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Disbanded



Welcome to the Worst Day of Your Life


On Sunday, 19 August 1962, a Beatles fan called Bruno punched George Harrison in the face. The band were playing a gig at the Cavern Club, and a story in Mersey Beat had broken the news that Pete Best had been fired. The crowd were chanting ‘Pete for ever, Ringo never’ and ‘Pete is best,’ and Bruno was very much a Pete Best man. Brian Epstein had presciently attended the gig with a bodyguard, but George Harrison was left with a black eye for the band’s very first recording session the following week.


This most famous example of musical rejection provides a perfect illustration of its potency: kicking someone out of a band is always a form of betrayal.


I’ve frequently found it heart-breaking myself. From youthful shocks when members of favourite groups were suddenly ‘disappeared’, to closer-up fall outs I’ve witnessed in the music industry, these rejections often feel like tragedies. The original line up can seem as though it’s somehow the only right one; excising a person from it breaks primal rules around never leaving anyone behind, and everyone deserving a second chance.


A great deal of each member is poured into a band and the burning effort to make it successful. Deep bonds are formed of the kind that outsiders can only marvel at, and which result in the chemistry that makes the music great. But within these bonds there are rivalries, dissatisfactions and resentments, and they can seep into the project’s bloodstream and act as poison. Musical relationships are often forged in youth, and a breaking of them appears emblematic of a terrible, adult hardening.


Of course, by the time the end finally comes, the doomed bandmate might have had dozens of second chances. Often the rejection is entirely necessary. Sometimes, though, as we’ll see, the loss of an original member can fatally wound even the biggest of bands.


One thing is always true: these stories tell us a great deal about the act in question. And about groups in general, too. Bands are strange, unique social organisations. They’re formed from varying measures of friendship, creativity and business. Sometimes a member is included purely for their ability and despite their total lack of suitability in every other regard. Conversely, successful bands may tolerate a subpar player if they make the social group work better. Very often, bands are viewed by one or more of their members as a route to purely individual success – and damn the others.


As kids we put posters of these little gangs on our walls and imagine them to be just that. The best of friends, blood brothers and sisters with an unbreakable bond. The type of friendships we crave for ourselves. Often, this is sheer illusion, and those four or five people in the picture aren’t friends at all. How soon can I escape from these morons? the singer might be wondering as he or she gazes coolly at the camera.


But what of the others in that picture? What about that interesting-looking character towards the back, standing a little apart from the rest? The one that got fired shortly after the photo was taken. Does that look in their eyes, that hint of a smile, suggest their mind was already on other things? What happened to them?


As a result of their dynamics, groups make for volatile brews. I remember a band I worked with many years ago, organised around a leader and performing under his name. They didn’t make it very far, despite a lot of time, effort and money spent on their behalf. Before they fell apart, they briefly featured a skinny, livewire guitarist with a name that a screenwriter might choose for a stripper. He had short, reddish hair, a little moustache, a leather jacket and an intense, mischievous, slightly menacing gaze. I remember thinking that his edgy charisma might add to the band’s appeal.


A few weeks after they set off on tour, upset broke out in the record company’s office when a woman on a message board accused the guitarist of spreading STDs. Shortly after that, some sort of violent explosion took place on the tour bus, in the middle of nowheresville, USA (there might have been a knife involved) and the crazed guitarist stormed off into obscurity. As we’ll discover in the stories to come, this is hardly unusual in the world of bands.


I’ve worked in the music industry for more than twenty years, primarily at record labels rather than management companies, booking agencies or publishers. We’re the people that sign the artists, help them make their records, then market those records across the globe and try to get them consumed by as many people as possible. Talk of the death of labels has been greatly exaggerated. You’ll have seen the headlines – the industry is expanding again, and record companies are doing better than they have been since the MP3 and Napster appeared like dreadnaughts on the late nineties horizon.


I’ve worked with a lot of different artists – singers, bands, rappers and electronic producers. They’ve come from all sorts of places and all kinds of backgrounds – middle-class England; brutal, underclass east London; Japan, Europe, Australia, all over America. The ones who succeed tend to be the most ambitious, and you won’t need me to tell you that there’s hard work and luck involved too.


There are self-destructive types, but also many highly self-controlled people – some frighteningly so. Nearly every time a group of musicians comes together to make a band, crew or group – genre deciding the term – someone along the way will be rejected. Some are destined for their own solo careers; others won’t get with the programme in one way or another. Many don’t quite want it enough to go through the hard years – the miserable touring and the hand-to-mouth existence, and the risk: the looming void of failure, the vision of themselves as a washed-up thirty-something with no home or pension.


I’ve always been drawn to the difficult, troubled characters, the people who are brilliant but flawed and fuck things up. I’ll attempt to go easy on the amateur psychology in this book, but I think it’s probably important to get it out in the open: I have these tendencies myself, and that’s probably why I love these characters.


Regardless, I end up being friends with the troubled, warm second guitarist rather than the cold, controlled, ambitious singer. Graham Greene said that there’s a ‘splinter of ice in the heart’ of artists, and this certainly applies to successful musicians. You have to be cold enough to shed impediments of any kind, and thus to reject your friends and bandmates. To be willing to break their hearts.


This book is about the people who are thrown out. It turns out that a perspective on bands from both the inside and outside is rare and uniquely revealing. These people were there, but they develop an objectivity by becoming outsiders, even if some of them never recover. And anyway, the people with the splinters of ice won’t tell you anything they don’t want you to hear. They need to control the narrative. The insider/outsiders might just tell the truth. In fact, through their stories, we can perceive an entire alternative history of popular music.


And this isn’t a book about fuck ups – it’s a book about bands, artists, players and people, united in their rejection but diverse in their stories and lives. For some of them, being thrown out of groups was an essential staging post on the way to finding their true callings – novelists, soldiers, towering solo successes.


We’ll uncover stories from the fringes but look at the most famous ones too – those notorious rejections that everybody’s heard of.


Like most writers, I don’t like to tell people what I’m working on until it’s finished. Partly, it’s superstition – you think you might jinx it. But in the main it’s people’s reactions you’re afraid of. If you describe an idea to someone and see a lack of interest – or worse, active dismay – in their face, it can crock the work for days.


But I felt more relaxed about The Rejects. I’d told a few people, who told other people, and I decided not to worry about it. Plus, I wanted suggestions for the cast, and a lot of music fans have a favourite kicking out story.


So at parties, bars, lunches, children’s playdates and dinners, if someone asked, I would tell them what I was working on. The vast majority of people, if they had any interest at all, would immediately ask about what I came to think of as The Famous Ones. ‘You must be writing about X?’ they’d say.


In part, these stories stay with us because they provide the most striking examples, or the really painful ones. I think they’re so notable, too, because they conform to recognisable archetypes:


It’s just not working out.


This place ain’t big enough for the two of us.


We’ve sucked you dry.


Your face doesn’t fit.


I’m too good for you anyway.


And more than that, these stories stay with us because these are archetypes from life, not just from bands. Who of us hasn’t experienced a rejection based on the above? I’d go so far as to say that we’re lucky if we haven’t experienced all of them: in love, in friendship, in work.


