t like scat singing or modulation, jazz is my preferred music, and my favorite colors are black and dark blue. Have no problem eating on my own in a restaurant, have to have a dog, and hate clowns and circuses. I’d never heard a Pink Floyd album until 2015, Penderecki’s “Polish Requiem” can make me cry, love trains, and am a confirmed sushi snob. I’ve never wanted to be anyone else, but if I had to choose I’d be Michael Caine. Michael Caine who rides horses like Buster Welch, plays guitar like Kenny Burrell, and sings like Vince Gill. The best bumper sticker I ever saw said, “I Brake for Brian Wilson.” Love the smell of liver and onions, love onions hate liver. I think Mick Jagger is unique as a lyricist; The Wild Bunch is the greatest American movie ever made; and “Amazing Grace” is the best redemption song ever written.


That’s the short version, if you want more feel free to continue.





The Ballad of Reg and Bern


A tinkling piano in the next apartment.


—ERIC MASCHWITZ AND JACK STRACHEY
“These Foolish Things”


Sheila hated my coat. I can’t say I blame her. It hung on a hook on the back of our bedroom door like a Neanderthal artifact from the Natural History Museum, its only credentials for hipness being that the members of bands like Cream and Pink Floyd wore ones like them. I’m not sure if theirs stunk the way mine did, but when it rained, which was often, it smelled like an uncured yak hide. Afghan coats were in style, as were kaftan jackets, three button tees, and velvet pants. I’m positive we didn’t succumb to the latter, but as for everything else, my new best friend and I did our very utmost to look the part.


Sheila was Reg’s mother. Brassy, busy, and at that time stereotypical of the suburban clerical go-getter. Like so many of her social compatriots, she liked a drink, a knee’s up (a party), and a quick chorus of “Down at the Old Bull and Bush.” With her neighbor, a blousy lovely called Mavis, and her delightfully jovial sister, Win, they would sit in the front room listening to James Last albums, laughing raucously and smoking prodigiously. Still, she didn’t like my coat. “Bleedin’ smelly, ole thing!” she would exclaim repeatedly.


I was wearing my hair like Steve Marriott of the Small Faces, like long, straight curtains parted in the middle, and shoulder length. Reg, channeling John Lennon circa “All You Need Is Love,” was sporting a splendid walrus mustache, untidy brown curls, and in the ultimate tip of the hat to the hippest Beatle, a pair of gold rimmed granny glasses. Lennon, who’d ditched his heavy horn-rimmed Buddy Holly bifocals only recently, had instigated a fashion trend with these tiny specs, and it was only a matter of time until my enterprising amigo coughed up the necessary for his own. On the day of purchase, my friend, feeling decidedly à la mode, was sitting across from me on the train ride home to Northwood Hills testing out his acquisition on the nightly newspaper. Suddenly, the obviously overtightened specs exploded, a shower of small brass screws, lenses, and frames springing from his face into the open pages of the Evening Standard, a single temple left swinging limply from one ear. The look on my friend’s face was as priceless as the laughter that followed.


Small incidents like this happened frequently in our equally small world, a world of hope, potent optimism, and limited charity. An army of two, we were soaking up the incoming international tsunami of American sound. Every nano fraction of liberal creativity, unstoppable fusion of urban insurrection, and quotidian musical coup d’etats rushed into our embrace and took our breath away.


The streets of this time both in the US and the UK were ringing with raucous protest. War and government were the enemy; idealists and demagogues thrashed out their differences with bullhorns and placards. On soapboxes in the parks, pseudo-revolutionaries in their berets and Che Guevara T-shirts bellowed out flatulent manifestos while in the hallowed mahogany halls of Parliament political dogma fell on the deaf ears of England’s youth.


We bought the underground press without understanding it. Did we read it? Never. It just rested under our arms, a trendy talisman, a stamp of approval, a wink of the eye to alert the straight we were hip. Most of it was unreadable anyway, printed on pages of garish psychedelic glossiness; you’d need a magnifying glass and a PhD in boredom prevention to make it through any article. Usually grumbling unintelligible pretense by some contemporary firebrand like Germaine Greer or Tariq Ali, it was all terribly affected, overwritten, and underwhelming. No one appeared to be in sync with any rational concept of the era we’d just escaped. Freedom was fleeting, and the Greatest Generation, like the baby, was being tossed out with the bathwater. The ashram and commune set may have looked groovy in their red Communist pins and Mao Tse-tung merchandise, but outside of fornication and inhalation they were obviously painfully unaware that the man they sported on their T-shirts was responsible for slaughtering more men, women, and children than Hitler and Stalin combined.


