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‘Haoui was impeccable. There was nothing
 one could say about Haoui that was short
 of full approval. Haoui was splendid’


– Danny Fields




PREFACE


I got to know Lou Reed very briefly towards the end of his life, and on the surface, he appeared to be the very opposite of how he had been portrayed by the media for so many years. But by then he was physically beaten, and tired of fighting on so many different fronts, both physical and mental. What was the point of continually pretending to be difficult? When I met him, he was courteous, engaged, and completely aware of who he was and what he meant in the grand scheme of things. The old façade, perhaps, was collapsing.


In 2013 I had invited the poet of queer darkness to London to accept the Inspiration Award at GQ’s annual Men of the Year Awards – held with great fanfare, at that time, at the Royal Opera House, in Covent Garden every September – which I was then running, and which would turn out to be his last significant public appearance.


We had invited him to appear in May, four months before the ceremony, and almost immediately, Reed’s wife Laurie Anderson gave an interview saying that he had recently been on the verge of death from a failing liver (brought on, obviously, from a stupendously successful parallel career of drug and alcohol abuse). He had just had a liver transplant, Anderson said, adding, ‘It’s as serious as it gets. He was dying. You don’t get it for fun.’


He had been sick for a couple of years, first from Interferon treatments, a series of injections that treat hepatitis C that come with unpleasant side effects (and which John Cale had also actually taken back in the Eighties), then the cancer, accessorised with advancing diabetes. As Anderson said, the pair ‘got good at hospitals’. They tried to understand and digest what their teacher Mingyur Rinpoche said: ‘You need to try to master the ability to feel sad without actually being sad.’


Remarkably, Reed’s team said he was still intent on coming to London for our awards. He was, apparently, ‘actually looking forward to it’. As someone in our office observed, he obviously wasn’t going to be stopped by the mere fact of having someone else’s organ in his body.


Had anything ever stopped Lou Reed?


However, just four weeks later he was readmitted to hospital to receive treatment for ‘severe hydration’. Again, we were told that this wasn’t going to stop him coming to town. ‘Happens to the best of us, I guess,’ said his publicist. ‘And we haven’t lived his life, that’s for sure.’


Of that, there was certainly no doubt.


When Lou arrived at the awards that September, he looked unwell, but not desperately so. He appeared frail, but then he had just had two near-death experiences. The only sign that Lou wasn’t perhaps as robust as he once was, was the handrail we had been asked to build for him, to help him with the climb up the modest number of steps to the stage. In its own very small way, this was quite shocking, to me at least – like watching Iggy Pop crowd surf on a yoga mat.


One of our senior writers was chaperoning one of the dozens of celebrity editors (from the likes of the Telegraph, Vanity Fair, the Evening Standard) who were there that night, and who couldn’t believe that Reed was actually there. ‘It’s an amazing line-up, just look at all these people,’ he said (and he was right – that night we were celebrating everyone from Michael Douglas, Emma Watson, Samuel L. Jackson and Tom Ford to Justin Timberlake, Pharrell Williams, Noel Gallagher and the Arctic Monkeys), ‘but I have to be honest, I just saw Lou Reed, and for me, he’s the most exciting person in the room.’


You could tell that pretty much everyone else at the Royal Opera House felt the same. That night, more of our guests appeared to shake his hand than anyone else. From what I remember, I think there was even a bear hug with Elton John.


At the podium, a melancholy but brisk Lou received the loudest cheer of the night.


‘There’s only one great occupation that can change the world,’ he said, looking up at the balcony, to a wall of waiting smart phones. ‘That’s real rock and roll. I believe to the bottom of my heart, to the last cell, that rock and roll can change everything. I’m a graduate of Warhol University, and I believe in the power of punk. And I believe – to this day – I want to blow it up.’


Fifty-four days later, at the age of seventy-one, he was dead.





INTRODUCTION



THE LONG TAIL: 1964–2023


‘During the Sixties, I think, people forgot what emotions were supposed to be. And I don’t think they’ve ever remembered’


– Andy Warhol


It’s 23 August 1970. A hot summer night, in the city where hot summer nights actually used to mean something, when long, desultory evenings were seriously sticky, claustrophobic and close. Pre-air con close. New York close. For weeks now, the city had resembled something from a pulp thriller, all hot and frustrated in the daytime, and all noir and complicated at night. Manhattan was so hot it made you dizzy. So hot was it that some downtown tenants had taken to standing on chairs under their ceiling fans, having put towels under door slats to trap the cool air inside. When you went to Central Park, there were so many people sitting on the grass it looked as though a Sixties concert was about to start. New York felt as though it had had enough. Everyone was looking forward to the autumn, to the cold, to being at home, without having to resort to wandering the streets looking for somewhere cool and quiet.


The locale was 213 Park Avenue South, just around the corner from Gramercy Park, and a seven-minute walk from the iconic Flatiron Building. The Velvet Underground had just finished their second set at Max’s Kansas City (they had closed that night with ‘Some Kinda Love’ and ‘Lonesome Cowboy Bill’, from their third and fourth albums, respectively), the chosen after-hours hang for anyone who thought they were anyone in the increasingly incestuous New York music scene. Lou Reed, the group’s peevish, leather-clad leader, was sitting in the dressing room, purposefully estranged from his band mates, picking his teeth and thinking of the future.


But first he had to make a call. Using the club’s rotary dial phone, Reed – still shaky from a forty-eight-hour speed binge, with sweat crawling over the skin beneath the tight curls above his sunglasses – called his parents in Long Island and asked them to come get him. He was twenty-eight years old, already a counter cultural hero, and yet he was ready to go home. He’d been at the downtown coal face for six long years now, and he was tired. He was quitting the Velvet Underground, and he was looking forward to going home. If his parents were going to come and get him, that is. Someone once said the Velvet Underground had helped Lou Reed feel less alone. But right now he didn’t feel that way at all.


The orthodoxy of rebellion weaves through the history of rock and roll like a weary old leather-clad snake, while the surly outliers on pop’s side ramp have always been its most intriguing elements. And there are few more intriguing artists than the Velvet Underground. Pop groups, like small countries, have a tendency to build identities on myth and fantasies. With the Velvet Underground, those myths are real. In fact, it is difficult to think of another band who were more formally concerned with catharsis than the original Velvets, a unit preternaturally devoted to transgression. For them, staking a claim for the avant-garde in the pop canon was not simply about altering the narrative but unravelling conceptions of what the avant-garde could be. It wasn’t what anyone would call Outsider art, but it wasn’t exactly inside the accepted beltway, either.


They were so different, they looked and sounded like a hoax. Their status is due in part to their identity as a prophecy as much as a celebration; because of their influence, there are many who have tried to sound like them, but there will never be anyone who really sounds like them. They came up with a template that could never be reinvented. Sure, it could be copied, but no one could ever again claim to have stumbled upon alt-noir, because the Velvets got there first.


They remain the original kings and queens of edge, the first major American rock group with a male and female line-up, a garage band who understood the importance of never smiling in photographs and wearing sunglasses indoors. They invented a rock archetype (a look copied by everyone from Sid Vicious, Bobby Gillespie and Chrissie Hynde to Bono, Kim Gordon and Fall Out Boy), and are a pretty good illustration of how the particular becomes the universal.


They closed the gap between the popular and the esoteric, between the high and the low, between the left and the right. Unpack the last fifty years of pop and the broken fragments of the Velvet Underground are everywhere. Without them, Roxy Music wouldn’t have happened (‘In Every Dream Home a Heartache’ is basically the Velvets plus lifestyle); without Lou Reed there is no Richard Hell, no Sex Pistols; without John Cale, no Nick Cave; without Nico – well, where do you start? Huge swathes of the past and present (and no doubt future) are the result of their unyielding presence – goth, emo, transgender punk. No VU, no Pulp (Jarvis Cocker’s talking narratives owe more to ‘The Gift’ than you might think), no steampunk, no Lacuna Coil, probably no Wet Leg.


Mark Twain was right: ‘History doesn’t repeat itself, but it often rhymes.’


The arc of an artist’s career is no longer what it was. The Rolling Stones are no longer contextualised by their incendiary Sixties profile, their decadent Seventies heyday, nor their corporate late twentieth-century trajectory. Today we view the Stones as a parallel accompaniment to the story of post-war pop. Advertisements for their 2022 concerts didn’t try to disguise their legacy; far from it, they positively revelled in it: ‘SIXTY’ shouted all the marketing, making a virtue of their longevity. Similarly, the Velvet Underground can no longer be written about solely with reference to their original five-year existence (1965–1970), as their narrative and influence continues to this day, albeit much of it by proxy.


Which is what this book is all about, taking the Velvets’ history right up to the present day.


Loaded attempts to offer an alternative perspective on the life and work of the people involved in the Velvet Underground by seeking alternative voices, and by speaking to many of those not often included in the traditional narratives of their story, but who were right there in the mix, right there in the thick of it. The way stations remain the same, of course, but the ancillary testimonies hopefully create a new prism through which to view their tale. As this is a long-tail story, the tentacles stretch out in many different directions, touching the unlikeliest of places. It is my hope that, by bringing the story up to date – literally, from then until now – the book creates its own narrative.


Told over a period of sixty dramatic years, this is an account of how a small, random group of people changed the culture without appearing to, creating an alternative reality that eventually became very real indeed.