As we meet the cast, we won’t stick purely to the rules and will interpret rejection broadly, partly because rules are dull, but also because we’d miss out on some great tales. Along the way we’ll find glory, tragedy, chaos, failure and redemption, heartbreak, humour, violence, generosity and love. We’ll discover surprising, life-changing connections between our cast of characters. We’ll get a unique view on musicians and music and life, and we’ll have a great deal of fun.


To the Rejects, then – a supergroup all of their own. Let’s hear it for them.
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Pete Best, the Beatles


He was a lousy drummer, you know? – John Lennon


Let’s start at the beginning, and the deepest cut. Four young men in Liverpool, and the unlucky drummer who didn’t make the grade.


Every group has to walk the line between friendship and ambition. The pack-like quality required for a band to gel is essential. An outsider can only gape at these bonds – the shared language, spoken or physical, the currents of energy, the way they seem to move together, to read each other, in person and on stage.


But to be in the gang you have to play your role. If you can’t, the band has to go through the trauma of kicking you out.


Pete Best contributed to the Beatles. As the Quarrymen, they didn’t have a drummer, nor a place to play. It was Best’s mother, Mona, who set up the Casbah Coffee Club in her cellar. Pete had asked for a place his friends could meet up and listen to records. Mona had room – their house in West Derby, Liverpool had fifteen bedrooms and an acre of land.1


Pete and some friends got together and started a band called the Blackjacks. He was the drummer, and liked to hit all four beats in the bar with his bass drum. Paul McCartney, who’d begun to frequent the Casbah with his and Lennon’s band, the Silver Beetles, liked that – it was propulsive. Every band wants a drummer to be like an engine behind them, driving them forward. When their first (unofficial) manager, Allan Williams, cooked up an offer for the band to go to Hamburg, what had since become the Beatles asked Best to join.


The band’s experience in Hamburg was vivid, shocking, wild. It comes to life in Best’s autobiography. Even here, though, in his own book, Lennon and McCartney come across as the main characters. McCartney is careful with money, and jealous if another bandmate gets more attention. Lennon is like a protopunk, Sieg Heil-ing or mooning at the audience, or calling them ‘German spassies’, indicative of his early obsession with disabled people.2


All of this appears to have gone down well, part of the ‘make show!’ instruction that the gruesome impresario and former clown, Bruno Koschmider, had demanded. The band leapt around, stamped, play-fought, screamed at the audience and rolled on the floor for seven hours a night. In part, it was a good release from the frustration of sleeping in two tiny concrete cells at the back of a seedy cinema.


There are early signs that Best stands apart, though they only appear in retrospect. In Craig Brown’s One Two Three Four: The Beatles in Time, he writes ‘while the others rag about, Pete remains sombre, drumming as though it were a chore, a bit like washing up.’3


‘In those days we were all the best of friends at all times,’ Best writes, ‘and we would go through much together in the spirit of five rather seedy musketeers.’


They were still teenagers when they arrived in Hamburg – George Harrison hadn’t even turned eighteen.


Hamburg: ‘Making show’ is a hit. The venue – lifeless and grotty on arrival – fills up nightly. Lennon pushes his act, appearing in his underpants, a toilet seat around his neck, a broom in his hand. ‘Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil!’ Anyone objecting is told to get stuffed.


Ringo Starr is in the city too, drumming for fellow Liverpudlian Rory Storm. He and Best pal up: ‘It was in Germany that the friendship blossomed. We would lend each other drumsticks and go shopping for cymbals. It was an extremely pleasant relationship that would last a long time to come, but not for always.’


The boys befriend the tough, well-armed Saint Pauli waiters, who double up as venue security when things get rough. They also get on well with the women – most of them sex workers from the Herbertstrasse. The Beatles sleep with hundreds of women in Hamburg. In their tiny, dark dungeons alongside the cinema urinals, they swap them (or are swapped), try out new positions and group up for orgies. The women never charge, and in fact become jealous if slighted.


‘There were usually five or six girls between the four of us. During the proceedings there would come an echoing cry from John or George: “How’s yours going? I’m just finishing. How about swapping over? I fancy one of yours now!” ’


On the most memorable night, ‘eight birds gathered to do the Beatles a favour. They managed to swap with all four of us – twice!’


Lennon, for his part, is also an enthusiastic masturbator. ‘That was very good!’ he reports, after five minutes locked away. He doesn’t ‘like sex to be too conventional’, and regales his bandmates with the results. ‘I tried position 68, with her standing on her head in the corner!’


There’s a shocking moment in Best’s autobiography in which he and John attempt to rob a sailor. The man has made use of his visibly fat wallet to treat the Beatles to a night of food, drink and friendship. According to Best, ‘Paul and George weren’t as keen, as they pointed out the dangers.’ When it comes time to act, the pair duly melt away. John and Pete make their move, but are no match for the sailor, who fights back ‘with all the tenacity of a man who had probably seen it all in the seaports of the world’.


After punching them, he pulls one of the locally ubiquitous tear-gas guns. John and Pete charge him, deflecting the first shot, and then turn tail and run away. The sailor retains his wallet.


I find it interesting that, after what happened later, Hamburg wasn’t enough for Best. It was a rock ’n’ roll lifetime crammed into two short years. But ambition is like that. The thing that got you there in the first place means it’s impossible to give it up.


Koschmider never comes good on his promises to the Beatles, and doesn’t reward them for having turned his new venue into a success. So, when a better offer comes in, they leap at the chance. A young venue owner, Peter Eckhorn, offers the band much better terms (and accommodation) at the Top Ten Club.


Despite Koschmider’s threats – ‘if you leave me, you won’t ever play the Top Ten!’ – the Beatles jump ship. The physical threats come to nothing, but George Harrison is abruptly deported for being underage, and disaster strikes when the others empty their old cells. McCartney seeks to illuminate his and Best’s windowless room by setting alight a condom. In the process, some material on the wall is singed. In the early hours, fast asleep in their comparatively luxurious new digs, two ‘gorilla-like cops’ appear. McCartney and Best are arrested, and rapidly find themselves going the same way as Harrison.


Back in Liverpool, it feels as though it’s all over. The band don’t speak for weeks. It’s Mona and Pete who spring into action and try to retrieve the gear, making ‘frantic calls to Peter Eckhorn’, who thankfully obliges. ‘On the day of the ship’s arrival in Liverpool, Mo and I booked a taxi – there was no family car at the time – and headed off to the Customs shed at Dingle.’


The crate the gear is in is massive, and they have to break it all down to fit it into the cab.


The band get back together and begin introducing British audiences to ‘making show’. It goes down a storm, and something is really happening. Mersey Beat claims that the Beatles have ‘resurrected original style rock ’n’ roll music . . . when it had been emasculated by figures like Cliff Richard’, noting in particular the ‘mean, moody magnificence’ of Pete Best.


Continuing in the spirit he showed in retrieving the gear, Best becomes de facto manager. The band – leaner, better, more battle-hardened now – go back to Hamburg.


It’s at this stage that hair – always so crucial a rock ’n’ roll signifier – becomes ominous. Until now, the Beatles have all worn theirs swept back, in the Elvis/Teddy boy style of the fifties. In Germany, though, they reunite with former guitarist Stuart Sutcliffe, who’d stayed behind with his girlfriend, Astrid Kirchherr. One day, Sutcliffe appears with his hair swept forward into a fringe.4 Cue much piss-taking from the band, who ‘fell about, pointing to the fringe as though it were something that had afflicted him during the night, like a rash’.