We were patently aware that so much of the music we were listening to was politically charged, but to my mind, at least there was some ingenuity and creative variation driving it. Lyric propelled by melody, whether high octane and dangerous or lilting and hypnotic, conveyed in us more awareness of the universal status quo than a slew of interchangeable talking heads ever could.


Music was our godhead, the town crier, plugged in and potent. Songs were everything to us, and we wanted in so badly we could taste it. When Johnny Cash shot a man in Reno, just to watch him die, I believed him. I wanted to get to that place, that level of storytelling.


Backtracking to the short but intermediary time before my introduction to Reg’s formative home at Frome Court is essential history. It began with a train that brought me south in 1967, at age seventeen, depositing me and one battered leather suitcase at King’s Cross station. On arrival and at the invitation of my dad’s brother, Henri, and their younger sister, Genevieve, I’d taken up residence at their French family enclave 68 Howards Lane, a large but comfortable house on a leafy, polite street in the distinctly middle class suburb of Putney.


My grandparents crossed the English Channel at the turn of the century settling in Sydenham, a suburb of London, and established a wine importing business in the city. At the same time, they found ample time to get busy and impressively produce five children, four boys and one girl. The offspring were duly shipped back to France to be educated and then left to their own devices. Some remained, some returned, one of which was my dad, who, after serving heroically in North Africa and Burma during WWII, turned his back on city life and embraced his passion for animal husbandry and farming. During my formative years at home, my parents would frequently converse in French, my mother having mastered the language while being schooled in Switzerland.


GENEVIEVE, WHOSE ANGELIC wing I had always found comfort under, was known to everyone in the family as Tati, a bastardized turn on “tante,” the French translation for aunt. Tati was a confirmed spinster and a family treasure. Although she would be the last to admit it and was unfailingly self-effacing, she was that which around everything revolved. The closest thing to a matriarch the current generation possessed, she was quintessentially of a different era and unapologetic of her embrace of nurturing and matronly hobbies. She knitted, sewed, darned, and had the largest cat I’d ever seen. She was simultaneously delighted by my presence and equally enthusiastic about a culture she had absolutely no grasp of.


At one time or another, the house on Howards Lane was a hotbed of youthful testosterone. Uncle Henri, through his wife, Mathe, had sired enough sons to constitute over half a French soccer eleven. Six strapping boys, all of whom occupied space in this large three-story dwelling, each unique in his own way, friendly, familiar, and good-natured. They were a hunky, good-looking brood, boisterous, sporty, and completely bereft of sibling rivalry.


My assigned crib was a tiny cubicle on the second floor to the left of Henri and Mathe’s room and across the hall from Tati. It was basically a narrow bed along the wall on one side with a shelf and lamp several feet above the headboard and a bare table on the opposite wall where I laid out my meager belongings. That was it, spartan indeed, but better, I imagined, than the kind of rat-infested and freezing squats many of my struggling contemporaries were inhabiting elsewhere.


Possibly it was my inherent fear of the aforementioned vermin that caused me during my first night’s slumber to dream of them. What their significance might have represented is anyone’s guess, but they poured out of the cellar bellow, up to my room, and under my sheets. Thrashing frantically in my sleep, I managed to tangle up royally in the dangling chord of the weighty light fixture on the shelf above. Down it came, several pounds of blue porcelain disintegrating on my head and knocking me out cold. Being unconscious, I got a good night’s sleep, until I awoke groggily the next morning nestled amid a collection of jagged pottery and shards of glass. Trussed up in electrical wire, my back and arms a welter of cuts and scratches, sheets red with blood, and an egg-sized lump front and center of my forehead, I was lucky not to have severed an artery.


Years earlier, as a small child, this home had seemed enormous. Cavernous and exciting, even years later it had lost none of its allure. It was an exploratory maze, a three-tiered warren of bedrooms, bathrooms, cellars, kitchens, quaint cubbyholes, and attics. It had an antiquated magic that wasn’t so much dowdy as mysterious without being scary. The kind of place where the most predisposed imagination could locate a transportive wardrobe or looking glass.