It’s also time to try and reframe Reed, if not exactly as a gentle soul, then certainly as a rather more nuanced personality than the one that has traditionally been painted. Over time he became such a cartoon that it was impossible to picture him as anything but a grumpy old barfly with peroxide hair and mirrored Foster Grants. After a while, you got what you expected with Reed, and if what you wanted was obstreperous Lou, he wouldn’t disappoint. Not that he had many grounds for complaint: if he was often reduced to a cliché, it was one of his own making. He enjoyed being goaded and would perform to order. In 2000, asked by the Swedish writer Niklas Kallner if he held any personal prejudices, Reed responded thus: ‘I don’t like journalists. I despise them, they’re disgusting. With the exception of you. Mainly the English. They’re pigs.’


Reed was bigger than this, and smart people knew it. The bearbaiting tended only to be performed by the cynical, the desperate or the gauche (it was Kallner’s very first interview).


It is also time to acknowledge the enormous queer aspect of their work. The whole Factory experience was one of the first genuinely queer platforms of the post-war period – and certainly the first of the mass-mediated Sixties. Not that this was generally acknowledged at the time: Andy Warhol’s queerness was disguised by critics as a kind of postmodern abstinence, a deliberate asexuality often used by bold-face names, their media representatives and by the media itself to camouflage homosexuality. His ‘Superstars’, meanwhile (including Lou Reed), were portrayed as eccentric, damaged freaks. This masquerade was intended to dampen the truth of the matter, which was that the Factory was a hotbed of queer culture, queer behaviour and queer ideology. For years, Andy and his gang were relentlessly ‘degayed’, something which seems preposterous now.


The original band were a motley bunch: Lou Reed, a self-created malcontent from Long Island who had only recently recovered from electroshock treatment, and whose Kerouac-lite lyrics were a kind of rock and roll method writing; John Cale, a ridiculously gifted classical player from Wales who had interned with La Monte Young’s Theatre of Eternal Music; Moe Tucker, a relatively androgynous drummer from Levittown who had perhaps the most idiosyncratic style of any percussionist in the Sixties; Sterling Morrison, a mild-mannered guitarist from Poughkeepsie who projected a weird sense of normality; and then there was Nico, born Christa Paffgen, an icily cosmopolitan German singer and model foisted on the band by their one-time manager, Andy Warhol.


The noise they made was a whirlwind of subversion that managed to epitomise the immortality of youth – with the Velvet Underground you could either live or die forever – while producing a blueprint that will be copied by teenage start-ups as long as they continue to manufacture guitars. Or sunglasses. Or black turtlenecks or Breton tops. Their look was a stylistic draft that has been as influential as any other in pop. It was all here: skinny jeans, plastic jackets, winklepickers. Black. Frowning. ‘They only seemed to come out at night,’ said Danny Fields. ‘They all wore black – black turtlenecks, pants, some leather. Their skins were light.’ The Velvets crystallised the idea of the genuinely bohemian, urban, narcissistic art school gang. Like Warhol, they glamourised fame while delineating it in the process. They were born in New York, were sucked into the art and drugs scenes, and were the pioneers of what we all now think of as ‘white cool’. As James Wolcott once wrote in the Village Voice, ‘The Velvets and their progeny are all children of Dr. Caligari – pale-skinned adventurers of shadowy city streets.’


But of course, they were so much more, and their influence only increases the further away we step from the Sixties. In the way that the Beatles are now more influential than at any time in their history, so are the Velvet Underground. Their vapours are all around us. Genet decadence. Down and dirty sex. European ennui. And that forever Warhol sheen.


The Sixties was a flowering of independence and imagination. And while for many the decade can be remembered by a Peter Max poster, for others it’s the dissonant nightmare of ‘Sister Ray’ (for them it probably won’t come as any great surprise that the decade started on a Friday). While they were powered by the enthusiasm of Andy Warhol – they were Andy’s babies until Lou Reed suddenly decided they weren’t – the VU very much had their own energy. If the Pop Art of the Sixties was defined by perpetual neatness, mechanical contrivance and rationalised execution, the Velvets were a big old bomb going off every night they played. They were radical in a decade that demanded ironic contextualisation. Counter-revolutionary during a time when revolution was almost a prerequisite. They blew stuff up just because there was no one to tell them they couldn’t. Then they laughed about it (not that anyone ever caught their eyes smiling behind their shades – what Lou Reed called ‘girl watchers’).


And they were special: ‘There weren’t that many people in the Velvet Underground,’ says Warhol Superstar Mary Woronov.


I once asked Iggy Pop, another seminal proto punk, to write something about Lou Reed, and his words arrived almost before the phone call ended.


‘As a young man starting out in music, I wanted to follow a path that had honesty and heart,’ said Iggy. ‘On that path, Lou Reed has been the bedrock beneath my feet, a beacon shining through the black night of crap. Those feelings of mine have not changed. Lou’s always been for real to me, and never dull shit.’


He had a ‘kind of buoyancy and flexibility’, said Iggy, that made him so hard to imprison. He could do anything. He was one of the few guys who had been in the industry for so long, and yet still had a true feeling for the world around him, a way of connecting with the world.


‘Most of the others,’ he said drily, ‘just end up singing in the mirror.’


In Todd Haynes’s 2021 documentary about the band, there is a scene in which Jonathan Richman, the architect of the Modern Lovers, recalls what seeing the Velvets was like, and how when a song finally ended there were five seconds of silence before the applause, because – in his words – the band had hypnotised the audience. ‘It doesn’t happen a lot,’ says Haynes. ‘That moment of astonishment … certainly after first seeing A Clockwork Orange or 2001: A Space Odyssey. When you witness something so complete, that so entirely uses its medium, and pushes buttons you don’t understand. Those things you can’t comprehend are what change society and change art, but you simply do not have an immediate reaction.’


Our responses to the Velvet Underground are still going strong sixty years later.


As befits many rock and roll stories, theirs is an inelegant journey, with a stuttering and inconclusive finale (if you can even call it that). The original, incendiary, group lasted just over two years, while the latter period dominated by Lou Reed (which was equally unsuccessful) lasted much the same. Not only this, but their influence didn’t really begin to be felt until the middle of the next decade, when punk was coming to the fore, and when critics, consumers and artists were starting to understand the parallel underworld the Velvets had occupied. At the time, when they were operational, no one was really interested, especially towards the end. By the end of 1968, Warhol had gone, Nico had gone, Cale had gone (all fired by an increasingly megalomaniacal Reed), and most of the overtly transgressive elements associated with the group were in the past.


By the mid-Seventies, there was still a kind of fetishistic halo around the band, as there was around the likes of the Stooges, the MC5, the Flamin’ Groovies, Big Star, the Modern Lovers, the New York Dolls and various minor garage bands from the Sixties (the Standells, the Seeds, the Sonics etc.) – anyone, in fact, who had presented a different narrative to the one espoused by the traditional music press and exemplified by the megalithic bands of the time, the so-called rock dinosaurs (who everyone loved, overtly or not) who were decried by the new generation of punks. Their legacy was also fighting with a clutch of fascinating, if not always successful, solo careers (not least, Warhol’s, whose career was probably the most successful of all).


It’s easy to forget that in the early Sixties, Warhol, and anyone in his orbit, was thought to be a ‘put-on’, some kind of elaborate joke, orchestrated to hoodwink an emerging culture that was constantly unsure of itself. After all, as the Sixties was accelerating so quickly, who could tell what was real and what wasn’t? The Velvet Underground were obviously no put-on, and yet the carapace around them was far less robust than anyone thought at the time.


Warhol’s cultural prominence has hardly diminished in the decades since his death, in 1987, but then neither has the Velvet Underground’s. Back then, the band were far from world famous, and if anything, were actually the very inverse of that. However, the long tail of their influence is one of the most enduring in the rock canon.


In 2022, Mara Lieberman, the executive artistic director of Bated Breath Theater Company, based in Hartford, Connecticut, directed Chasing Andy Warhol, a theatrical tour through the East Village in which multiple actors played the artist simultaneously, alluding to his love for repeated images and various personas.


‘Andy liked to take life and put a frame around it and say, “Look, that’s art,”’ she said. ‘We go out in the streets of New York, and we put a frame around things and say, “Look, that’s art.”’


Exhibit A: The Velvet Underground.





DRAMATIS 
PERSONAE



Brett Anderson is the singer with Suede and the author of Coal Black Mornings and Afternoons with the Blinds Drawn.


Laurie Anderson made Lou Reed whole. They met in 1992 and were married from 2008 until Reed’s death in 2013.


Ron Asheton played guitar successfully with the Stooges.


David Bailey rose to prominence in the Sixties as one of the most celebrated photographers of the time. He was the inspiration for the photographer played by David Hemmings in Michelangelo Antonioni’s Blow-Up, in 1966. He knew and liked Andy Warhol, photographing him on numerous occasions and making an infamous television documentary about him.


Lester Bangs was often called America’s greatest rock critic. He died at the age of thirty-three after self-medicating.


Devendra Banhart is the internationally renowned musician and visual artist. Considered a pioneer of the ‘freak folk’ and ‘New Weird America’ movements, Banhart has toured, performed and collabor-ated with Vashti Bunyan, Yoko Ono, Os Mutantes, Swans and Beck.