Nevertheless, George soon follows suit, and a few months later so do John and Paul. Pete, foreshadowing his doom, retains his quiff.


‘No other member of the group ever made any mention to me of conforming and the style was certainly never an agreed “must”,’ he writes, rather defensively. ‘No one suggested that I should fall in line.’


Drugs, another tribal signifier, also played a role. The band began to pop amphetamine tablets – ‘making show’ was exhausting. But Pete Best wasn’t interested. For him, the booze gave him energy enough.


Back in Liverpool again, success beckons, but fault lines begin to show. Paul and John take a trip to Paris on their own. ‘It seemed a little odd that they didn’t tell us.’ Brian Epstein, the Beatles’ brilliant, tragic manager, comes on board. Mona and Pete are happy to hand over the reins: ‘He was so keen and full of enthusiasm,’ Mona said.


If anything, at first Epstein seems keener on Pete than the rest of the boys. He takes him for a drive to Blackpool one evening, and makes a pass at him: ‘Would you find it embarrassing if I ask you to stay in a hotel overnight? I’d like to spend the night with you.’


‘I told him that I would much prefer to go home,’ says Best. ‘There was no argument, no scene.’5 There was ‘nothing nasty about it, nothing obscene, nothing dirty. It was a very gentle approach.’


It doesn’t worry Best. They have a manager in place, and the Beatles are now one of the hottest live acts in Britain. They have their eyes on a bigger prize though: it’s time to start making records.


At first, this doesn’t go well. A trip to London to audition for Decca sees the band nervous and hungover. It’s New Year’s Day, 1962, and they’d spent the night celebrating in Trafalgar Square. Dick Rowe, who would become infamous as the man who turned down the Beatles, doesn’t attend, and instead sends Mike Smith, one of his A & Rs.6 He and Epstein choose a set list consisting mainly of standards, which in retrospect seems a poor decision. A row breaks out between Lennon and Epstein, who critiques John’s playing.


‘You’ve got nothing to do with the music!’ John rages. ‘You go back and count your money, you Jewish git!’


It takes months to hear back from Decca. When they do, it’s a no.


‘The news of the Decca turn-down was kept from me for days to come,’ Best says, a sense of disquiet perhaps beginning to set in.


Paul’s father Jim complains when Best is beset by female fans at a performance, his hair pulled out, his tie pulled off and his suit badly mauled. Bizarrely, Jim’s main concern is why Best didn’t call the other boys back to share in this violent experience. ‘I think that was very selfish of you,’ he says.7


Epstein tries more labels, to no avail. Worryingly, they are running out of choices. There’s only one imprint left within EMI: Parlophone. Its boss, George Martin, agrees to audition the band. Ironically, he’s looking for something in the vein of Cliff Richard or the Shadows – the bands the Beatles would shortly turn into a thing of the past.


The audition seems to go well, but for months there’s no word. In the early summer, something unsettling happens: ‘A strange conversation . . . during a visit by Joe Flannery, manager of Lee Curtis and the All-Stars and a childhood friend of Epstein’s. Out of the blue he said: “When are you going to join us, Pete?” ’


‘You must be joking,’ Best replies. ‘Why would I quit the Beatles when we’re just about to get our big break on Parlophone?’


‘Maybe I’ve jumped the gun,’ Flannery says, backtracking.


Worried, Best confronts Epstein.8


‘Eppy became very quiet, blushed as he always did and started to stammer. “I’m telling you as manager,” he said convincingly, “there are no plans to replace you, Pete.” ’


This is a lie, and Best is not long for the band. In July, Parlophone offers the Beatles a contract, but again Best is kept in the dark. A couple of weeks later, they play the Cavern, and Best says goodnight to Lennon.


‘Pick you up tomorrow, John.’


‘No,’ Lennon replies. ‘I’ve got other arrangements.’


These are the last words that John, the closest Beatle to Pete, will ever speak to him.


The next morning, Best is summoned to Epstein’s office. The manager is in an ‘uneasy’ mood and talks ‘anything but business’. Finally, he plucks up the courage to deliver his message:


‘The boys want you out and Ringo in . . .’


Best is stunned, one question echoing through his mind: Why, why, why?


‘They don’t think you’re a good enough drummer, Pete. And George Martin doesn’t think you’re a good enough drummer.’


Best is left ‘numb’. In his shock, he agrees to play a couple of remaining dates before Ringo can join. Later, of course, he realises he can’t go through with this.


Neil Aspinall, the Beatles’ driver, friend of Best and by now Mona’s lover, offers to quit. ‘Don’t be a fool,’ Pete tells him, ‘the Beatles are going places.’


Later, Aspinall asks the band why Best had been kicked out.


‘It’s got nothing to do with you, you’re only the driver,’ comes the reply. Best doesn’t accredit it, but other sources point to it having been spoken by John.


Best is left hurt and confused. Mona phones George Martin, who claims the sacking is nothing to do with him. In 1980, the producer told the Daily Mirror that he was surprised Epstein let Best go, as he seemed ‘the most saleable commodity as far as looks went’. But the drummer had ‘seemed out of it at the audition. The others laughed and joked and talked amongst themselves, but he was silent most of the time.’9 Anyway, Martin wasn’t too worried about who drummed. ‘Fans don’t pay particular attention to the quality of drumming,’ he said.


Petitions are raised by fans, dozens of whom gather at the Casbah. Mona camps out on the phone to Epstein and Martin. The band’s fans seem obsessed with Best. Surely, they will never give up? But fans are as fickle as they are fervent, and eventually that’s exactly what they do.10


Best joins Lee Curtis and the All-Stars, who evolve into Pete Best and the All-Stars, then the Pete Best Combo. Failure looms, then arrives. In 1965 Best finds himself married, a new father, living in three rooms in Mona’s house. It all becomes too much for him, and he attempts suicide by gassing himself at the old-fashioned fireplace. His brother Rory smells the fumes, breaks down the door and revives him. ‘Once I had become stabilized,’ Best writes, ‘Rory told me that I was “a bloody idiot.” ’


Something seems to strengthen in him, or perhaps he simply reaches a point of acceptance. He sues the Beatles for a libellous comment Ringo made – ‘He took little pills to make him ill,’ and in 1969 the band settles with him out of court. After a stint doing tough, manual labour in a twenty-four-hour bakery, he finally becomes a civil servant.


So, ‘Whodunnit?’ asks Craig Brown in One Two Three Four.


The official story became that George Martin had told the band they had to lose him, so what else could they do?


But it wasn’t true.


‘As in the denouement of an Agatha Christie,’ writes Brown, ‘it was the least likely suspect who finally confessed.’ It was George Harrison – ‘quiet, thoughtful young George’.


Harrison claimed that Best kept calling in sick, and that Ringo would sit in for him. ‘Every time Ringo sat in,’ George said, ‘it seemed like “This is it.” Eventually we realised, “We should get Ringo in the band full time.” I was quite responsible for stirring things up. I conspired to get Ringo in for good. I talked to John until he came round to the idea.’


