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Before We Get Started


This story begins with 350 teenagers crammed up against 350 swingers in the ballroom of a Miami hotel and ends with a star who’s just enjoyed the most successful tour of all time still trying to get the final word in a never-ending argument. It covers almost the whole span of pop culture over the last sixty-five years, beginning with Frank Sinatra and ending with Taylor Swift, two artists similarly beloved by audiences and whose personal lives are as enthralling to their fans and the world’s media as their music.


What’s the biggest story to be told about music with the smallest number of artefacts? Books have been spun out from a single 7-inch or a famous photograph, but I wanted to give myself a little more latitude so this story would feel like one long, natural, steadily unravelling exploration of the interaction between a group of the world’s most enduring musical stars, and how this has shaped the course of music past and present. It takes in collisions of ego, as these stars negotiate how to work together or divide the world up between them; moments of envy, as artists watch their rivals taunt and surpass them, and explores how coming together serves these musicians’ ambitions to communicate their stories to the largest audiences possible.


Rather than write a rock history, or group biography, I decided to focus on seven interactions between fourteen of the most famous people who’ve ever lived. Why bring fame into this? Simply put, because a musician needs fame to achieve their ambitions in a way those working in other genres do not. Authors generally don’t write better books should they become household names. Famous film directors may get their movies green-lit more swiftly, but the need to appeal to more viewers almost always makes their work less intellectually compelling. Fine artists can produce great work in complete anonymity and leave it there for future generations to discover. But pop, rock and hip-hop stars need fans to fill stadiums and push their records up the charts, and they must remain part of the cultural conversation or their reigns will be considered over. Yes, there are plenty of great alternative and avant-garde musicians, but even at the margins, the artists we are drawn to are the ones with their own cults, their own obsessive fans.


Fame adds an additional dimension to pop, rock and hip-hop’s biggest stars’ works, giving them the money to employ the best producers, book the biggest studios and indulge every creative whim, even if that whim is to sack everyone and record an album alone with an engineer. It allows them to slip freely into different fields: to star in movies and write autobiographies (or, in Tina Turner’s case, several); to transmit their art via TV screens; to write songs that are marketed to as many people as possible across the entire world (and even, as with the Supremes and the Beatles, broadcast into space). They have a power unlike anyone else on the planet. Yes, this comes at enormous psychic cost (and often severe mental or physical toll), but the trade-off is that their names will never be forgotten, their praises forever sung.


It also puts them beyond normal human reason. The revered, but not internationally famous, American singer-songwriter Bill Callahan once told me, ‘It’s always interesting when someone gets really famous and they go haywire, start doing really weird things.’ And they almost always do. No one becomes a pop star due to their mental stability. Early in the 2025 movie, Opus, the music journalist protagonist Ariel, played by Ayo Edebiri, tells her friend Kent she’s decided only to write about famous people because they are inherently fascinating, and this will guarantee that her writing is compelling to read. The famous person in the movie is a nineties pop star named Alfred Moretti, played by septuagenarian John Malkovich in one of his most sprightly performances. In order to turn him into a convincing pop star, the soundtrack is co-written by not-quite-a-pop-star The-Dream and super-producer Nile Rodgers, who worked on three of the most successful albums by artists written about here – Diana Ross’s biggest solo record, 1980’s Diana; David Bowie’s highest selling album Let’s Dance and Madonna’s breakthrough Like a Virgin, as well as a less successful album with Paul Simon, Hearts and Bones. I’m sure Moretti’s songs will become cult listening down the line, but the film doesn’t have confidence in Alfred Moretti being an interesting pop star, turning him instead into a cross between L. Ron Hubbard and Charles Manson. Though Ariel does eventually manage to write a book about him, it’s about his murders and manipulation instead of his music, and what the film inadvertently proves is that even with the songs worked on by the greatest of producers, plus a script designed to make a star fascinating, it’s impossible for even the most charismatic actor to pull off a pop star’s unique appeal.