The true oddity was a large living room that seemed to serve no purpose other than to idle in inertia. Like Miss Havisham’s unrequited reception room minus the cobwebs, it sat forever dormant. In the entire time I visited or stayed I never saw one person enter or entertain there. I’d sneak in every once in a while to digest the intense silence, my feet making little more than a shuffling swish on the gaudy carpeting, my visuals tracking across this dead room of antiquated quilted armchairs, frumpish overstuffed couches, and plethora of ceramic tchotchkes. Framed photos of indistinguishable ancients, sepia soaked, so distant that it was doubtful any current habitant could name them, vied for space in the overly polite mustiness. It smelled of age and mothballs, talcum powder and stale lavender.


This peculiarity aside, it was a residence of dueling characteristics. Every big house has its secrets, and this one was no different. It was here in one particular room at the age of fourteen that I had made a discovery that was to completely revamp my musical outlook and thrill me in ways that can only be compared to tantric sex and St. Paul’s Damascan light.


The cabinet in which this treasure lay was in the dining room, a main artery in the thoroughfare of the household. Accessing it in solitude was not easy. Mealtimes were sacrosanct, especially on the weekends when the tribes gathered and the continentality of Frenchness reached its zenith. At any given time, any number between ten and twenty raucous family members descended on Howards Lane. Massive appetites in tow, and with a devout religiosity to church and food, the soul and stomach were doubly blessed. If you closed your eyes it would be hard not to imagine yourself at a full-on faux alfresco banquet somewhere on the sun-kissed hills of old Provence. In suburban Putney, the escargot soup and cassoulet were flowing.


MY HOLY GRAIL, the cabinet of which I speak, this teak receptacle of questionable vintage, stood thirty inches off the ground and was about four feet in length. It had a wobbly sliding door and an old but serviceable turntable on the right side. Piled high indiscriminately to the left was an absolute jumble of discs stacked with no uniformity or cataloguing whatsoever. This was a cabinet totally forgotten, an artifact of earlier years. Possibly used extensively in the past, it was now the archeological dig of my young life. It was situated by the dining room door, and at some previous time most likely had a virile life given the variation of eclectic music housed within. With the exodus of offspring and interchanging generational tastes, the appreciation of any of the genres that were gathering dust within spoke volumes to me of who might well have dictated the tastes of earlier Taupins.


Back home in Lincolnshire, I had a meager record collection: a few current scratchy pop singles and some hit parade shows taped off the BBC onto our bulky Robuk reel-to-reel recorder. But outside of that, this being 1964 and the distinct musical changes currently taking place, it was still the first generation of rock and rollers who had us strapping on our tennis rackets before the bedroom mirror.


Shuffling through this grab bag of discarded discs, it was easy to access what music had rung out of the family’s tinny turntable over the previous decade. The French tastes were to be expected. Some of the old guard by way of Edith Piaf, Georges Brassens, and Charles Trenet, the obvious like Johnny Hallyday and Sylvie Vartan, and the glossy yé-yé EPs by a collective of continental chanteuses such as Frances Gall, Jacqueline Taieb, and Chantal Goya. Most though were by Mireille Mathieu and Françoise Hardy, two of France’s most iconic and prolific stylists. The rest were just some cheesy classics, mundane chamber music, and awful Gallic opera. It was underneath, deep down at the very bottom that the real treasure lay: old 78s by the kinetic and robust skiffle pioneer Lonnie Donegan. Born Anthony James Donegan, he’d come up through the ranks of British trad jazz, playing with stalwarts of the genre such as Chris Barber and Ken Colyer. Ultimately, his ambition, and depending on who’s doing the talking, his outward cockiness, outgrew the confines of his contemporaries. After an opening slot at the Festival Hall supporting blues musician Lonnie Johnson, he changed his name and in 1955 became England’s first major rock star and premier musical influence. Embracing and inventing it in equal quantities, skiffle was folk music on amphetamines. Under Donegan’s frantic fanning style and hiccuping vocals, he created a wholly original format that was to be emulated by literally hundreds of British teenagers. History may have rewritten the parable as “I heard Elvis and everything changed,” but two years before the Mississippi Flash meant diddly-squat. Instead, a squirrelly little Scottish runt had every teenager in the UK wanting to be him. Skiffle was cheap and exciting, driven by percussive energy: It was a washboard, a tea-chest bass, and cheap Spanish guitars playing accelerated versions of traditional American folk ballads. It spawned a nation of wannabes, including the formation of John Lennon’s Quarrymen. Skiffle brought Lennon and McCartney together. John may hastily have said, “Before Elvis there was nothing,” but with all due respect, I beg to differ. Lonnie may not have been in the league of Louis Armstrong, Frank Sinatra, Hank Williams, and Robert Johnson, but he was undoubtedly the first to introduce England’s fledgling rock gods to some of the greatest grassroots music ever written.