George Harrison, the silent assassin. Perhaps he also understood that John, for ever hiding his sensitivity and hurt beneath a snarling, tough veneer, wouldn’t be able to resist taking credit for the sacking.


It was Harrison, too, who understood the dynamics of the fans – that they’d get over it.


When a Pete Best fan called Jenny writes a letter of complaint, he replies: ‘Ringo is a much better drummer, and he can smile – which is a bit more than Pete could do. It will seem different for a few weeks, but I think that the majority of our fans will soon be taking Ringo for granted . . . Lots of love from George.’11


He was right. Years later, a Beatles fan called Elsa Bredren spoke to the band’s biographer, Mark Lewisohn. ‘I used to love Pete and was heartbroken when they sacked him. But it soon passed, and it was as if he’d never been there.’


‘It’s like a cut,’ Mona tells fans years later, when they visit her house, the site of the long-gone Casbah Club. ‘It bleeds, it heals, but the scar’s still there.’


It’s just not working out.





1 Mona Best was a character worthy of a book herself. She was characterised by her dogged support for her son’s band, her gambling, her open-mindedness, and her affair with Neil Aspinall, who would eventually become CEO of the Beatles’ Apple Corps.


2 Best wonders if, beneath this fascination/repulsion, ‘somewhere deep down he nursed a sort of sadness for them’.


3 In researching The Rejects, I was lucky enough to exchange emails with Craig Brown. He told me about Florence Ballard (see Chapter 5) ‘The Supremes definitely sacked someone . . . there’s a good biography of them on my shelves.’ Of Best, he said: ‘He finally made quite a bit of money after he successfully sued Ringo, who’d said in an interview that he was sacked for taking too many drugs, as far as I can remember.’ Actually, Best sued the Beatles as a group for defamation of character, and they settled out of court in January 1969. Brown told me he was ‘using these musings as a work avoidance scheme’, but he also mentioned his ‘chapter on the guy who replaced Ringo on tour when Ringo was ill – he wasn’t quite sacked, in that he’d only ever been hired as a replacement, but he took it that way, and never recovered.’ This is the fascinating tale of Jimmie Nicol. As Brown says, he doesn’t qualify as a reject, but that’s one of many excellent reasons to read One Two Three Four – one of the best books about music that I’ve ever encountered.


4 The origins of the Beatles mop top are much debated. Astrid Kirchherr has both claimed and refused credit. The true pioneer is probably Klaus Voormann, Astrid’s original boyfriend. Described by Best as ‘a cultured fellow from Berlin’, he wore his hair in a fringe to separate himself from squares. He went on to design the cover for Revolver (as well as the interior of George Harrison’s house in Surrey).


5 A few years later, Brian would take John on holiday to Spain for a week. This trip would become the subject of intense speculation over a sexual encounter that may or may not have taken place between them.


6 ‘Artist and Repertoire’: perhaps the most glamorous but high-pressure role in the music business.


7 Later, when Best gamely attends a televised Beatles show after his sacking, Jim McCartney says, ‘Isn’t it great, they’re on TV!’ ‘I’m not the person to ask,’ Best understandably replies.


8 Best refers to Epstein as ‘Eppy’ throughout his book. The other Beatles preferred ‘Mr Epstein’, befitting the father figure he became to them.


9 It’s important to be clear here that Martin meant out of the group dynamics, not ‘out of it’ on drugs or drink.


10 Nevertheless, feelings about Best’s sacking remain strong to this day. ‘Of all the hundreds of names associated with the Beatles,’ Craig Brown writes, ‘his is the one that can still darken the atmosphere.’


11 In his attempts to understand the real reasons for his sacking, Best also considers the idea that he was ‘sullen’. In this, he reminds me of Jason Everman (see Chapter 12), kicked out of Nirvana and Soundgarden for being too moody.
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Steve Mann, the Mothers of Invention


He couldn’t make the changes. – Frank Zappa


Steve Mann appears to have been blessed with incredible talent and cursed with awful luck. Not only did one of the very best guitarists in Los Angeles in the mid-1960s never fulfil his ambitions, but for a long time the world wrongly thought he was dead.


Mann was born in 1943 and grew up in North Hollywood, a suburb in the San Fernando Valley just over the hills from Los Angeles. A ‘nice Jewish boy’, he discovered the guitar in high school, and his talent was immediately evident. He quickly ticked the prerequisite boxes of favouring his instrument over his textbooks and incurring parental disapproval.


Making the hop over to LA to attend Valley State College, he began immersing himself in the city’s folk scene, playing gigs at legendary venues the Troubadour and the Ash Grove. He befriended Hoyt Axton, Jorma Kaukonen and Sonny Bono. His reputation as a gifted player seems to have been established quickly, and he found himself very close to greatness on several occasions.


In 1962 he was introduced to Janis Joplin at the Troubadour, and the pair began working together and playing open mics around Los Angeles. This partnership ended when Mann briefly went north to San Francisco.1


Sometimes he performed as Little Son Goldfarb. He gave Kaukonen the nickname ‘Blind Lemon Jefferson Airplane’, and is thus indirectly responsible for naming the iconic psych-rock band.


Mann was gradually drawn away from folk and towards the blues. There are historical mutterings about doubts over how seriously a nice Jewish boy playing the blues could be taken. His talent was strong enough to overcome them. In 1967, at the pinnacle of his career, he played a solo show that was recorded and released as his best-known album, Live at the Ash Grove. On its cover, he grins out wryly at the camera, his hair black and lustrous, his face long, fleshy and handsome.


Despite the limitations of the recording, which was made direct from the PA system to a small tape recorder set on a table, Mann’s virtuosity is unmistakeable. His playing on the album is bright and fluid, the finger-picked notes chiming and lingering in the air like musical sparks. Sometimes it’s incredibly rapid, his technical skill astonishing. His voice has charm; it’s mid-toned, soft, textured and occasionally hesitant. It’s not absolutely first rate, though, which in music usually means unique, and that probably explains why he’s best known as a guitarist.


The album consists of blues standards, including ‘She Caught the Katy’, written by Taj Mahal and James Rachell, and later made famous by the Blues Brothers. Interestingly, Mann’s version contains a terrifying line that doesn’t appear in the original: ‘If I don’t get that good lookin’ woman, I’m gonna take my switchblade and cut her no-good throat.’ It seems doubtful that a man known for being gentle, as Mann was, would have written this himself, suggesting that other, lost versions of the standard might once have existed.


By 1966 he was a member of Frank Zappa’s the Mothers of Invention, who were signed to MGM and playing bigger LA rock venues like the Whisky. The Mothers were known for their sonic experimentation and complex, jam-like live performances that seemed improvised but were actually very carefully planned and rehearsed. It might have been the failure to learn these difficult arrangements that spelled Mann’s doom.


‘Steve Mann, who was one of the best guitarists in LA, wanted to stay in the group but couldn’t make the changes. We had to get rid of him,’ Zappa said.


The problem appears to have been cocaine. In 1967, shortly after Live at the Ash Grove, Mann suffered some sort of catastrophic breakdown. He disappeared from LA, and due to an errant liner note on another artist’s album, everyone thought he was dead.2 Pete Frame’s Rock Family Trees was still claiming this to be the case in the 1990s.