Roberta Bayley did the door at CBGB before becoming a photographer, shooting the first Ramones album cover.


Bill Bentley was a journalist with the Austin Sun.


Alex Bilmes has spent his life dedicated to men’s magazines, working first for GQ and then successfully editing Esquire.


Rodney Bingenheimer is still the unofficial mayor of Sunset Strip. He is the host of the radio show Rodney on the ROQ, and was once the host of Rodney Bingenheimer’s English Disco.


Leee Black Childers was assistant to Andy Warhol at the Factory between 1982 and 1984.


Sir Peter Blake remains the greatest British Pop artist.


Victor Bockris is an English-born but US-based journalist who had a long-term relationship with William Burroughs, Andy Warhol and John Cale (whose autobiography he helped write).


Michael Bonner contributed to the Uncut Ultimate Music Guide.


Bono is 25 per cent of U2, the percentage right at the front.


David Bowie immediately understood how important the Velvet Underground were, identifying the latent subversion in their work, as well as the collaborative possibilities. He would famously befriend Lou Reed, a mutually beneficial act that successfully reframed them both. Bowie died in 2016 in New York.


Dianne Brill was the face and body of New York during the Eighties. An iconic nightclub queen, for over a decade she was the queen of downtown. She was constantly accosted by young, busty blondes who had just moved into the city; they would come up to her and say, ‘I’m the new you.’ I interviewed her in May 2022, and she was just as effervescent as she was when I first met her in 1984.


Mick Brown is a features writer for the Daily Telegraph. I interviewed him in the newspaper’s offices in February 2022, and he kept disappearing to update a live story.


Tina Brown was the editor of Tatler, Vanity Fair, the New Yorker and Talk.


Bebe Buell is a former model and Playboy Playmate who dated several rock stars in the Seventies. She began modelling at the age of seventeen and moved from her home town of Portsmouth, Virginia, to New York City. It was there that she became embroiled in the CBGB scene, much to the annoyance of the nuns who were ostensibly looking after her.


Stanley Buchthal is the producer of, among many other documentaries and movies, The Andy Warhol Diaries. He is also responsible for Marina Abramovic: The Artist is Present, Peggy Guggenheim: Art Addict, Jean-Michel Basquiat: The Radiant Child, Paul Bowles: The Cage Door is Always Open and Love, Marilyn.


David Byrne joined Chris Frantz’s band in 1974. They soon became Talking Heads, and a staple of the New York punk scene. He wore a big suit and worked with Brian Eno.


John Cale has had one of the most enriching musical careers of the last fifty years, much of it below the radar. ‘The rules are whatever situation you’re in at the moment,’ he said. ‘So if you want to change that or if you want to do something different – which is generally my tendency – you just try to find different ways of nudging it. You don’t have to throw a spanner in the works. You can do it gently.’


Jessamy Calkin is a senior editor at the Daily Telegraph.


David Cavanagh wrote for the Uncut Ultimate Music Guide.


Nick Cave played a prominent role in the post-punk movement, and has spent the decades since relentlessly experimenting.


Mark Cecil is a financier as well as the unofficial mayor of Mustique. One of the best-connected men in London.


Robert Chalmers is one of the greatest profile writers of his generation – or any other.


Barbara Charone is a legendary music PR.


Jarvis Cocker was the singer with Pulp before becoming a national treasure.


Bob Colacello wrote a review of Andy Warhol’s Trash, on its release in 1970, which he hailed as a ‘great Roman Catholic masterpiece’. Warhol liked it so much he made him the editor of Interview. He would soon become one of the artist’s closest confidants.


Alice Cooper wants you to know that he isn’t a nice guy anymore, even though he so plainly is.


Jayne County was formerly Wayne County, the singer with the Electric Chairs.


David Dalton is a writer and Warhol biographer.


Ray Davies is still a member of the Kinks, and one of the greatest songwriters Britain has ever produced.


Anthony DeCurtis is a critic and Lou Reed biographer.


Liz Derringer worked as a journalist for Interview, Circus and CNN among others.


Chris Difford is one half of the genius writing team in Squeeze.


Alan Edwards is the legendary chairman of the Outside Organisation, one of the most successful entertainment PR companies in Britain.


Tracey Emin rose to prominence as part of the YBAs in the early Nineties, and since then has become one of the most celebrated artists in the world. In 2020 she nearly died, having been diagnosed with squamous cell bladder cancer.


Syd Fablo is a blogger and John Cale expert.


Bryan Ferry invented Roxy Music.


Danny Fields is an American music legend who has touched the lives of everyone from Lou Reed, David Bowie and Iggy Pop to Jim Morrison, the Ramones and the MC5. The New York scene of the mid-Seventies simply wouldn’t have happened without him.


Duggie Fields was one of Britain’s greatest painters of the twentieth century.


Tony Fletcher wrote All Hopped Up and Ready to Go: Music from the Streets of New York 1927–77.


Ian Fortnam interviewed Lou Reed brilliantly for Classic Rock. His work has also appeared in the NME, Uncut, Kerrang!, Vox, the Face and Metal Hammer.


Reeves Gabrels played guitar with David Bowie.


Bobby Gillespie is the prime mover behind Primal Scream. He was also the drummer in the Jesus and Mary Chain, using a style he appropriated from Moe Tucker.


Lizzy Goodman wrote Meet Me in the Bathroom.


Bob Gruen is one of the most famous rock and roll photographers, and took the iconic John Lennon ‘New York City’ picture.


Catherine Guinness worked with Andy Warhol throughout the Seventies, accompanying him most nights to parties, openings and dinners. For a while she had more face time with Warhol than anyone else in the Factory.


Valentine Guinness spent the summer of 1977 with Andy Warhol.


Duncan Hannah painted beautiful Hopperesque landscapes and portraits, many culled from adventure stories and classic films. He was a linchpin of the New York downtown scene in the early Seventies, a rich seam he mined effortlessly for his memoir, 20th Century Boy. He died in June 2022, just a month after being interviewed for this book in my house in London.


Keith Haring was an iconic graffiti artist who became one of the most important artists of the Eighties.


Mary Harron is the celebrated Canadian journalist and filmmaker. Her movies include I Shot Andy Warhol, American Psycho, and The Notorious Bettie Page.


Bob Harris is the legendary British broadcaster.


Deborah Harry sings with Blondie.


Nicky Haslam is one of Britain’s most influential interior designers, while also finding time to be a fully committed socialite, cabaret singer, artist, book reviewer, art editor, memoirist and literary editor. Smokes like the proverbial chimney.


Todd Haynes directed the 2021 documentary, The Velvet Underground.


Richard Hell was an original member of Television, and was the visual prototype for what would become known as punk.


Tom Hibbert was the tip-top music journalist for Q.


Baby Jane Holzer was one of Warhol’s Superstars.


Barney Hoskyns runs the online music journalism archive Rock’s Backpages.


Mick Jagger is the singer with the Rolling Stones. He was a lifelong friend of Andy Warhol’s.


Allan Jones is the author of Can’t Stand Up for Falling Down: Rock’n’Roll War Stories.


Steve Jones played guitar in the Sex Pistols.


Lenny Kaye is the American guitarist, composer and writer who is best known as a member of the Patti Smith Group.


Caleb Kennedy is a blogger and Velvet Underground aficionado.


Nick Kent is the mighty author of The Dark Stuff, Apathy for the Devil and The Unstable Boys.


Young Kim is the Korean-American author of A Year on Earth with Mr. Hell.


Richard King is the author of Brittle with Relics: A History of Wales, 1962–97.


Tony King has been a confidant and creative muse for some of the world’s greatest artists, including Elton John, Freddie Mercury, Mick Jagger and John Lennon. At nineteen, he became the youngest promotion man of the time, looking after Roy Orbison, Brenda Lee, the Ronettes and Phil Spector as well as Nico. King is a man who partied with the Beatles, who heard ‘Satisfaction’ before anyone who wasn’t a Rolling Stone and who once thought nothing of interrupting a stupefied David Bowie while he was taking cocaine in a Beverly Hills bathroom. He still receives a phone call from Elton John every day.


Phil Knox-Roberts is a British record company executive and owner of Dharma Records.


Gene Krell famously worked at Granny Takes a Trip, the legendary store in the Kings Road, before working with Vivienne Westwood and Malcolm McLaren. He was one of Condé Nast’s most senior editorial staff members for over two decades.


Joe Kruppa was a teacher at the University of Texas.


Hanif Kureishi is the author of nine novels, five collections of essays and over a dozen screenplays.


Oliver Landemain is a blogger and expert on the Velvet Underground.


Andrew Loog Oldham was nineteen years old when he signed the Rolling Stones to a management deal; his genius helped make them the band they became. Whereas Brian Epstein referred to the Beatles as ‘my popular music combo’, Loog Oldham famously coined the headline, ‘Would you let your daughter sleep with a Rolling Stone?’ In 1965, Oldham launched Immediate Records, working with the Small Faces, Chris Farlowe, John Mayall & and the Bluesbreakers, Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck and, of course, Nico.


Courtney Love is what a rock star is meant to act like. Wise beyond her years, she’s the grande dame of grunge.


John Lydon was the singer with the Sex Pistols.


Tom Maxwell contributes to Longreads.


Gillian McCain co-wrote Please Kill Me.


Paul McGuinness steered U2 to international success, becoming one of the most successful managers in the entertainment industry.