At that point in my musically uneducated adolescence I didn’t know anything about songwriter credits. I never once bothered to study the labels and consider the small print in parentheses barely legible below the artist’s name. I just presumed whoever was singing it made it up, those weighty rotating shellacs leading me to believe that this patently Scottish product, landlocked in a wholly British musical habitat, could be the purveyor of such mythical tales. “Rock Island Line,” “The Grand Coulee Dam,” “John Henry,” and “My Dixie Darling” staggered me with their storytelling, and who was I to question their authorship?


Eventual curiosity in the performer and associated literature would soon lead me to the true vendors of this Americana magic. It’s almost impossible to truly describe how these songs transported me and became the arrow pointing to everything that was to come later. Woody Guthrie, Huddie Ledbetter (aka Lead Belly), A. P. Carter, and the extraordinary work of musical archivist Alan Lomax opened up a door to another world.


Country music was birthed in Bristol, Tennessee, in 1927. Black R & B, bastardized and rebranded as rock and roll, slithered greasily out of Sun Studio in 1954. Charley Patton helped invent Delta blues in 1929, and the Beatles soaked the Cavern Club walls with hormonal sweat in 1961, but for one skinny-assed English kid, the big bang came out of a ramshackle radiogram at 68 Howards Lane, Putney, London, in 1964.


The great American troubadour Ramblin’ Jack Elliott once told me that Lonnie Donegan was one of the most unpleasant men he’d ever met, which upset me tremendously. But then again, Ty Cobb wasn’t a terribly nice guy either, and he was arguably the greatest baseball all-rounder of all time. Personally, I assure myself that especially in our formative years, we all suffer from momentary lapses of assholedom.


In 2002, Elton and I received the British Music Trust Award at the Grosvenor House in London. In a taped tribute to us, a visibly frail Lonnie Donegan said, “I’ve not spent enough time with Bernie—so if you see me advertised at your local, do pop around and say hello, I would love that.” Ironically, it was not to be, as he passed away the day before the award ceremony. He had been on a late-life UK tour and had suffered a heart attack in Lincolnshire twenty-four miles from where I was born. Prophetic to say the least, it’s immeasurable how much I owe him.


I didn’t stay at Howards Lane very long, as it just wasn’t practical. Reg and I needed to be in closer proximity of each other in order to create effectively and interact more personally. In truth, we were becoming closer and closer as friends with the obvious realization that in order to fight our battles it was best to do so as a united front.


I fully appreciated the effort the southern branch of the Taupin family had made in accommodating me, especially the delightfully matronly and sympathetic ear of Tati. She might not have known Mick Jagger from Michel Legrand, but she could chuckle like a schoolgirl and bring the sun out on a cloudy day. It had been fun during my first week at Howards Lane to accompany her to her clerical job in the City, London’s predominately financial area. Tati worked in the offices of Uncle Henri’s wine importing business and allowed me to tag along in order to hunt and peck out my virgin verse on one of their fantastic old Olivetti typewriters. The office itself was too beautiful to be termed démodé, but it did have a wonderfully anachronistic feel about it. Pre-Formica, aluminum, and plastic, it was all wood and smelled of mahogany and pipe smoke. It’s leather-covered desks and tall burnished oak filing cabinets with brass handles brought to mind government war rooms and Kenneth More movies. There were inkwells, blotting paper, and items that scratched, rattled, and thumped rather than things that hummed and whirred with agitated clinical ISO noise.


It was here that I hammered out so many of the lyrics to what would become some of the very first songs Reg and I ever collaborated on. Fanciful, flowery, and naive, yet too innocent and childlike to be tainted by pretension, they mirrored the times without being derivative. After years of hesitancy regarding their worth, I’ve come to the conclusion that I’m no longer ashamed of their pedigree. They can be set alongside the work of contemporaries such as Cream collaborator Pete Brown, Floyd architect Syd Barrett, and the likes of Donovan and Procol Harum’s Keith Reid, all of whom were relishing the fame we aspired to achieve, as we were all, in fact, picking fruit off the same tree.