Mann had actually gone to the Bay Area, never to return. He resurfaced in the noughties, recording and occasionally playing live, accepting visits from pilgriming fans. He lived in care homes and was nursed by generous friends, heavily medicated, monitored for sobriety and never fully recovering his mind.


Hoyt Axton’s ‘Snowblind Friend’ was written about him. Its lyrics tell the tale of a man who seeks paradise but, finding prayer too slow, instead buys a one-way ticket on ‘an airline made of snow.’


The song became even better known when Steppenwolf covered it. Steve Mann’s story thus found its way into musical fame, even if he never did.





1 Given what happened later, it might have been that he was running away from his problems. Certainly, the Bay Area was where he’d end up when his demons apparently defeated him.


2 The singer and guitarist Stefan Grossman released an album around the time that was dedicated to ‘the dear memory’ of, among others, Steve Mann. This, combined with Mann’s disappearance, gave rise to rumours that he’d died.
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Bootsy Collins, the J.B.s


Son, y’all the greatest band in the world, but you just can’t play. – James Brown


Pioneering funk bassist Bootsy Collins learned to survive his time in James Brown’s band through laughter. But one night, the laughing went too far.


Brown was a paternal figure to Collins, if a tough one.


‘He kept me real close,’ Collins recalled. ‘To show me things, as if he knew that I was going to be out there myself one day. He showed me as much as he could, without telling me anything.’


For an artist known for his towering ego, and for being ultra-demanding about the details, this was a generous attitude to take.


‘He [told] me he’d called the radio stations and had them play his songs. He’d go there personally, and he’d take me with him. Not only did I play the shows, he wanted me to see him taking care of business.’ It was an object lesson in the application needed to succeed: ‘He was hard core, man. Hard core.’


But the lessons weren’t always easy to understand.


‘I mean, good Lord. Every night after we played a show, he called us back to give us a lecture about how horrible we sounded. Any time that you knew you’d played a great gig, and the people were loving it, he’d call you into his dressing room and say: “Haaargh! You just ain’t on it. You just ain’t on the one.” I’d be like: “What? We ain’t on the one?” ’


No matter how hard they tried, the message was always the same.


‘He was sweating profusely, his knees were bleeding – we just wore him out, and he would still call us in and tell us it wasn’t happening.’


Collins and the band began to wonder if Brown was crazy.


‘One night, we knew we wasn’t sounding really good – we were off – and he calls us back there and said: “Uh huh. Now that’s what I’m talking about. Y’all was on it tonight. Y’all hit the one.” Sometimes you just have crappy nights, you know. He would call us in there and he’d be laughing, and he’d say: “You’re killing it! Son, you’re killing it!” That’s when I really knew that this mother was gone. He was on another planet.’


Gradually though, the J.B.s realised that Brown just wanted to keep them on their toes, to drive them to practise harder.


‘He knew what he was doing. You know how sensitive musicians are.’


The bandleader gradually honed his bassist, teaching him not to be too ‘busy’, to be more minimal, focusing him in on that near-mystical beat – the one:


‘I was playing a lot of stuff. He loved all the different stuff, but if I were to give him the one – the one beat on every four count – and then play all that other stuff, he said, “Then, you my boy.” ’


But as in all master/protégé relationships, rebellion finally kicked in. At first, the unpredictable critiques were frightening. Brown appeared to be deadly serious, and these were sensitive musicians after all. Eventually, though, the J.B.s learned a coping mechanism.


‘When we saw how stupid this stuff was that he was doing, we just started cracking up. Any time he would say something like “Errrgh! You’re not on it, son,” we would die laughing.’


It worked. The band had become confident: ‘He stopped calling us into the dressing room. We knew we had it.’


And that, of course, was the first step in breaking away.


The father–son relationship had started to grate, and this being the early 1970s, LSD was on the scene.


‘I promised myself I’d never do it during a show, but he pestered me so much not to do it that one day I just did. You had to be so tight with his music; there was no way you could play it when you were high. My bass turned into a snake, and I can’t even remember playing.’


After the show, the call came for Bootsy to enter the back room.


‘He was explaining how terrible I was – even when I wasn’t taking LSD.’


This time, Collins took the coping mechanism too far.


‘I laughed so hard I was on the floor. To him, that was very disrespectful. He had his bodyguard throw me out. He fired me, but I just couldn’t stop laughing.’


It was time for Bootsy to leave home. Parliament-Funkadelic, and fellow cosmic experimenter George Clinton, were waiting for him.


‘With him, you could just come as you are,’ Bootsy recalls. ‘It was perfect, because he allowed us to experiment, and he wasn’t like a father figure. He was like, “If you wanna get loaded in the back seat, go ahead!” ’


With Clinton, Collins and the band could ‘wear whatever we wanted and fully express ourselves. There were no walls between us and the sky, you could just keep reaching and reaching.’


Eventually – and perhaps predictably – though, the experimenting itself led to harder years. Collins had a motorcycle accident when inebriated, resulting in a long hospitalisation and a fear he’d never play again. There was a subsonic plane journey when the engines blew out, and the aircraft plunged towards the Atlantic. To make matters worse, Collins had just watched Jaws.


‘Now put that together,’ he said. ‘OK, I’m gonna crash. Then if I ain’t dead, Jaws is gonna eat me.’ Thankfully, ‘one of the engines kicked back in and we were able to fly back to New York sideways. It was a crash landing, but we made it.’


These wake-up calls had the desired effect, and he got clean. In more recent years, it’s been James Brown’s lessons he’s reflected on.


‘A lot of things that we think are negative to us help shape our lives. Like the thing James was doing when he was saying I wasn’t on it, that was a negative thing and that was why he was doing it to me. It helped shape my life and make me better. A lot of things come at you in a negative way, and it depends on how you accept it and respond to it. It can make you a better person.’
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David Ruffin, the Temptations


Nobody is bigger than the group. – Otis Williams1


Ego is a well-established pitfall, but it can be very entertaining for fans. Initially a backing singer for Motown legends the Temptations, David Ruffin quickly became their star. Identified by co-writer Smokey Robinson as having the best voice in the group, he delivered their first number-one single, ‘My Girl’.


Before long, he was riding around in a custom limo, dating famous women, and taking a lot of cocaine. His suggestion that the group change its name to David Ruffin and the Temptations did not go down well. Eventually, after failing to turn up to a show, Ruffin was thrown out.


Unfortunately for his replacement, Dennis Edwards, Ruffin proved capable of turning up to shows after all. He began appearing unannounced and crashing the stage, taking the microphone to perform his best-known songs. The popularity of this tactic among fans eventually got him rehired.


Immediately reverting to type, he showed up late to the first rehearsal and was promptly sacked again.





1 Technically, this quote comes from the Otis Williams character in The Temptations miniseries, based on his book.
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Florence Ballard, the Supremes


There was something inside of her that was just pulling, that she wasn’t able to handle. – Diana Ross


A little girl is screaming.


It’s February 1976, a winter’s morning in Detroit. None of the neighbours comes to check what’s happening. Maybe they’re used to screams – they’re not uncommon, apparently, on this down-at-heel street.