Alastair McKay writes for the Uncut Ultimate Music Guide.


Kembrew McLeod wrote The Downtown Pop Underground.


Legs McNeil was the resident punk at Punk magazine.


Moby released Play in 1999. It has so far sold 12 million copies.


Haoui Montaug was, among other things, the legendary doorman of Hurrah, The Mudd Club, Danceteria, Studio 54 and the Palladium.


Sterling Morrison had the lowest profile of any member of the original Velvet Underground and yet was more than a vital cog in the dark machine.


Margaret Moser was an accomplished journalist who worked for the Austin Chronicle.


Jenni Muldaur is a singer as well as a longstanding family friend of Laurie Anderson and Lou Reed.


Kris Needs was the secretary of the Mott the Hoople fan club before becoming editor of ZigZag.


Stevie Nicks sings her heart out for Fleetwood Mac.


Nico was foisted upon an unsuspecting Velvet Underground at the tail end of 1965 by new manager Andy Warhol. She soon became an integral member, helping build a narrative that would help her launch an intermittent yet occasionally extraordinary solo career.


Jimmy Page was the most sought-after and prodigious session player in London during the Sixties, playing on hundreds of records by the likes of the Who, the Kinks, Donovan, Lulu, PJ Proby, Burt Bacharach and Cliff Richard. In 1964 alone he worked on Marianne Faithfull’s ‘As Tears Go By’, the Nashville Teens’ ‘Tobacco Road’, The Rolling Stones’ ‘Heart of Stone’, Them’s ‘Here Comes The Night’ and Petula Clark’s ‘Downtown’. He even contributed to the incidental music on the Beatles’ film A Hard Day’s Night. He also worked with Nico. In 1966 he replaced Eric Clapton in the Yardbirds and then, when that ran its course, created the New Yardbirds, who almost immediately turned into Led Zeppelin.


Tony Parsons was one of the NME’s Hip Young Gunslingers.


Marco Pirroni made his first appearance onstage with Siouxsie and the Banshees at the 100 Club in September 1976. Future Sex Pistol Sid Vicious played drums. They were attempting to ape the Velvet Underground.


Tom Pinnock writes for the Uncut Ultimate Music Guide.


George Plimpton edited the Paris Review for half a century, until his death in 2003. Standing in the Paris Ritz, he saw Ernest Hemingway buy the second issue of the Paris Review at the hotel bookshop. Plimpton says it was the only time in fifty years he ever saw someone purchase a copy.


Iggy Pop was the original punk.


Robert Quine was a member of the Voidoids before playing guitar with Lou Reed.


Anka Radakovich wrote an excellent sex column in British GQ for a number of years.


Jim Radakovich is an artist based in New York.


Gary Raymond is a novelist, critic and broadcaster, and is editor of Wales Arts Review.


Lou Reed always displayed an almost myopic creative passion. His singularity was the most important force in his artistic creations, even more so than his talent. This obsessive fastidiousness and pig-headedness made him a genuine cultural hero. Principally because he wanted to do things his way and his way alone. ‘I’m an artist, and that means I can be as egotistical as I want to be,’ he said, and there wasn’t a scintilla of irony involved. Reed took artistic endeavour more seriously than almost anything else in his life, and considered the pursuit of a creative vision to be the most noble of callings. ‘Music should come crashing out of your speakers and grab you,’ he continued, ‘and the lyrics should challenge whatever preconceived notions the listener has.’


Nick Rhodes is the keyboard player with, and de facto leader of Duran Duran. Huge fan of the Velvet Underground.


Jonathan Richman became obsessed with the Velvet Underground in 1969, and probably saw them perform live more than anyone who wasn’t in the band. He would go on to form the Modern Lovers, originally produced by John Cale, who was a huge fan of the band. Richman’s intention was to simplify the Velvet’s drone, creating his own naive avant-garde noise in the process.


Robert Risko is the brilliant illustrator who has worked for all the important US magazines, including Interview.


Chris Roberts is the author of the 2021 book The Velvet Underground.


John Robinson edits the Uncut Ultimate Music Guide.


Mick Rock was one of Lou Reed’s very best friends.


Jude Rogers is the author of The Sound of Being Human: How Music Shapes Our Lives.


Henry Rollins was the mighty force behind Black Flag.


Paul Rothchild produced all but one of the Doors’ albums.


Chris Salewicz started his career at the NME, a journey which saw him become one of the most important music journalists of the time.


Jon Savage is the author of England’s Dreaming: Sex Pistols and Punk Rock, the definitive book about the period. Johnny Marr says, ‘It’s a work that is not only the definitive account of the times and its subjects, but one that has come to define the writer himself. Jon Savage literally wrote the book on punk, and that’s some achievement. This is it.’


Edie Sedgwick was an American actress and fashion model, a pixie known for being one of Andy Warhol’s Superstars. She became known as ‘The Girl of the Year’ in 1965 after starring in several of Warhol’s short films. She was also dubbed an ‘It Girl’, while Vogue, rushing to catch up, named her a ‘Youthquaker’. She died of an overdose in 1971, at the age of twenty-eight.


Charles Shaar Murray is one of the greatest rock journalists of the Seventies and Eighties, and a long-standing expert on David Bowie and Lou Reed.


Siouxsie Sioux sings with the Banshees.


Geraldine Smith was a Warhol Superstar. She was discovered by the artist and Paul Morrissey in Max’s Kansas City in 1966 and went on to star in Flesh with Joe Dallesandro in 1968. She turned down Warhol’s next film, Trash, because she was worried about the title.


Patti Smith played many of her first gigs at CBGB. Her first album Horses was produced by John Cale.


Chris Stein was one of the main architects of Blondie.


Seymour Stein started Sire Records, signing the Ramones, Talking Heads and Madonna. Oh, and Lou Reed, who made New York for the label.


Michael Stipe sang for years with R.E.M.


Chris Sullivan was one of the original Blitz Kids, and the man who – along with Ollie O’Donnell – invented the Wag Club. Decades before the dandy grew out his beard, called himself a hipster and headed east to Hoxton, London’s West End was a freewheeling den of rampant, raucous and real post-conformity. It was (and still is) the stomping ground of Sullivan. DJ, promoter, frontman, director, stylist, author, artist, documentarian and journalist, he was the rake who made not having a job seem like so much hard work.


Chris Thomas has produced records by the Sex Pistols, Roxy Music, Pete Townshend, Pulp, Elton John and John Cale.


Sherill Tippins wrote Inside the Dream Palace: The Life and Times of New York’s Legendary Chelsea Hotel.


Stephen Trouss is a Velvet Underground expert who works for Uncut.


Moe Tucker was one of the most idiosyncratic drummers in the history of pop, and while she was no virtuoso, her style was not only a vital component of the Velvet Underground, in the years since it has become increasingly influential.


Kurt Vile is an American singer, songwriter, multi-instrumentalist and record producer. He was the former lead guitarist of the War on Drugs.


Tony Visconti is the ridiculously famous record producer who worked extensively with David Bowie.


Ben Volpeliere-Pierrot was the singer with Curiosity Killed the Cat.


Francis Whately directed Andy Warhol’s America as well as a series of spectacular films about David Bowie.


Richard Williams worked for the Melody Maker before becoming head of A&R at Island Records, where he signed both John Cale and Nico.


Ellen Willis was the first pop music critic of the New Yorker, between 1968 and 1975.


Alex Winter starred in Bill & Ted’s Excellent Adventure.


James Wolcott worked for both the New Yorker and Vanity Fair in their heyday.


Mary Woronov danced with the Velvet Underground at The Dom in the mid-Sixties and was a genuine Warhol Superstar (she appeared in Chelsea Girls). ‘Of all the girls at Andy Warhol’s Factory, I was the butch one,’ she says. Interviewed at her local café in Los Angeles, she was as sharp and as profane as she always was.


Peter York is the renowned journalist, broadcaster and management strategist, as well as the co-author of The Sloane Ranger Handbook.


James Young is the author of Nico, Songs They Never Play on the Radio.


Jan Younghusband has been responsible for more music documentaries than most filmmakers in the business, working with Channel 4, the BBC and hundreds of independents.


Doug Yule came in for decades of unfair criticism since joining the Velvet Underground, but his story is crucial to the larger narrative.


Tony Zanetta performed in the stage production of Warhol’s Pork.


Michael Zilkha launched ZE Records before making a fortune in renewable energy.





CHAPTER 1



WELCOME TO 
THE NEW CITY


1964


‘If you want to write the story of the Velvet Underground, you have to begin far beyond any of the physical things that actually happened. You first have to look at New York City, the mother which spawned them, which gave them its inner fire, creating an umbilical attachment of emotion to a monstrous hulk of urban sprawl. You have to ride its subways, see it bustling and alive in the day, cold and haunted at night. And you have to love it, embrace and recognize its strange power, for there, if anywhere, you will find the roots’


– Lenny Kaye


To those taking notice, New York in 1964 was all about the future. The 1964 World’s Fair was held in Flushing Meadow in Queens, on Long Island, and featured over 140 pavilions and 110 restaurants, representing 80 nations, 24 US states, and over 45 serious corporations. There were pools and fountains, a gigantic amusement park, and a furrowed-brow mission statement. Hailing itself as a ‘universal and international’ exposition, the fair’s theme was ‘Peace Through Understanding’, dedicated to ‘Man’s Achievement on a Shrinking Globe in an Expanding Universe’.