Retrospectively, it’s odd to think that these guileless paeans to a bright new tomorrow were conceived in an inherently buttoned-up bastion of the Old World. In many ways, this area of London was the very antithesis of the counterculture, an ultraconservative army of like-minded autocrats retaining a death grip on tradition. Like René Magritte’s surrealist painting Golconda come to life, they poured out of the suburbs every morning, aligning parts of a precision machine, identical in every way. Bowlers, brollies, and briefcases, gray pinstripe pants, and neatly folded copies of the Times snapped to attention under their arms. Likewise, they disembarked en masse in the belly of bureaucracy, marching like an army of replicants, cloned civil servants on the hamster wheel of repetition. Sitting on the train surrounded by this homogeneous horde is an indelible memory, the most totally British image of postwar England that I can recollect. My presence among them can only have been a sad reminder of what they had fought the war for. Peering over their papers they looked down their noses, sneered visibly, and tutted with disdain. In my proto-hobo garb and shoulder-length hair, I was an eyesore, an unnatural blemish on their uniformity, as conspicuous as Boxcar Willie at the Carlton Club.


My noxious coat in tow, I moved in with Reg: 3A Frome Court, Pinner Road, Middlesex, to be exact, and a step in the right direction for all concerned. Here, we were able to really knuckle down to the business at hand. Conveniently, Sheila’s job kept her absent during the day so that in the tranquility of the apartment, we could fire up the conveyor belt on our creative engine. The apartment was small but had a sympathetic vibe conducive to our nascent songwriting.


It was situated on the second floor with two sets of stairs on each side: an interior set that led up from the front door and a stone set on the exterior that led up to the rear entrance and into the kitchen. It was a small kitchen that led to the hallway, which ran the length of the apartment. Immediately outside the kitchen to the right was a relatively spacious living room that housed Reg’s upright piano. Turning left, the hallway ended with the bathroom at the left, Sheila’s bedroom in the middle, and our room next to it on the right.


Sheila was handling things solo until her husband, Reg’s stepfather, Derf (Fred in reverse), came home from working a contracting job in Nigeria. So from the get-go, Frome Court had enough elasticity in the air to accommodate the ebb and flow of camaraderie and good humor. Although Sheila’s personality would morph into something different over time, back in those fledgling days it was on an even keel of encouragement and bawdy affability. I worked in our bedroom at the back of the apartment, and Reg hammered away in the living room at the front. It was either me heading down the hall with a “Hey, try this,” or him heading in the opposite direction with a “Come take a listen.” Heady times indeed, both exciting and thrilling. The obvious reward of cohabitating manifested itself in a more immediate form of gratification. The work may not have been what it would become, but it was where we began in earnest.


It was like embarking on an exotic adventure, standing on the jetty gazing into the open mouth of an uncharted river. We didn’t know what lay ahead, but we were ready for anything. Disappointment might lay around any given bend, and our confidence was occasionally rattled, but we knew we were improving every day, and driven by sheer love of what we were doing, the possibilities limitless in our exuberant minds.


We still, however, had to sweat the small stuff. Over the years, my progression in all things culinary is something I’m immensely proud of. It’s something I excel at, something I am passionate about, and something that I invest a great deal of time in. I cook every day, I do my own marketing. It’s cerebral and satisfying in the same way I’m nurtured by music, literature, and art. The preparation, the purpose, the aromas, and the subtle fragrance and muted rainbow of spices. In 1968, I couldn’t fry an egg.


There was a particular evening back then when in the absence of Sheila and with hunger driving the bus, we decided to go it alone. Armed with a packet of Wall’s pork sausages and a box of strawberry Instant Whip, we approached the utensils and appliances as if offering sacrifice, the mocking hiss of gas and snickering yowl of electricity thrumming in time with our hapless trepidation. How hard could it be? Oil in the pan, sausages in the pan, whack the heat up, no problem. Strawberry powder in the bowl, milk in the bowl, whisk in the bowl, easy peasy. Not so hard.


Small tongues of flame began to form in the pan, cooking oil spat viciously, and the bangers turned black as the flames danced higher. My attention drawn from mixing duty to sausage inferno, I inadvertently raised the whisk from the bowl. Like spackle catapulted from a trowel, a perfect spray of pink goop jettisoned around the kitchen walls. Lots of smoke, fire, and panic ensued. Managing to extinguish our disaster without burning down Frome Court, the cleanup left us famished. “You get the cornflakes, I’ll get the milk!”