The little girl was called Nicole, and she was seven years old. She was screaming in horror because of how she’d found her mother.


‘I always watched my mother. I came downstairs and she was slumped in the dining room, and I knew that something was wrong because she was foaming out her mouth. So, I climbed up in the chair and I called my grandmother, and I said: “Grandma, something’s wrong with my mommy. Somebody help me.”


‘She was so strong, even though she couldn’t move, my mother said: “Just go back upstairs.” ’


Nicole’s smarts in using the phone and raising the alarm weren’t immediately rewarded. For hours, nobody came.


***


Florence Ballard was originally the leader of the Supremes, the Motown stars who were second only to the Beatles (see Chapter 1) in terms of chart success in the 1960s. In 1965, their music was transmitted to astronauts, making them the first group to transcend the planet.


Florence was one of fifteen children. She learned to speak up to make herself heard, and she loved to sing. One day, she was sitting on the porch of her house in the projects, singing with her sister Maxine.


‘Milton Jenkins, the manager of a local boy group, the Primes, stopped his car, got out, and told us he was looking for a girl group,’ Maxine recalled.


Maxine wasn’t interested, though she must have liked Milton. She later married him and bore their five children.


Florence was definitely interested in the idea, and she quickly recruited two of her friends: Mary Wilson, from high school, and Diane Ross, from her church. The group were initially named the Primettes.


When it came time to talk about labels, the three young women looked at each other and said in unison: ‘Motown.’


Berry Gordy’s legendary Detroit label snapped up the group – on the condition they change their name. Suggestions included the Sweet Peas, the Darleens and the Melodees.


Florence said: ‘I think it should be the Supremes,’ Mary later recalled.


‘Where Did Our Love Go’, their second single under their new name, went to number one in the US. They’d already been together for six years and had released nine less successful songs as a group. It’s notable in retrospect that Diane – by now Diana (the name, rather than Diane, that was written on her birth certificate purely as a clerical error) – Ross sang lead on the song. But just then it didn’t matter. It was summer 1964, and success had arrived in dramatic fashion.


Over the next three years, the Supremes released ten number-one singles. They flew all over the world and became music stars of the highest order.


‘Flo was thrilled when they first made it big,’ Maxine said. ‘There was a glow in her eyes. She said, “I feel like I’m on top of the world. I’m so happy.” ’


The three young women were so close that they all bought houses on the same street – Buena Vista Avenue in Detroit.


Among all the mudslinging and drama that came later, there are those who suggest that Berry Gordy decided Diana Ross would become the group’s leader after he began a sexual relationship with her. That, however, doesn’t seem to be definitively true. After all, she sang lead on that first number one. Perhaps Gordy saw something in her from the start, and the rest came later. In an interview with Barbara Walters in 2000, Ross bristled at the idea that her relationship had got her what she wanted, but not in the way you might think: she was defensive of Gordy, not herself.


‘He probably believed in me more than I believed in myself,’ she says. Her guard drops a little. A look comes into her eyes – the fierce, closed look of a lover when an external challenge presents itself. That was something special, her face seems to say. Don’t presume to know.


There’s no doubt that Ross was ambitious from the outset. ‘Diane was aggressive,’ Maxine claimed. ‘She knew what she wanted and she went after it. Back in the projects in the early days, we would all start off walking down the street together, but Diane would always end up way ahead of us. She’d say: “You are all too slow. I’ll see you all later.” ’


As so often, the seeds of the group’s destruction were sown in its formation. Diana and Florence were destined to battle it out for leadership. Diana was more focused, her eyes firmly on success; Florence had a drinking problem and struggled with depression and her weight. Diana had a voice with a higher register, which Berry Gordy considered to be more distinctive1 and commercial (some would claim more ‘white’); Florence’s voice was strong – a gospel singer’s – but it was less unique.


‘Diana had that pop sound,’ Mary recalled. ‘Which was something he was really going for.’


What Diana didn’t have was the terrible trauma that had been inflicted on Florence as a teenager.


The Primettes had already formed when it happened. It was 1960, Florence was still in high school. She attended a sock hop with her brother Billy, but at some stage she lost track of him. A fellow student – a budding basketball star – offered to drive her home.


Instead, he drove her to a back street and raped her at knife-point. Allegedly, the player was future NBA star Reggie Harding.


Florence locked herself away for two weeks and didn’t return to the group for months. A change came over her, according to Mary. She’d always been the strongest personality, but now she withdrew and was never the same.


‘I had some pretty blue days,’ Florence said in an interview recorded shortly before her death. ‘I used to sit and cry for myself. I was sixteen turning seventeen. No birthday present really interested me. It all just hurt.’


Florence’s dad, Jesse, was a heavy drinker. He kept it mainly to weekends and was always a good worker. Alcoholism runs in families, though, and there’s been speculation that it did in hers. Either way, she turned to booze to make herself feel better.


Florence could never win the battle with Diana Ross. She was too damaged and unhappy, and her drinking increasingly out of control. Her weight was perceived as a problem. She had a sweet tooth and liked baking. In the Supremes, she started out as only a US size ten, but the others were skinny.


At first, she and Diana made a joke of it on stage.


‘Thin is in,’ Diana would say.


‘Yeah,’ Florence would reply. ‘But fat is where it’s at.’


The joke wore off. Diana became the clear leader of the group. Gordy changed their name to Diana Ross and the Supremes. He nattered at Florence about her weight.


‘“Florence, you’re too fat,” ’ she claimed he said. ‘Well, I was a size twelve, and I guess next to Diane maybe I was fat, but as far I’m concerned, I was pretty damn stacked.’


Eventually, she threw a drink into the label head’s face. There were screaming rows between her and Diana, and Mary Wilson later recalled that Florence could be ‘explosive’. But according to a 2007 Daily Mail interview with Maxine, Florence’s sister, rumours of physical, hair-tearing fights were unfounded.


The end came in Las Vegas in 1967. ‘He [Gordy] kept calling me fat so much until I went on stage and I poked my stomach out as far as I could. Berry called me the next morning and said: “You’re fired.” ’


‘She only got $160,000,’ Maxine claimed, ‘was forced to relinquish all royalty payments and agree never to refer to herself as a former Supreme.’


Florence never recovered. She married Tommy Chapman, Gordy’s sometime chauffeur, who became her manager too. He didn’t do either job well, allegedly beating her. The couple had three children and divorced in 1973.


‘She didn’t have a very good life after she left the Supremes,’ Don Foster, another former manager said. ‘She was not a happy person, and I think the depression was magnified because she had no outlet at all.’


‘She always had a look. She felt lost, like something was missing,’ said Chris Cornelius, her nephew.


After money from her Motown settlement went missing, she accused her attorney of embezzlement and fired him. Her house was repossessed, forcing her to rely on friends. Her drinking and depression worsened. She was a smoker, and her weight was difficult to control.


‘I drink under pressure,’ she said. ‘When I’m depressed and I drink beer, it gets all distorted. That’s no cure for any kind of heartache. I guess I drink because I want to feel happy, but it only made it worse. I thought actually, I was an alcoholic, I gotta be an alcoholic, because I keep doing this.’