There are plenty of famous people who aren’t inherently interesting to write about (I’d list some here, but don’t want to upset their fans; you might feel the same way about some of my favourites). The fourteen artists in this book haven’t just experienced intense fame but have moved into a realm where they are doomed to live in the public eye for the remainder of their existence. They have the kind of celebrity that can’t be shrugged off, forgotten or traded.


When an artist becomes truly famous, becoming as well known as the president or a country’s monarch, it puts them into a zone where they can’t trust anyone. What agent, manager, record label head, journalist or reviewer understands anything of the pressures they experience? Who can they talk to? In whom can they confide? Who will challenge them creatively? Only someone who has gone through a parallel experience, maybe in a different genre, or is a different gender, race or age. A young pretender who wants to rule the charts together, or a rival who wants to bring them down from their throne. Someone who wants to invite them onto their TV show, act with them in a movie, make some money by filming a commercial together, duet on a song or seduce them. Or any combination of the above.


Many of these stories are about rises and falls in status, as the most ambitious artists who’ve ever lived contemplate each other and consider whether an association will be beneficial or deleterious. If this book was a time capsule, it would contain a short snippet of an old black-and-white TV show; a 1960s live album; the movies One-Trick Pony and Hail! Hail! Rock ’n’ Roll; an old Pepsi commercial; an unreleased collaboration between one of the world’s biggest pop stars and one of the greatest rappers of all time; and some footage from an old awards ceremony that has been reinterpreted at least half a dozen times and inspired over a decade and a half of increasingly antagonistic responses.


From this assortment of humble artefacts, almost all of which can be found online, I’m going to take you on a journey through nearly sixty-five years of popular music. It starts in 1960 and finishes midway through 2025, though there are times where we’ll have to go even further backwards and others where I’ll speculate about the future.


This is a collection of significant encounters that had an impact far beyond the charts, drawing in presidents, generating millions of dollars and becoming part of an overarching story beyond the full comprehension of even the most self-analytical artists involved. These include iconic moments, recorded for posterity by TV or film crews and played out in front of millions, but also interactions that took place backstage, or at parties or in hotel rooms.


My historian friends tell me you should never write about anything more recent than fifty years ago as the narrative isn’t fixed, but the oldest events here are no more settled than those that occurred last year – and that’s one of the great joys of engaging with pop culture. The first drafts of these stories were recorded in music newspapers and magazines (or, for the last chapter, largely online), but now that vaults are being emptied it’s a good time to revisit these tales and find angles previously unexplored – not that my opinion should replace all those past verdicts, but maybe some of that received wisdom can be dispensed with so we can hear this music – and watch these films and TV shows – afresh.


Even during the six years I’ve been writing this book a whole new generation has become interested in the story of Elvis Presley all over again, thanks in part to two recent successful biopics, Baz Luhrmann’s Elvis and Sofia Coppola’s Priscilla. Frank Sinatra’s relevance has temporarily receded, but shown signs of springing back into life as Scorsese circles an on-again, off-again biopic and his music reappears with stranger purpose (‘That’s Life’ sounds very different when performed by Sinatra than it does sung by Lady Gaga playing the psychopathic Harley Quinn in the Joker: Folie à Deux soundtrack, just as ‘My Way’ has a whole new bathetic quality when emerging from the mouth of a CGI chimpanzee in the Robbie Williams biopic, Better Man). Family Guy creator and swing singer Seth MacFarlane recently inherited the Sinatra library, containing 1,200 boxes and 1,875 song arrangements, with a hundred arrangements that haven’t been previously used, which he’s utilised for his own covers album, Lush Life: The Lost Sinatra Arrangements, hopefully only the beginning of his (and, fingers crossed, others’) exploration of this valuable archive.1


Beyoncé showed that the 1960s story I tell here about Paul McCartney and Diana Ross is as relevant as ever when she covered ‘Blackbird’ for her Cowboy Carter album, and then performed it in Texas on Christmas Day, 2024. The release of Lou Reed’s earliest recordings for Pickwick Records has expanded the beginning of his story, and future trawls through his archive will no doubt do the same for other periods, my writing here relying in part on that same resource. Paul Simon walked back his retirement and started appearing live again, as he also reconciled with his estranged friend and bandmate Art Garfunkel. The Rolling Stones released a recording of a club show that is an essential part of my Keith Richards and Chuck Berry chapter that I couldn’t imagine receiving official release when I started this book. For the hundredth anniversary of Chuck Berry’s birth on 18 October 2026, there is a whole CHUCK100 campaign of new releases and events planned, as well a mooted drama series produced by actor Morgan Freeman.