It was pretty early on that Reg tested the waters. We were inseparable, joined at the hip, and completely the inhabitants of our own world. So it was only natural that he would add to the confusion that must have been raging in his psyche by placing his hand on my thigh. This was done almost clinically as if he felt it necessary, but at the same time wanting to get it over with. Elton was still a long way from coming out, and even further from understanding it, the consummation of his chosen path being several years from this point. This innocent approach was done with zero aggression and lacked anything of a predatory nature. If anything, I think it made me laugh. It was easily deflected and immediately understood. Of course, if I had reciprocated, it would have spelled disaster. One of the tried-and-true components of our lasting relationship has been those parts of our personalities that have always remained polar opposites. If we’d have been sexually like-minded, it would have undoubtedly, eventually crashed and burned. Would our friendship have endured? Would our working relationship be fractured? Not to mention the songs themselves, just imagine how the lyrical input of our compositions would have deviated in an alternate universe. Had this been the case, some of our most enduring classics would certainly have never come to pass.


Interestingly enough, I don’t recall being remotely disturbed by this action or the knowledge that my best friend harbored homosexual tendencies. I imagine that perhaps I wasn’t altogether convinced initially that gay Reg was a reality, and perhaps in my naivety thought that his proximity to a charismatic homosexual, like his former employer, the singer Long John Baldry, had rubbed off on him. Considering where I came from, you’d imagine my machismo might have been inflamed by this affront to my manhood, but, once again, I bow to the roots of my raising to have steered me away from pigeonholing my friend as a flaming queer. The other glaring omission in this assessment was that my friend wasn’t in the slightest bit camp. In an era where grating stereotypes were the product of puerile comedy, and effeminate composites made any gay man a lisping rouged Nancy boy, Reg was everything that screamed “not gay.” A hardcore soccer fan, eclectic musical tastes, tough as old boots, hell, Reg was my very own Ronnie Kray, the gay half of the Kray brothers, the East End’s notorious twin gangsters.


We may have built our mutual affinity for each other on a bedrock of music and contemporary culture, but we came from decidedly different backgrounds that would eventually define our carbon footprint in the world. Happy childhood, unhappy childhood, it’s easy to understand how Reg, an only child under the thumb of an emotionally remote and domineering father would find solace in the friendship of me, the product of a carefree and affectionate adolescence. I was the imaginary brother who became a reality, and I can only imagine that Reg realized, and was relieved, that what he had wished for was a real friend rather than a temporary lover.


As much as some people might think, we have never been a beast with two heads. Outside of those burgeoning years, we have never lived in each other’s pockets or clung to each other’s coattails. From the moment we made our mark, we severed our umbilical cord and went our own way. Our devotion to each other has never wavered, and our friendship grew substantially just as our lifestyles took radically different paths. We grew up fast; we had no choice. We may not have matured in the conventional sense, but as far as our camaraderie is concerned, it attained loftier heights. Cerebral. Telepathic. Call it what you want. Geography may perpetually separate us, and outside pursuits and alternate careers may hamper our social interplay, but nothing can sever the bond we forged at Frome Court. It was a secret society with two members still totally in tune, respect and love being our singular constant.


In the beginning, we had each other’s backs, but with me being the newbie in town and still a little wet behind the ears, he was the major contributor when it came to a protective and nonjudgmental attitude. From certain parties I encountered a relative level of condescension in our small but urban enclave of workhorses. I was either deemed too introspective, bumpkinesque, or ignored completely due to my lack of hands-on musicality. Reg saw my capabilities, understood my worth, and guarded it. I learned fast, didn’t need to make a spectacle of myself, soaked in my surroundings, and eventually had the last laugh.


Oh, we did get out, of course; we weren’t chained to our suburban sweatshop. Since our initial deal with Dick James Music as could be/might be songwriters, in-the-trenches purveyors of bland pop, we had made a habit of spending several days a week “hanging out” at his offices situated above the Midland Bank at 71-75 New Oxford Street just off Charing Cross Road. We’d gravitated here in the shadow of the newly erected Centre Point building by way of our much-recorded and recounted introduction through Ray Williams, the boyish wunderkind of the emerging Liberty Records. Having responded to Ray’s initial ad, Reg and I had both separately visited his plush and intimidating offices in Mayfair. For my part, an invitation to “pop by sometime” to discuss my submissions was drolly improbable considering I inhabited a fanciful world, countrified and over five hours away from his groovy fiefdom.