But it wasn’t just beer: ‘She drank Scotch and vodka,’ Cornelius said. ‘She didn’t drink cheap liquor . . . When she bought liquor she bought good liquor, during these dark times in her life.’


By 1975, things appeared to be getting better. She had some money and a new house and seemed to be reconciled with Tommy. She made a guest appearance with Mary Wilson’s the New Supremes in Los Angeles. But in the background, she was still struggling with depression and drink. She’d begun taking anti-depressants after a spell in the Henry Ford Hospital’s psychiatric unit. Now she was taking amphetamine-based weight-loss pills, too.


On 20 February 1976, she visited her mother. She complained of feeling much too hot and began eating ice cubes out of the freezer. ‘If something happens to me,’ she said, ‘take care of my babies.’


The next morning, Nicole found her in the chair, foaming at the mouth.


When no one came, Florence lay on the floor for hours, until her sister and husband came over and called paramedics. In hospital, it seemed at first as though she’d survive, but it was not to be. Her heart was too badly damaged, and she died in the early hours of 22 February. She was thirty-two.


‘I think she died of a broken heart,’ her nephew said.


At the funeral, another controversy broke out when Diana Ross turned up, and the attention was very much drawn to her.


The writer Mark Bego recalled the funeral in somewhat vindictive terms:




All of a sudden, in one grand and dramatic motion, Miss Ross catapulted herself into the church, flanked by two burly bodyguards. She let out a sobbing scream. She then appeared to swoon to the point of being seconds away from collapsing.


People were climbing, clawing, and hanging from the edge of the balcony to grab a glimpse of the black sable-bedecked and tear-soaked Ross.


It was Florence’s funeral, and Miss Ross acted like she was out to steal the show, in much the same way – I feel – she stole The Supremes away from Ballard.


In my opinion, that Diana really is an unmitigated bitch! She won’t even allow Florence to be the star of her own funeral!





Maybe. But there has to be a question over whether Ross really needed to do this to get attention, being the superstar that she was. Perhaps she simply wanted to mourn.


For Ross’s part, the Daily Mail quotes her as having said that:


‘Florence was always on a totally negative trip. She wanted to be a victim. When she left the Supremes and the money stopped coming in, it really messed up her head. She was just one of those people you want to grab and shake and yell, “Get your fucking life together.”


‘If I’d known how it was going to end with Florence, maybe I would have taken more time with her, fought her more, even though she didn’t want my help. But she got to be a pain in the ass and I said, “Oh, forget it.” Maybe I should have slapped her in the face a few times.’


She was more generous when interviewed by Sounds magazine. ‘She was a good mother, she was talented, she had a lot of class, she carried herself very well,’ she said, ‘but there was something inside of her that was just pulling, that she wasn’t able to handle.’


Since Ballard’s death, lurid theories of murder have been circulated, not least by members of her heartbroken family: She’d threatened Berry Gordy, who’d done a funding deal with the mob. She was poisoned. It might have been Tommy – she cut him out of her will in 1976. What was the brown substance in her stomach?


The chances are it was just cereal, and that an undiagnosed predisposition to atherosclerosis had combined with depression, trauma, drinking, smoking and weight-loss pills to quite literally break Florence Ballard’s heart.


Postscript


I was struck by that Barbara Walters interview with Diana Ross in 2000. The world of music – and stardom – has changed a great deal in the last quarter century.


Diana Ross was re-forming the Supremes for a segment of her tour, but without Mary Wilson (or Cindy Birdsong, Ballard’s replacement in Diana Ross and the Supremes), who herself gave an interview, badmouthing Ross and naming the figures she’d been offered and considered insufficient.


Remarkably, in Ross’s interview she discusses the ‘accusations’ – and the figures directly. ‘We need to answer some of these things that are really not correct,’ Ross says. ‘I really didn’t want to get into the numbers of the tour.’


But that’s exactly what she does: ‘She [Mary] was making – I heard her say – a million dollars a year. They [the promoters] offered her – for thirty shows – double that, and I doubled that.’


Walters asks Ross if it’s true she’s making fifteen to twenty million dollars for this tour.


‘I wish,’ Ross laughs. ‘Most of my money is in percentages. If we do well, I do well.’


Ah, how much easier it was to get a juicy interview out of a celebrity in the year 2000. Diana Ross was a megastar then, an A-list legend. There isn’t a chance in hell that someone in her position would answer these questions now – they wouldn’t even agree to them being asked. Can you imagine Beyoncé responding publicly to LaTavia Roberson or LeToya Luckett (see Chapter 20) – her original Destiny’s Child groupmates – and discussing their royalty splits?


It gets worse (or better, I suppose, from a celeb-hungry, TV viewer’s perspective). Walters shows Ross footage of Wilson’s interview and accusations.


‘I think the unhappiness came when things started not to work that well in her life,’ Ross responds. ‘I think she’s coming from a lot of pain. And I see such unhappiness in her, coming out of her.’


Ouch.


Ross, having exposed herself to this stuff, is impressive. She appears confident and honest, though of course she’d had a lot of practice with the media by then. Her eyes only harden when Berry Gordy is raised.


‘She [Mary] said you were all equal,’ Walters says, ‘until you began a love affair with Berry Gordy. And she said that’s the reason that you were made the star.’


‘I’m not going to defend that,’ Ross says. ‘I think the audience knows that that’s my voice on all those songs, it had nothing to do with my relationship . . . I just think he’s a very special man.’


The turn of the millennium feels like a foreign country. Towards the end of the interview, Walters asks Ross if that’s her ‘real hair’.


‘Should I ask you if it’s yours, Barbara?’ Ross quite reasonably asks in reply.





1 As I said in Chapter 2, this is arguably the most important aspect of a singing voice in popular music, assuming that ability is there too.
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Brian Jones, the Rolling Stones


A kind of rotting attachment. – Keith Richards


If Pete Best (see Chapter 1) provides the tragic element of the Beatles’ origin story, then it’s Brian Jones who does so for the Rolling Stones. And like that band itself, his story is darker, druggier and uglier.


Something just turns in certain kids. I remember a boy at school, who almost overnight went from a diligent blond cherub to a frightening, cold kleptomaniac. No one knew what was wrong with him. Nothing left in changing rooms was safe, and there were rumours of dramatic scenes between parents and teachers. The former good pupil now appeared complicated and troubled. There was a dark glamour to this, a hint of adult sophistication. When we were all fifteen, the girl he was seeing told her friends of the bruises on her thighs, where his hips had slammed into her during sex.


Something like this seems to have happened with Brian Jones, who (like Florence Ballard) is part of an ultra-elite group of rejects – the sometime bandleaders themselves.


A middle-class boy from Cheltenham – quietly spoken and nerdy – Jones used to like trainspotting and took his grammar-school sport seriously. His well-to-do household was religious, frosty and conservative – characteristics that solidified when his younger sister Pamela died of leukaemia aged only one.


In his early teens, Brian’s wholesome pursuits were hampered by asthma, which thwarted his hopes and made him resentful. It also meant he turned to music.


And something switched in him more generally in his teens. He became wild, irresponsible, obsessed and rather mean. By the time he was playing blues guitar in London clubs, at the age of eighteen, he’d fathered three children. Jones had a face that might have been cherubic if it wasn’t for a streak of cruelty. It’s a face that’s almost enough to make you believe in physiognomy, because he was clearly a bit of a bastard.