Or, as the papers put it, tomorrow.


Also known as the future.


Masterminded by architect Philip Johnson, artist Donald De Lue and no less an entertainer than Walt Disney, the fair was designed as something of a beacon of optimism and global unity, an exposition devoted to showcasing conceptual future technologies, along with Belgian waffles, the Ford Mustang and a scale model of Manhattan’s soon-to-be tallest building, the World Trade Center, of course. Gotham’s master builder Robert Moses used the Fair as a platform for commercial exhibitors (why wouldn’t he?) and so became embroiled in a civil rights controversy as activists decried the event’s discriminatory hiring practices. And yet the Fair still dazzled, offering visitors both a temporary escape from political upheaval – a symbol of gaiety – and a nice day out.


Disney’s corporate sponsor, General Electric, was intent on showing how society had progressed through the ages with electricity (why wouldn’t they?). With seriously supercharged GE appliances on display, the attraction would specifically highlight the evolution of electricity in the home. Circular in form and divided into six equal segments, the carousel in which this show took place functioned as a giant doughnut that wheeled like a railroad car around a central, stationary stage. The six segments comprised an entry loading dock, a four-act show and an exit dock. The show depicted a traditional American family living in their home in four different eras: the Gay Nineties – the world just before electricity was introduced – the Roaring Twenties, the Fabulous Forties, and finally, present-day – the Sixties. The show was hosted by the father, originally narrated by the iconic voice of Rex Allen. The audience would transition between acts to the tune of ‘There’s a Great Big Beautiful Tomorrow’, composed by the Sherman Brothers as a personal ode to the eternal optimist, Walt Disney. In an era filled with fears of atomic warfare and the Cuban Missile Crisis just two years before, Walt’s optimistic outlook, as embodied by the ‘Carousel of Progress’, was designed to give people hope for the future. And possibly encourage them to pay another visit to Disneyland.


There were performers wearing jetpacks, an audio-animatronic attempt at AI, and more concept cars than the 1964 Detroit Auto Show. As so many pavilions appeared to be built in mid-century modern style (heavily influenced by ‘googie’ architecture, which was itself informed by car culture, jets and the space age – all things the Fair was designed to celebrate), the whole thing felt like a theme park based on the animated sci-fi TV series, The Jetsons. In reality, the architecture was a cacophonous mix of different styles, sizes and building types, ranging from a Ferris wheel in the shape of a tyre, to an obviously faux Belgian village.


How could this not be the future? Even the Beatles – an example of what the future looked like over in Europe – landed at the Fair’s heliport for their concert at Shea Stadium.


The Fair had echoes of the International Geophysical Year, the global scientific project that ran from July 1957 to December 1958, which was designed as a series of collaborations between 30,000 scientists from nearly seventy countries, sharing expertise, best practice, and a multitude of research prototypes in everything from transportation to fanciful white goods. These included solar-powered cities, a transatlantic rail tunnel, consumer space travel, construction of earth satellites and increased research in the Arctic and Antarctic polar regions, even the manufacture of Spandex jackets. At the time, President Eisenhower expressed his belief that ‘the most important result of the International Geophysical Year is that demonstration of the ability of peoples of all nations to work together harmoniously for the common good. I hope this can become common practice in other fields of human endeavour.’


The millions of people who visited the Fair were confronted by a showcase of mid-twentieth-century American culture and technology, with a heavy, almost italicised emphasis on the Space Race. The two-acre United States Space Park was sponsored by NASA and the Department of Defense, and exhibits included a full-scale model of a Rocket Booster’s aft skirt and five F-1 engines of a Saturn V, a Titan II booster, a Mercury capsule and a Thor-Delta rocket. There were models of a Gemini spacecraft, an Apollo command/service module, even some sexy weather satellites. If you came to the World’s Fair you were left in no doubt that the Americans were going to conquer the universe, and that they were going to do it fast (which meant faster than the Russians).


There was acceleration all over. If you were the kind of person who spent their afternoons wandering around midtown Manhattan, and especially along East 47th Street between Second and Third Avenue, just a five-minute walk from the United Nations, then you would have more than likely bumped into a different kind of future. Number 281 was the home of Andy Warhol’s Factory, the original ‘Silver Factory’ decorated with tin foil, fractured mirrors and silver paint (orchestrated by Warhol’s friend Billy Name – né Billy Linich, which wasn’t much of a name at all). Even the elevator and the toilet bowl were painted silver (‘Silver was narcissism,’ said Warhol. ‘Mirrors were backed with silver’). A former hat factory, Warhol had found the place in November ’63, and officially moved his professional headquarters to this powder-blue building at the corner of Lexington Avenue in January ’64, along with his ever-growing coterie of assistants, hangers-on, hustlers, speed freaks, drag queens, fag hags, on–off boyfriends and random uptown/downtown socialites. The artist called them ‘Superstars’, and they all thought they were. Over the next few years, Warhol would foster so many of them: Brigid Polk, Ultra Violet, Baby Jane Holzer, Viva, Ingrid Superstar, International Velvet, Billy Name, Ondine, Paul America, Nico, Candy Darling, Holly Woodlawn and Jackie Curtis, among many others. Soon the best known, the crowning ornament, would be Edie Sedgwick, the sweet-faced and hapless rich girl who, in black tights, swinging earrings and expensive sweaters, was often called upon to accompany Warhol to one of the many parties he went to each night. She, like all the others, was truly a Superstar, a ditzy emission of tarnished silver-grey cool.


These people were all gifted in the art of reinvention, an art that Warhol – himself a reinvention – didn’t so much encourage as demand. But they were all up for the challenge (as Tom Wolfe wrote at the time, ‘One belongs to New York instantly, one belongs to it as much in five minutes as in five years’). In their kaleidoscopic realm, furnished like a space-age trailer park, they turned their lives into art, in much the same way Warhol was doing. The people who found their way to the Factory often had a kind of piss elegance – typically beautiful, but probably damaged or wandering. They called themselves the Mole People, tunnel dwellers in thrall to their weird king.


And assuming a filmic halo was everything.


‘Do I look OK?’ Viva (born Janet Susan Mary Hoffman to a prosperous Republican family) asked Warhol’s technical director Paul Morrissey when she was preparing to meet some of the press at the Factory.


‘Like a star,’ he replied grandly, knowing this was the only validation she needed.


Later, in her apartment, she told a reporter, ‘I have Andy now to think ahead and make decisions. I just do what he tells me to do. Andy has a certain mystique that makes you want to do things for him. Sometimes though when I think about Andy, I think he is just like Satan. He just gets you and you don’t get away. I used to go everywhere by myself. Now I can’t seem to go anywhere or make the simplest decision without Andy. He has such a hold on all of us. But I love it when they talk about Andy and Viva.’


‘They gave him his ghostly aura of power,’ wrote the Australian art critic Robert Hughes, who Warhol hated so much. ‘He offered them absolution.’


As Warhol – the Prince of Ether – said himself, ‘I approve of what everybody does. It must be right because somebody said it was right.’


It was all the same to him. Completely understanding what the new decade could do for him, what the artist wanted above all was attention: for him there was no point in being shocking if there was no one around to be shocked. By surrounding himself with a collection of shocking, strange-looking extroverts, he was basically getting other people to work on his behalf.


His Superstars were encouraged to act out their fantasies in the safe space of patronage, although Warhol retained the right to film everything they did: drinking binges, stoned raps and confessions, sex (a lot of sex, often transgressive sex), or simply dressing up. They were a gang, of sorts, and when the ‘Factorians’ went out they went out mob-handed, in packs of between ten and twenty people. When the Velvet Underground’s John Cale started hanging out at the Factory, he would say that they didn’t so much attend parties as invade them. Whether they were going to an art opening, a downtown cocktail bar, or – this year – a private screening of A Hard Day’s Night or Dr. Strangelove, they went en masse.


‘We were not at the show,’ Warhol liked to say. ‘We were the show.’


‘Warhol was always an observer, which means he never lost what an artist is – the one who can see what others might miss,’ said Ingrid Sischy, who would go on to edit Warhol’s magazine Interview. ‘He was probably such a consummate observer because he was a consummate outsider. Don’t be fooled by the fact that you’re always seeing pictures of him that made it look like he was a part of so many in-crowds.’


The introduction of Warhol and his acolytes and friends into New York society was like the introduction of electricity into machine technology. It raised the state of play to an entirely new magnitude. The sheer fact of Warhol, this supposedly weaselly little guy from the nothingness of Pittsburgh yet seamlessly present, here, in a thrumming metropolis, already king of the hill, was simply norm-defying: a thunderbolt out of the blue. He himself had come to New York from Pennsylvania in 1949, at the age of twenty-one (then known as Andrew Warhola, of Slovakian descent), keen to pursue a career in magazine illustration and advertising that would steadily develop into a genuinely transgressive new form of art that would go on to define the decade. His device was indulging the voyeur in his nature in the name of artistic experience. It had taken him some time, but by the early Sixties he not only knew what kind of art he was going to make, but he now understood how to make other people take notice of it, too. Jasper Johns and his boyfriend Robert Rauschenberg had already started painting familiar things like flags, targets and maps, and Pop Art was quickly emerging as a force on both sides of the Atlantic, and yet it would take Andy to popularise the movement, both by a celebration of the ordinary, and a radicalisation of the transgressive. There was a new spirit in New York, it seemed, and even though Warhol was already in his mid-thirties, it was completely generational.