Time out. Let’s bypass all the baloney and dispel myths here. Legend has it that I was reticent to answer the ad and my mother ultimately mailed my submission (I just forgot, OK?), and Ray randomly pulled my package of lyrics from a pile of contenders and handed them to Reg. How many lyricists do you honestly think responded to the advertisement? Er, me, that’s how many!


Our reason for making DJM a pit stop was twofold. It’s here that we’d make demos of our songs, and it’s here that we’d socialize with the studio staff, all of whom had become partisans to our cause. We were still creating work that, on one hand, was our contribution to Dick James’s desire for MOR ballads (that is, middle-of-the-road) suitable for the Engelbert Humpderdinck– and Cilla Black–styled performers who relied on outside material while keeping our chops honed by knocking out our hippy renderings. For this we were being payed the princely sum of £5 a week for me, and £10 for Reg, given that he did the singing. Not a lot to live on even back then, but we divested it frugally and managed to scrape by.


The four-track studio where we worked was located in the rear while the rest of the floor was made up of offices inhabited by employees of varying degrees of importance. On one hand, the airless cubicles squirreled away in back were occupied by the old guard, Dick’s cronies from the past retained benevolently, no doubt out of a sense of loyalty, aging music publishing veterans whose time had come and gone and who were still clinging on to an almost vaudevillian past. Artifacts of the radio’s dustier days, they did their best to look relevant in their shabby suits and shuffling gaits. Clipboards in hand, they would puff on their pipes and talk earnestly of old school affairs and Matt Monro covers.


The larger offices occupied the cooler real estate up front adjacent to Dick’s expansive domain. This is where the young guns resided, the record pluggers whose job it was to wine and dine the tastemakers and radio programmers. They were a flashy lot in their double-breasted suits, kipper ties, and good haircuts. Laddish and good-humored, they added color and a degree of trendy virility to the place. They were jocular and friendly even while being on a faster track than we smaller fry. These guys operated in a zone of accepted chauvinism, a principality of sexist quips, and expense accounts.


The hub of everything was undoubtedly the reception area. When not working in the back or kibitzing in the cutting room, we would hang out here and watch the traffic. There was a coterie of songwriters vying for studio time back then, some like us waiting for a break and others who had a foothold on the ladder. All, though, would interact and hang casually talking shop around the expansive Naugahyde couch fronting Dick’s office. Being that Dick had been blessed with the good fortune to secure the Beatles publishing in 1963, the occasional mop-top might on occasion swing by to use the facility. We were years away from proving that, in Dick’s case at least, lightning does indeed strike twice.


If we were cutting demos, or inclined to dine in, we’d send out for sandwiches. These were picked up by the office errand boy or as we referred to them back then “runners.” The young lad currently employed in this role was an eager to please South Londoner full of youthful bustle and barrow boyish charm. The fact that he would go on to become one of England’s greatest living actors is a placeholder of no short measure. His name, Gary Oldman!


Out of the office we ate cheaply, we had no choice. Indian food was as exotic as we got, which is no surprise considering it was then, and remains to this day, as British as fish and chips. To put a healthy edge in our diet and to placate discerning friends, we often frequented Cranks vegetarian restaurant in Soho. Personally, this was never to my taste. It seemed like a cuisine still not yet perfected, everything tasting like cardboard and nuts. More often than not, though, we took lunch at the Lancaster Grill around the corner from Dick’s on Charing Cross Road. Here in the spot where Reg and I first discussed collaborating. The food was as basic as it gets, and as cheap as you’d want. That greasy spoon is still a pivotal compass point in our history, the spot where we both said, “I do.” Whatever it is today, and if anything in our narrative merits one of those blue oval plaques, it’s that emporium of weak tea and beans on toast that gets my vote.


We’d pour over the music press here, which at the time consisted of a quartet of weeklies. Melody Maker, Disc, Record Mirror, and the NME, the latter being the one to carry the infamous ad introducing Liberty Records in June 1967. The ad that both Reg and I had responded to and, ultimately, brought us to this very spot. These periodicals served as our town crier alerting us to new releases of interest, who was playing the clubs, and info on incoming American artists gigging in the UK. We may not have been terribly interested as to whether Edgar Broughton had changed his lineup or that the Groundhogs were playing the University of Leeds, but they were instrumental in alerting us to major happenings, seismic shifts in the current scene that had all manner of emerging bands carving out notable introductory releases while vying for quality time on the stages of London’s hippest clubs and the developing festival culture. Beating us to the punch and making waves were groups like the fantastic folk rock band Fairport Convention, the inventive psych swirls of Family and Traffic, and the doom-laden crunch of the soon-to-be metal behemoth Black Sabbath.