His burgeoning obsession was with American blues from the Mississippi Delta and Chicago, with artists such as Howlin’ Wolf, Muddy Waters, Robert Johnson and Elmore James. His transgressive behaviour cut him off from his family and community and meant that, like his heroes, he had no escape route from his music. He was driven – he had no choice but to succeed.


From awe to outright disgust – that’s how Brian Jones went in the eyes of Mick and Keith. When they first came across him, they were a pair of unformed innocents, enthralled by this sophisticated, vivid kid who was really doing it. In the early sixties, Jones was already gig-hardened; an ultra-focused musical prodigy, living the edgy rock ’n’ roll life of which Mick and Keith had only dreamed from their living rooms, where Mick sang Buddy Holly to neighbourhood mums.


They first saw Brian on stage, up there above them with his blazing blond hair and sharp clothes. He had the chops, the looks, everything. The others watched, wide-eyed with wonder, and then they began to learn from him. He knew the records and the songs, he knew the open G, D and E guitar tunings crucial to blues and rock – fatefully, he taught them to Keith.


Like John Lennon, Brian Jones sneered at and provoked the audience – a visceral thrill in the early 1960s.1


In the late 1950s, the tabloids were running scare stories about ‘depraved Negro music’ and ‘the beatnik horror’. In his definitive book on Jones, Sympathy for the Devil, Paul Trynka speculates that Brian’s parents ‘would have felt they were living through a case study.’ Other fathers were contacting his own to seek arrangements for the young girls he was impregnating. Unlike Keith Richards, he was not allowed to play music at home. This drove Jones out of the house, into the clubs and on to the stage. In another echo of the Beatles – Hamburg, and their ‘ten thousand hours’ – Jones likely amassed more experience than any other blues guitarist in Britain.


He was a worker where music was concerned. When the Rolling Stones formed, it was Brian’s band. He was the undisputed leader.


For a while, it worked. Brian was always pressing ahead, pushing the others, picking the songs and providing the template for the Stones’ bad-boy image. People consistently referred to the devil when describing him, and Harold Pendleton, owner of the Marquee Club, called him ‘an evil genius’. He took more drugs and slept with more women than the others did. For a band that would be riven by sexual one-upmanship, perhaps this was always destined to be part of his downfall.


In the early years, Mick and Keith were still not fully formed. When the band appeared on American TV and Mick tried (vainly) to dance like James Brown, Brian outshone him by simply turning his back on the audience – an electrifying, taboo-shattering statement.


In fact, American TV was where Brian made his greatest impact generally. He had many faults, but racism was not among them. In 1965, he smashed another taboo when he introduced his hero, Muddy Waters, to a mainstream US TV audience.


‘When we first started playing together,’ Jones told Jimmy O’Neill, host of Shindig!, ‘we started because we wanted to play rhythm and blues, and Howlin’ Wolf was one of our greatest idols. It’s about time we shut up and had Howlin’ Wolf on stage.’


In Sympathy for the Devil, Trynka emphasises ‘the importance of a handsome English man who described the mountainous, gravel-voiced bluesman as a “hero” and sat smiling at his feet. If any moment epitomized the life work of Brian Jones – in all its sexiness and purity – this was it.’


The rockslide started with the usual minor pebbles: there were the five pounds extra that Brian was paid, and for which (in a band driven by Jagger’s financial hunger) he was never forgiven. Then there was Mick and Keith’s moving into a flat together. And as Jagger and Richards flowered, Brian began to burn out. As the maker tells his replicants in Blade Runner, ‘the light that burns twice as bright burns half as long’.


He took too many drugs and drank too much, his vividity blurring into sloppiness. Mick and Keith were more calculating, re-tooling Jones’s wild image and turning it into something more sustainable.


When the mercurial, self-promoting Andrew Loog Oldham became manager, Brian’s fate was sealed. Oldham wanted to go down in history as the person who created the Stones, not Brian Jones.2 He sacked pianist and Jones recruit Ian Stewart (see Chapter 22), crucially weakening Brian’s powerbase and instantly providing him with a lifelong enemy.


Oldham’s PR partner, Tony Calder, told Paul Trynka that Oldham was sexually attracted to Jagger: ‘Andrew fancied Mick more than he did everybody else.’ And in the lazy manner that still decides much music industry thinking today, Oldham wanted an analogue for the brand ‘Lennon–McCartney’. After the Beatles, you needed to write your own hits. Mick and Keith lived together. They would be ‘Jagger–Richards’.3 He forced them into a room and told them not to come out until they had a song.


Brian’s contribution to the Stones’ writing was in turn written out of history. He played the marimba on ‘Under My Thumb’, thus providing its melody, and wrote the sitar part on ‘Paint It Black’. Perhaps worst of all, the fact that he and Richards wrote ‘Ruby Tuesday’ was never acknowledged in his lifetime. Only Jones could have contributed its recorder part, or would have experimented with the sitar or marimba. ‘That’s a wonderful song,’ Mick Jagger told Rolling Stone co-founder Jann Wenner in 1995. ‘It’s just a nice melody really. And a lovely lyric. Neither of which I wrote.’


In Trynka’s book, he quotes Stan Blackbourne, the Stones’ 1960s accountant, on his reaction to Jones not seeking credit for his writing. ‘I used to say, “What on earth are you doing? You write some of these songs and you give the name over as if Mick Jagger has done it. Do you understand, you’re giving ’em thousands of pounds! You’re writing a blank cheque!” ’


When Eric Easton, the Stones’ first manager, who was close to Jones, was also sacked, the band wasn’t really Brian’s any more. Nico, the femme fatale of 1960s rock with whom Jones had affairs (and who claimed he was better in bed than Jim Morrison), said he was an ‘untameable being who could never become, like Mick, a conventional careerist’.


Brian got into acid, and became interested in witchcraft and the pagan god, Pan. He began to develop a peacocking, dandyish, romantic style that Keith Richards eyed beadily.


Perhaps chief among his faults was his treatment of women. He was a sadist, having avidly read the Marquis de Sade in his youth. As a teenager, the tension at home broke into full-scale conflict when he slapped his mother and told her she’d be sent away ‘like his dead sister’. On tour in Florida in 1965, he at least beat and possibly raped a girl – nothing in the Stones’ history is ever fully clear. The band were horrified, and had their roadie Mike Dorsey beat him up, cracking a few ribs. ‘I held him up by the collar and belt out the hotel window,’ Dorsey told Trynka, and said “if you ever do that again, I’ll drop you.” ’


Brian’s status within the band would never recover. Mick and Keith began their habit of working without him. When ‘Little Red Rooster’ was due to be recorded, they told him to come on the wrong day, and left a note instructing him where to play his slide parts. He was absent entirely from ‘(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction’.4 He may have contributed a harmonica part, but it was later wiped. In future, Richards would re-record Brian’s parts in the ‘sponge jobs’ Jones had once had to perform over Keith’s.


Jones missed shows occasionally, and his health – never robust – began to worsen. He became resentful and suspicious, and the band began discussing getting rid of him.
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