The most dramatic event was that Tina Turner died. She’s one of the greatest artists of all time, but also among the most critically underrated – due to the two very different styles of her earlier and later career, and her desire to dismiss much of the former. The new archival and early solo material her estate is releasing and reissuing may yet properly establish her lasting reputation, even while the jukebox musical version of her life remains the entry point for many new fans. Madonna has released an extended version of the album discussed here, Bedtime Stories, sadly still missing her duet with Tupac, and in the aftermath of her career-spanning live tour, appears to be considering how best to document her life story, with persistent rumours about an autobiographical film in the works. And Taylor and Ye … well, there are new (and scary) additions to that story almost every hour. I’m afraid I had to mute the social media updates to conclude this book, but note Swift appears to be moving on to fresh conflicts now she has won back the rights to all her albums, while Ye still appears (at least for now) to be lost in a digital wilderness.


You’ll read here about how Frank Sinatra reconciled himself to Elvis Presley (and rock and roll) and overcame his fear of being swept aside as he tried to make up for skipping the Second World War. You’ll see a different side to Paul McCartney as I explore how he experienced a rare moment of vulnerability at the start of 1968, when his own work had started being dismissed, and how this led him to a glib misunderstanding of the Supremes – failing to notice the escape they offered from the confines of the era. We’ll see how Lou Reed and Paul Simon appeared to be at opposite ends of a genre in the 1970s, but look very different from a twenty-first-century, post hip-hop perspective. I’ll explain how Keith Richards struggled to realise that Chuck Berry’s occasional desire to abandon rote professionalism and make a horrible racket gave him a connection to jazz, punk and noise Richards’s band would never have in quite the same way. Ego and envy can blind us even to the qualities of those we most admire.


I’ll explore how David Bowie and Tina Turner had a greater insight into the whole history of rock and roll than any of their advisors or critics, and detail how Madonna and Tupac were one step ahead of the then-unwelcoming culture. And, bringing us up to date, I’ll show how Taylor Swift is far more aware of how hard it can be to create big-budget art when the money (or public attention) has gone and the world turns against you than Kanye West (now Ye).2


For the most part, these chapters proceed chronologically, with one temporal glitch. The chapters on Chuck Berry and Keith Richards and David Bowie and Tina Turner both concern events that occurred roughly over the same period. The first television broadcast of the commercial the latter pair made together took place a few weeks after the premiere of the Berry movie, so strictly speaking the order should be reversed. But the first of these chapters is about reconciling with the past, while the second is about escaping into the future, and leads more neatly into the later chapters.


In his book Celebrity Nation, the man who came up with the demographic designation ‘baby boomer’, Landon Y. Jones, notes that ‘one way to define a celebrity is that you become one when the public is as interested in your private life as your professional role’,3 but every artist here has completely collapsed the line between ‘private life’ and ‘professional role’, and as the book continues, we end up with two artists whose private lives are, essentially, also their professional role, though ‘professional’ doesn’t appear the best way to describe at least one of them.


My cast here are almost all figures who looked at mass media and considered how to make it do their bidding and serve them in the telling of their story (apart from Lou Reed, who achieved his ambitions by falling into a complex relationship with the more literary end of music criticism, a different sort of Faustian pact). This isn’t a straightforward rock history, delineating how one genre grew out of another or threading artists together in a daisy-chain of inspiration, as this has always struck me as a deadening way to contemplate living music. The way musicians think is complex, and for every popular musician who has considered the charts and tried to craft a song that’ll compete with the top forty, there’s another who’s inspired by what they heard on the radio as a child.