Andy Warhol (artist, and then some): I mean, I came to New York on a bus. And went with my portfolio to a magazine, and the lady just liked the things and said to come back when I got out of school, and that’s how it started … I’d prefer to remain a mystery, I never like to give my background and, anyway, I make it all up different every time I’m asked. It’s not just that it’s part of my image not to tell everything, it’s just that I forget what I said the day before and I have to make it all up again. I don’t think I have an image, anyway, favourable or unfavourable.


Tony Fletcher (author): No other city undergoes such constant transformation with every new generation of immigrants; no other city can claim to be so powerfully driven by capitalism and yet so obsessed with community; no other city lures so many talented outsiders willing to risk total failure for such a small chance of success.


Danny Fields (manager, publicist, journalist): In the very early Sixties, in my neighbourhood in Greenwich Village there were a few bars that had spectacularly interesting populations, and the most important was the San Remo at 93 MacDougal Street on the corner of Bleeker Street, which was the genesis of the first Factory. I had never seen anything like it. I’d just dropped out of Harvard Law School; I was twenty-one and my parents still lived in Queens. I went to see them once a week to wash my shirts. In the San Remo there were these crowds of here-we-are kids, almost as if we’d been wanting to meet each other all our lives. Then groups started to form identities. At the San Remo our table was the YJS, the Young Jewish Set. Then there was Andy, Ondine and Billy Name at another table. Then there was a table called the Miseries, because they were all in black and gothic and gloomy. Jasper Johns was there, Robert Rauschenberg, Edward Albee, Frank O’Hara. Wonderful people. At the time there was an underground railway between New York and Harvard Square, which was very important, enriching, and fertile for San Remo, and for the Factory. There was lots of two-way traffic. People like Edie Sedgwick came down and zapped into the existing community that Andy was building around him. It was wonderful, but when you’re living in a golden age you don’t know it. The Factory was inventing itself from little puddles and pools of people that had been in the San Remo. That’s where it started, in this little bar. The start of the Sixties.


Kembrew McLeod (author): Warhol circulated among the artists, poets, theatre people, and gay crowds that populated Greenwich Village bars such as Lenny’s Hideaway, the San Remo, and the White Horse – which were central nodes in social networks that connected artists who worked in different mediums. The San Remo was a traditional village tavern with pressed-tin ceilings and wooden walls … There, playwrights Harry Koutoukas and Tom Eyen rubbed shoulders with eccentric characters like Ian Orlando MacBeth, who spoke in iambic pentameter, dressed in Shakespearean garb, and sometimes wore a live parrot on his shoulder. Warhol was more likely to be barely seen and not heard, quietly sitting at a table, observing.


Café Cino was another Village haunt that started to be used by the Factory crowd. It was also a hotbed of amphetamines, and syringes littered the hallway as though they were cigarette butts. The scenester Jim Fourratt remembers Ondine suggesting they go into the bathroom together. ‘I thought I was going to get a blow job, and he pulls out the biggest dick I’ve ever seen in my life, and then shoots up in it, with speed. I had never seen anything like it in my life. I was completely, AHHH! I must have been ashen.’ When Fourratt walked out, three regulars on the other side of the room burst out laughing; this had obviously happened many times before.


Geraldine Smith (actress): I adored the scene, as it was the scene. The most happening scene. And if you were involved with it, it was really something. New York at the time was absolutely amazing, and there will never be another time like that. Everything was great. There was money, everybody was up, it was the revolution of sex, drugs and rock and roll. Everyone was just ecstatic about this new way of living. I guess you could compare Greenwich Village at the time to the Twenties. It was that exciting. Andy was responsible for so much of it, but the Beatles had a lot to do with it. It all kind of fell in my lap. One day I was walking alone down the street in the Village and these people approached me, including a girlfriend of the Rolling Stone Bill Wyman called Francesca, and they asked me if I wanted to go and see the Beatles. I can’t have been more than fifteen. I thought they were crazy, but they took me up to this penthouse in the Warwick Hotel, and the Beatles were all there, with Carole King and Brain Epstein and a few other girls, and we all ate steaks and smoked pot, and we were there until six o’clock in the morning. New York at the time was on fire.


Kembrew McLeod: When Beatlemania shook the city in 1964, its reverberations could be felt deep in the downtown underground.


Mary Woronov (actress, artist): New York was like two different places back then, and nobody from uptown went downtown, and if my parents had found out I was going down there they would have been horrified. At the time nobody went below 14th Street. People were uptight about downtown, as it was this other world that no one really knew. Nobody went there. Literally nobody. Certainly not my parents. Downtown then was insane, because you’d go somewhere at three o’clock in the morning and some queen would come out in front of you and go ‘bleeaargh’. It was all about self-expression. I liked it, as it was like nowhere I’d ever been before. At the time you could be thrown in jail for being gay, thrown in jail and fucked a lot, but it was dangerous being gay at the time, because it was secret. At the time my mother took a lot of pills. She was a very powerful woman, although my father didn’t care about anything other than what kind of car he had. That cracked me up – ‘Oh Daddy, it’s wonderful!’ It was a Packard with a swan on the front. Also, he was fucking other women, something my mother never heard of or knew about. She didn’t fuck at all. It was a useless thing for her because she just didn’t fuck. Anyway, I was sent away to Cornell University, where I didn’t learn a thing. Until I met Gerard Malanga.


Aged eighteen, Deborah Harry used to take a bus into the city from her parents’ home in New Jersey, looking for excitement, looking for fun, looking for boys. Her favourite place to wander was Greenwich Village, ‘ingesting and digesting it all’, staring at the beatniks, the ‘bohemians’ and all the other eager souls investigating downtown. ‘Art, music, theatre, poetry, and the sense that everything was up for grabs, you just had to see what fit,’ she said. New York promised escape for a generation who probably wanted escape more than anything else. If the Fifties had brought economic prosperity and a presumption – ratified by a government assurance – that life was going to get better, their children wanted more. Those white suburbanites born after the war took their freedoms for granted, and naturally wanted more.


Mary Woronov: New York was starting to be crazy, and the Factory reflected that. In those early days the Factory was like some kind of medieval court of lunatics. We all pledged allegiance to the king – King Andy, but there were a lot of others around, too. Princes like Gerard Malanga, who was like Andy’s Number Two. There was no accepted hierarchy, and yet there was only one person in charge. Weirdly Andy accepted the responsibility of all the insanity. I mean, he had created it.


Tracey Emin (artist): When I was at school, I used to imagine that I would go to New York by boat and when I walked down the gangplank Andy Warhol would be there waiting for me.


David Bailey (photographer): I went to New York in 1962 with Nicky Haslam and Jean Shrimpton, and then went back in 1964 with Mick Jagger, who was playing with the Stones downtown. New York was a very different place from London at the time. Almost immediately I met Andy, which seemed somehow preordained. Andy was the most positive person I’d ever met. He loved everything. To extremes. Anyone who could turn a Campbell’s soup can into a superstar has got to be positive. He was an extraordinary person and was probably the coolest person I met when I first went to New York. I liked Gerard Malanga, but I wasn’t sure about a lot of the people around him; I was very sure about Andy through, as I knew he was some kind of genius. Being in the Factory was actually like being on a Todd Browning film set – he’d directed Freaks – and lots of the people there were freaks for the sake of being freaks. I think some of them were genuine, like Candy Darling, who I met later, but a lot of them had just jumped on the freak bandwagon.


Nicky Haslam (designer, socialite): I went to New York with Jean Shrimpton and David Bailey in 1962 as I thought it might be fun. I’d been to New York lots as my mother had married an American, but I hadn’t been since the Suez crisis in ’56/57. David suggested I go with him. Vogue’s Claire Rendlesham came with us, and she introduced me to Alex Liberman at Condé Nast. Alex asked me to come and work for Vogue in New York, and got me a Green Card. So I stayed in New York, but didn’t go to Vogue, and went to Show instead. But I stayed at Vogue for a while, and one day I was in the shoe department, working for the lovely fat editor Kay Hayes. In came this nondescript boy with black jeans and a fringe – not blonde then – carrying lots of drawings of shoes. He also used to draw bottles of scent for the ‘turns’, those bits of an article that turned to the back. And that was Andy Warhol. The number of his drawings I must have thrown away. Anyway, we became firm friends.


Danny Fields: The first time I properly met Andy was at a party in a fifth-floor apartment in a townhouse on East 72nd Street, thrown by Peter Knoll, the Knoll furniture heir. There was a woman called Ivy Nicholson who was a crazy, deranged beauty, and was one of the first women Andy started to collect – one of his ‘let’s portray beautiful women in agony’ women. She was crawling across the floor at this party, disgracing herself, and she crawled over Andy, and she was begging him for attention, and he would sort of kick her, like you would an annoying dog, pushing her away. Then she went over to the window, picked up the sash and leaned outside. And I jumped up and grabbed her, pulled her in by the waist and said, ‘Don’t jump!’ Then someone threw some teargas, and as the place was evacuated, Andy said, ‘Why did you stop her? You should have let her jump.’ I thought, ‘Wow, here is the definition of cool. I saved a woman’s life and Andy asked why.’ But then I found out she did this a lot, and this wasn’t the first time she’d been at a party and threatened to throw herself out the window. It was my first time, but not hers. Andy’s reaction was, ‘Let her jump already!’ She’d been a big pain in the ass for him for a long time. In hindsight I should have let her jump.