IT WAS SOMEWHERE around this time that it was suggested that my friend jump ship from jobbing songwriter and become Elton John, erstwhile recording artist. Our first stab at notoriety being an appallingly heavy-handed piece of maudlin junk entitled “I’ve Been Loving You.” Reg’s name change had come sometime earlier due to necessity and a little brainstorming. In an age when normality in branding had become de rigueur, it was sensible on our part to adopt something in the middle. Elvis, Buddy, Marty, Daryl, and Dion were names of another era. Mick and Keith, John and Paul, Ray, Roger, Pete, Eric, Jimi, George, and Ringo! All these had a routine coolness and modernity compared to Reg and Bernie, which in comparison sounded like a combined company of plumbing and accountancy.


The fact that we allowed ourselves to be saddled with this dreck shows a desperation on our part to achieve success. It was even made more so by my noninvolvement in its composition. Along with its B side, Elton had composed both. Melodically stagnant and lyrically bland, it was a sad submission to everything we aspired not to be. We were allowing our dreams to become hijacked in order to acquire even the most abhorrent degree of fame.


I’m happy it tanked, of course. Had this withering piece of wax charted, the whole gambit of our desired path would have temporarily been harnessed to a rotisserie of working men’s clubs and end of the pier reviews before oblivion.


It was to prove a prodigious wake-up call for us, an unsubtle kick in the pants that ultimately led to a serious reset and unforeseen intervention. Directly before this took place, though, things got weird. Elton got engaged, and a humongous wrench got thrown in the works.


I’m not going to pretend to remember how this astonishing occurrence happened, but sometime during Elton’s stint backing Long John Baldry he’d met a young woman called Linda Woodrow. They became friends and Elton had been persuaded to believe that there was more to it than an amicable relationship. At a time when he was still unsure of his own sexual orientation and how to distribute his pent-up love, it was extraordinary to watch him approach a traditional heterosexual dance. I truly don’t think he knew what hit him and was just swept up in the accepted normality of it all. Perhaps it was a hangover from his background and a subconscious attempt to eradicate his true feelings and fall into the footsteps of traditionalist values.


The consequences of all this was that we moved out of Frome Court and into a gloomy basement apartment on Furlong Road in Islington, a decidedly iffy area that is now one of London’s most expensive boroughs. I was extremely intimidated by Elton’s fiancée, who had a commanding presence that wasn’t to be trifled with. Like a big scary bird she dominated our acreage, ruling with impunity under the guise of benevolent monarch. Tall and fixated on her appearance, she reminded me of a skinny Mrs. Potato Head with all her applications exaggerated to comical effect. Towering wigs and exaggerated lashes plugged in and applied along with powder and paint in a daily ritual that ceased only when she felt she had escaped what lay beneath. I don’t think she liked me very much, but then again I can’t say I blame her. I’m sure she viewed me as subversive, deviantly attempting to drive a wedge between them to thwart her quest to transform her beau from Bob Dylan into Buddy Greco, or at worst a respectable accountant. I certainly never felt that I in anyway tried to rock the boat or sabotage her marital expectancy. I found out much later on that she thought I was a stoner, which in retrospect impresses me immensely considering my proximity to the drug culture at the time was a blip on the horizon. For the most part, I just tried to steer clear of any acrimony and hope for the best.


Her fixation with cleanliness, while bordering on obsession, came with serious double standards. If she was Lady Tremaine and we were a couple of Cinderellas, then her precious dog was the ugly sisters combined. For while we vacuumed and dusted, her scraggly hound would crap and piss with impunity. “Here a turd, there a turd, everywhere a turd, turd” was our mantra, and while we hopscotched around the defecation, it was hard not to smell rebellion along with urine on the wind.


The interesting thing is that I can’t recall writing anything at Furlong Road, I don’t even know if we had a piano. It just wasn’t a creative environment, our number one daily objective being to get the hell out of there. It didn’t help that it was a basement flat, perennially dark, any joie de vivre sucked out of it by the overwhelming vacuum of apprehension. Emerging from it was like coming up for air, the diminishing returns of what it had to offer harnessing us with all number of questions. Most crippled by these questions was my friend, who was undoubtedly agonizing over how to handle his impending wedding vows. They were shallow times and a low in both self-confidence and compositional improvement, both digging us deeper into a quagmire of self-doubt.
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