The day I went to Peter Knoll’s party, there was half a page of Campbell’s soup cans in the New York Times Magazine. The gist was, ‘This has arrived.’ You know, this is someone who I’d seen in bars, who you think might recognise you, but actually doesn’t really care. And then he’s in the New York Times. It was a big deal.


David Dalton (writer, biographer): The Factory became a magnet for brilliant speed freaks who simultaneously worshipped and trashed movie stars. This frame of mind created the alternating current that infuses Warhol’s paintings of Liz, Elvis, Marilyn, Jackie and Tab Hunter with such flashing ambivalence. If you compare Warhol’s paintings of movie stars with, say, Bob Stanley’s high-contrast images of rock stars like the Beatles, you see the difference at once. It’s not simply that Warhol’s silkscreened photographs impart a gritty authenticity to his images; it’s the alternating energy of conflicting emotions – reverence and defilement – that gives these icons their unstable presence. This art and its consequent celebrity presented Warhol with a set of personal demands. The new style would ultimately require a new Andy, a new persona, with requisite entourage. The cool, hip, vaguely sinister ‘Drella’ would displace – though not entirely replace – the earlier sweet and daffy Andy of the soup-can paintings.


Kembrew McLeod: The Factory began as a private world occupied mostly by Name, Malanga, and Warhol – a place to get work done, an artistic factory with a seemingly passive Warhol at the centre.


By 1964, Warhol was already on his way to being the art world’s most celebrated cause célèbre and had already had his rebellious stature reaffirmed by being banned from the World’s Fair itself. Commissioned to produce something for the façade of the Fair’s New York State Pavilion, the artist chose to enlarge mug shots of criminals. Warhol’s gigantic mural was intended to hang on the outside of the Circarama, a circular cinema 100 feet in diameter. Intending to depict ‘something to do with New York’ and taking direct inspiration from Marcel Duchamp’s 1923 work Wanted, $2,000 Reward (in which Duchamp put his own photograph on a wanted poster), Warhol impishly decided to print large-scale copies of images from a booklet published on 1 February 1962 by the NY Police Department, ‘The Thirteen Most Wanted’, showing twenty-two head-and-shoulder mug shots of wanted men.


Government officials quickly objected to the images and on 16 April – two weeks before the fair was due to open – Philip Johnson told Warhol that he must remove or replace the work within twenty-four hours. Fearing scandal, and panicking, officials painted over Warhol’s mural, leaving only a large silver panel visible when the Fair opened.


Culturally, this was perhaps not so surprising, as the city government had spent the best part of the previous year ‘cleaning up’ many of those venues that catered to the underground, attempting to close gay bars, coffee houses and off-off-Broadway productions in a bid to gentrify New York’s image before the opening of the Fair. A homage to dangerous felons was not exactly going to help.


For Warhol, this was just catnip publicity, just another example of the way in which he could outrage people and gain enormous media exposure simply by threatening to be conceptual. The Warhol exhibition that opened at the Stable Gallery in Manhattan on 21 April was in itself a concept. It was the first display of his three-dimensional grocery cartoon sculptures – boxes for Kellogg’s Cornflakes, Heinz ketchup, etc., as well as Brillo pads. The boxes didn’t sell particularly well, but the exhibition predictably generated a tremendous amount of column inches. And Andy didn’t care anyway, as his fame was already starting to travel. In February, the celebrated art dealer Ileana Sonnabend had mounted a show of Warhol’s work in her ridiculously cool Paris premises, suddenly giving the artist an international foothold, and forcing domestic critics to take notice. Not just of Warhol, but of New York, too. Like the artist, the city was catalysing the kinds of culture that had often only found solace in the shadows.


In the Factory, Warhol’s army of assistants would organise his social life, help make his screen prints, and contribute to the unconscious collective that produced his movies. The most valued members of the Factory were those who supplied industrial-strength gossip. They would sit on the huge red curved sofa that Billy Name had found on the sidewalk opposite the YMCA. Outside the building, Warhol’s life was considered a magnificent piece of performance art – whereas inside its confines he was thought of as more of a nutty (a favourite Warhol word) puppet-master, presiding over a culture of debauchery. One reporter called the Factory ‘a community centre for eccentrics’, while Andy was almost like an alternative Statue of Liberty, the patron saint of misfits. It was almost as if Warhol had lifted up Manhattan and sifted through the people left underneath.


The characters who hung out there usually had side projects, all the while paying Warhol due respect for bringing them all together. Often they would come into the office at midday, when Andy would be finishing his silkscreen session at the other end of the floor with Gerard Malanga, his loyal accomplice. They were like Batman and Robin, with Gerard as Andy’s ward, the Factory their dingy, silver clad Batcave (although unlike the Batcave, the ‘Factory’ actually sounded rather sinister). There was always a new person with a slew of ‘the most interesting’, ‘most radical’, most whatever. There was constant movement, constant participation. Magic Markers were wielded onto drawing pads and Billy Name would be in the darkroom developing his photographs, Warhol holding court with famous faces doing nothing but staring uncomfortably into his camera, naked people popping pills to keep thin … loners clinging on to the vapours of others, in the hope of being acknowledged for the first time.


It was becoming almost too much of a scene, however, and there was very soon a sign outside: DO NOT ENTER UNLESS YOU ARE EXPECTED, which everyone ignored. Plenty of people would stop by to gawp, or hang out, or pop in just so they could say they’d been there. Sooner or later, you might bump into Rudolf Nureyev, Montgomery Clift, Tennessee Williams, Jane Fonda, Bob Dylan, Mick Jagger, Nicky Haslam, Jim Morrison or William Burroughs. Notices were put up forbidding the use of drugs, but the habitués continued to plunge syringes into their veins and their backsides quite openly.


Paul Morrissey played father to the rest of the Factory bods, a pleasant, sensible man who took care of business. He was also one of the first there to sport black jeans and black turtleneck. Everything went young in ’64, as the world acclimatised to the unprecedented success of the Beatles, and Anglophilia swept America. Rushing the other way was New York’s Pop Art phenomenon, and the kinetic energy that appeared to be bubbling up from the streets of Manhattan. Suddenly people on both sides of the Atlantic were living in a culture defined by what everything looked like – with a thumping great soundtrack to boot.


Almost incidentally, Warhol had kick-started New York as an incubation chamber for daring and innovative experiments in both sexual expression and popular culture, encouraging thousands of young people to start using the city as a kind of streetwise finishing school. By dint of this, the city became a change agent. The island may have been in a process of protracted deterioration, as its post-war prosperity disintegrated, with factories closing, middle-class residents fleeing to the suburbs, political negligence and rising crime, and yet culturally it was more than alive.


Danny Fields: My favourite people hung out at the Factory, and everything they did was my favourite thing. I couldn’t believe how exciting the place was, as there was literally nothing else like it in New York. Everything moved so fast back then.


Mary Woronov: I remember my mother saying, when she saw the Rice Krispies packets or whatever they were, ‘See, I told you – he’s not any good!’


Andy Warhol: I started repeating the same image because I liked the way the repetition changed the same image. Also, I felt at the time that people can look at and absorb more than one image at a time.


Danny Fields: One day at the Factory, Andy showed me some paintings of the Brillo boxes of the scouring pads my brother-in-law produced – when I suggested to my sister that she might like them she said that she’d seen so many of the real thing that she didn’t need any paintings of them, thank you.


Richard King (author): John Cale always said the Factory ethos was about work. Work first, completely.


Mary Woronov: I met Gerard Malanga when he came to give a poetry reading at Cornell. I wouldn’t call Gerard a boyfriend, but he took a liking to me and invited me to the Factory. He wore jewellery, had long hair and had attitude galore. He was a big deal. I’d already been to the Factory on a Cornell-organised field trip but going back with Gerard was major. He started escorting me around downtown so I felt perfectly safe in his hands. One day Gerard said I should meet Andy and he walked me over to the freight elevator, pushed me in and sent me up. When I got out, I was sat on a stool and they put all this camera equipment in front of me and then Andy came out and started filming me. Andy always stayed out in the staircase until he wanted to come in and see people. I didn’t know what to do, so I started showing off. I didn’t know what they wanted, and in the end Andy and everyone went away. I stayed there being filmed, which I guess is what they wanted. I was shocked when I found out later that some people used the screen tests as an opening, a way into Andy’s world or the movies, but I didn’t, I suppose because I was so headstrong. I just sat there. I felt a bit used but then Andy came out and said I was very good, so I guess I was. He had just given me a compliment, and that apparently just didn’t happen with Andy.


Jane Holzer (socialite): The first thing Andy said was, ‘Do you want to be in the movies?’ And my thoughts were, ‘Well it beats the shit out of shopping at Bloomingdales every day.’


Nicky Haslam: Jane Holzer and I were walking down Madison Avenue with David Bailey after I’d done that cover story with her for Show magazine and I saw Andy across the street. I waved at him and that’s when they all met for the first time. Andy became obsessed with Jane, and we were in one of his films together, Kiss. Andy became a great friend. He was so enquiring, always wanting to know what was going on. I used to take him to grand parties, and I took him to one on Park Avenue one day and he always credited me with making him ‘smart’. We’d go to all the gallery openings together. It seemed odd in the sense that it was different, but not in the sense of being unpleasant. It was a different world. There were the first drag queens, and people became a sort of gang and we went everywhere together.


David Bailey: On that trip we met everyone immediately. Miki Denhof was the art director of Glamour magazine, and through her we got to meet Andy, Baby Jane Holzer, the whole crowd that Andy was building around him. We were already exporting Swinging London, and actually I remember we found New York to be quite provincial. I told loads of people in New York about Mick, but a lot of them were scared of the Stones. I told Glamour to feature Mick – after they’d decided I was an expert on up-and-coming British bands – but they decided to feature the Dave Clark Five instead. Fucking fools.


I think I was rather disappointed with New York. I’d been looking at it in movies for years, so to go there was quite underwhelming. I was in love with New York as a mythical city of jazz – a jazz nirvana – and it actually wasn’t like that at all. Even the hip people, even the Warhols, weren’t as hip as the people in London. Because London was just starting at the time. But you could feel there was a lot of energy in New York.


At the time Warhol wasn’t really anybody, he’d only recently stopped drawing shoes for Glamour. I was only introduced to him because Miki Denhof thought my pictures looked a little like the things Andy was doing in his spare time. He’d just started the Elvis Presley silkscreens. He didn’t even take the photographs! He only really started taking pictures when he started getting sued by the people who took the photographs he based his pictures on.


Andy didn’t say very much at all, which is one of the smartest ideas he ever had. He was a philosopher really, although his reluctance to speak helped advertise that. He showed that a picture can be created without a lot of angst and effort. His art is easy to understand, which is why a rich person buys a Marilyn Monroe to signify that they’ve made it. It’s all about status.


New York was rather odd. In London there were already lots of young people who were beginning to be successful – or at least there seemed to be a lot. But in New York there was no one. You never met anyone under the age of twenty-fire. And to be young and successful in New York, well, it just didn’t happen. People there used to think we were weird because we weren’t at school majoring in Domestic Science. People used to come up to you and say, ‘Are you a group?’ The young men were all preppy, in their glasses and button-down shirts. They were very, very clean …


Mick Jagger (singer): The first time I met Andy was at Baby Jane Holzer’s. It was our first party when we came to New York. Everyone was there.


Nicky Haslam: I gave an enormous party for the Rolling Stones. It was for the actress Jane Holzer’s birthday, too, and Tom Wolfe described it in that weekend’s paper as ‘The Party of the Year for the Girl of the Year’. It was at Jerry Schatzberg’s photographic studio and as a nod to our Englishness, everyone was dressed very Mod – I wore a ruffled white shirt and a tiger-skin waistcoat. Halfway through there was a roaring of motorcycles outside and in stormed a gang of Rockers. I’d arranged for leather-clad hulks from the local gay motorcycle gangs to ‘crash’ the party. Quite a frisson. As dawn rose, Mick, Jane, Tom and I went for breakfast at the brasserie at the Seagram Building, a scene Tom captured in The Kandy-Kolored Tangerine-Flake Streamline Baby.


The all-girl band Ginger and the Gingerbreads played a one-hour set at the party, accompanied by Baby Jane, frugging enthusiastically in front of them, in her black velvet jumpsuit with its enormous bellbottom pants, partnering with the actress Sally Kirkland, in her leopard-skin print dress.


At the party, all anyone could talk about was the Stones, or, more specifically, Mick Jagger, who they suspected had slightly exaggerated his working-class roots in order to win over the strait-laced New Yorkers. And it appeared to be working. Some in Warhol’s circle – including Baby Jane – were sure the band’s image had been manufactured, but the very act of reinvention was so very obviously cool, and played into the narrative of what was already starting to happen in Manhattan below 14th Street that the Stones were treated as genuine disrupters.


And they were cute, even if they were dirty. Carol McDonald, the guitarist with the Gingerbreads, said, staring at their hair, ‘They must have worked on the grease. There’s just too much grease to be casual.’


To Andy, Jane Holzer was classy, epitomising Park Avenue, haute couture, and all that he imagined about uptown. He knew she was high society, and yet she seemed to have an edge. Holzer’s family had made its money in property in Florida, a lot of it in Miami and West Palm Beach, affording ‘Baby’ Jane the opportunity to butterfly around in New York.


Profiling her for New York Magazine, Tom Wolfe conjured up an essay that not only captured Holzer, it suggested a new kind of ‘something’ was happening in New York, while creating a completely new way to contextualise it. In the piece, ‘The Girl of the Year’, Wolfe depicts Holzer – already locally notorious for her big eyes, infectious enthusiasm and voluminous halo of hair – attending a Rolling Stones concert at New York’s Academy of Music: ‘Girls are reeling this way and that way in the aisle and through their huge black decal eyes, sagging with Tiger Tongue Lick Me brush-on eyelashes and black appliqués, sagging like display window Christmas trees, they keep staring at – her – Baby Jane – on the aisle.’ Here was a reimagined Manhattan, said Wolfe, a city that was changing due to the freedoms arising from the post-war economic boom. ‘Suddenly high art become very boring, such as grand opera and things of that sort,’ he said. ‘Andy Warhol used to like to take the old virtues and turn them upside down, [and] somebody like Jane Holzer is a perfect example in the area of society with a capital “S”. She was a lovely young woman, but her loveliness came from excitement rather than perfect features or things of that sort. She thrived on excitement, she loved excitement and that just happened to fit the tenor of the age.’


Nicky Haslam: The first Factory was a very hand-made affair with walls and pipes and cabinets roughly covered in silver foil. On the other hand, his mother’s house where we went for dinner was extremely neat and bourgeois. One day after lunch we saw some nuns shovelling snow on the sidewalk. They were furious when Andy photographed them. He mumbled, ‘Gee, if I were a Nun I’d love to be photographed.’


Danny Fields: Well, Andy and me were all part of the same crowd. We hung out at the same bar in Greenwich Village, and we had the same friends. I mean, sure it happens in every city that has an alternative culture going on. Some of your friends will become extremely famous, some of them you will love very much, some of them will die before they should, some of them will keep being a pain in the ass for the rest of your life, but there you go. It’s like Middlemarch, you know – it’s just the whole universe there in one town.


Nicky Haslam: I did the first article on New York’s new underground filmmakers in Show magazine. People like Taylor Meade would always come and film in my studio, on 19th Street, and Andy used to come too, to watch.


Andy Warhol: The girls in California were probably prettier in a standard sense than the New York girls – blonder and in better health, I guess; but I still preferred the way the girls in New York looked – stranger and more neurotic. A girl always looked more beautiful and fragile when she was about to have a nervous breakdown.


Nicky Haslam: In a Bacofoil warehouse, cameras turned, Andy mumbled, hustlers humped.


Catherine Guinness (writer, socialite): Andy was always worried that he was running out of ideas, which is why he loved people with ideas. He didn’t have these great inspirations, he just wanted ideas for paintings that would sell. He didn’t paint pictures of hammers and sickles and skulls, he painted them because he hoped they would sell. He wanted to paint pictures that people would buy. The people who did his canvas stretching often came up with good ideas. He was always very curious, inquisitive, and had a sort of childlike quality. He wasn’t remotely jaded.


Nicky Haslam: A lot of the social mixing felt like it had been imported from London, this whole uptown–downtown thing, being interested in the lower class. London brought the modern look, although New York was already changing. I think we were thought of as fun folk. The Americans thought of us as ‘turns’. Music was changing, discos were changing, everything was becoming younger. We didn’t know if it was a scene or not because we were part of it. I enjoyed being the English boy in New York, though, having Mick and Keith and the Stones to stay. You only had to have an English accent and you were considered to be exotic. We were streetwise more than anything. There was also no colour bar in New York, and black and white were together, there was no problem.


Andy Warhol: Now and then, someone would accuse me of being evil – of letting people destroy themselves while I watched, just so I could film them or tape-record them. But I didn’t think of myself as evil, just realistic.


David Bailey: The Americans came round to the Stones quite quickly, but a lot of that was due to Mick’s sex appeal. The first time I took him to meet Warhol at Baby Jane Holzer’s apartment, Mick sat down and stuck his feet up on her favourite lattice Chinese table. I thought, ‘She’s not going to like that.’ But Mick could get away with anything because he had so much charm and made people want to please him. On our second trip to New York, I saw them play the Academy of Music down on 14th Street – Warhol was there, Baby Jane Holzer, Shrimpton, Tom Wolfe … the band were like a small army that had recently invaded the island.


Mary Woronov: Instead of the pristine walls and bright lights of the other studios, Andy’s Factory was dim and dirty-looking, as if it were underground. The only light was reflected light coming off the tinfoil walls, making everything unreal and flickering.


Danny Fields: It’s New York! There always has been, I don’t know of any time that there hasn’t been, and that’s what a great city is supposed to do – is be a centre for creative people. For me, when you’re twenty, this is when it starts, so people are younger and braver. That’s why everyone was here in the first place. They’re here because the city itself was a magnet for people who lived in smaller cities, or couldn’t find people that appreciated what they did or people to be friends with – there are all these things going on… It’s New York!
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