I’m also wary of pop orthodoxies and any attempt to encapsulate decades via a list of records released during that period. Whatever has been forgotten or overlooked from one era (especially from musicians of this stature) is often as worthy of revisiting as that which has been widely championed, which is often merely simpler and easier to grasp. The level of fame, breadth of vision, and (mostly) length of careers enjoyed by these artists gave them the freedom to choose what they wanted to borrow from new trends and styles rather than have it forced upon them. It’s notable that a musician in my second chapter (Paul McCartney) would interview one of the musicians in my final chapter (Taylor Swift) and collaborate with the other, recording several songs with Kanye West – as he was then – in Mexico in 2014. It’s equally telling that, in early 2025, Ye would turn to Diana Ross’s music to enrich his own.


Several musicians in this book have referred to performing old songs (whether their own or covers) as a form of time travel. Sinatra, as we’ll see, went further and constructed his own time machine onstage. We have progressed even further in that direction than was conceivable in the 1950s and ’60s, both because of the increased availability of songs from every era at the same time – whether via streaming sites or in giant box sets – and because we no longer usher our stars offstage when they reach middle age. But as I’ll discuss in my Diana Ross chapter, the Supremes’ repertoire in the 1960s reached back to a melody written in 1890.


Time, as Prince liked to say, is a trick.


On the subject of time, I began this book in August 2019, which doesn’t feel that long ago – though I’m sure it does to my unbelievably patient editor, Lee Brackstone – and during the pandemic period, I wondered whether 2020 might be a good end-date for the action of this story, with all the talk about how live music would never be the same once we got to the other side. But while many great venues around the world went to the wall, things are more similar than anyone predicted, and the ramifications from the last pairing here continue with just as much force as they ever did.


I’m delivering this book in 2025. You’re reading it in 2026 or later (maybe much later) and things may have changed dramatically. But the stories here will resonate forever. No one is ever going to forget any of these stars, though everyone reading will have a different perception of who’s the most important. I learnt something new about every one of these fourteen artists in the research and writing process, and it soon became obvious that this book could only ever be about these specific famous names – who though working in different genres at different times, interconnect in manifold ways, beyond even their own understanding. The youngest living musician in this book was born eleven years after the death of one half of my first pairing, but it’s all part of the same journey. Music is bigger than all of us, no matter how well known or anonymous we are.












Chapter One:



In Search of Lost Time: Frank Sinatra and Elvis Presley
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Expand / collapse Extended Description

Elvis Presley and Frank Sinatra performing together on Frank Sinatra’s fourth Timex Special TV show at the Fontainebleau hotel in Miami on March 26th, 1960. Both are in tuxedos and Presley dances as Sintara croons.







Both Frank Sinatra and Elvis Presley had rivals, notably Bing Crosby and Bobby Darin for Sinatra, and Pat Boone, Fabian and Frankie Avalon for Presley. When Presley returned from military service in 1960, he was open-hearted towards his competition, believing there was space for everyone in show business and knowing that he’d have to campaign to win back his space in the charts. But Presley had his eye on a bigger challenge: proving himself to a man who believed his entire genre of music was despicable.


1


From Elvis Presley to Tupac Shakur to Taylor Swift, many musicians live or have lived dangerous lives, unable to control how others will interpret their music or what it might prompt them to do. When John Carpenter, best known as a horror and science-fiction director, made the TV biopic Elvis soon after the star’s death, he was given access to items from Graceland, the past close enough it didn’t have to be remade from whole cloth. His star Kurt Russell could borrow one of Presley’s jumpsuits from Elvis’s dad Vernon, and the design crew could check Graceland to ensure their replica looked just like the real thing, a home decorated with gold-plated telephones and well-thumbed copies of boxing and martial arts books. When Presley wasn’t thinking about fighting, he was reading religious and self-help books or going through the Warren Commission Report on the Assassination of John F. Kennedy, brooding about an America that let their president die.


Carpenter’s decision to begin with Presley’s father Vernon examining a poster with a red-ink drawing of a gun pointing at his son’s head, alongside the message ‘Guess Who And Where’, may appear like the creative decision of a suspense expert trying to inject some excitement into a money job, but it’s actually evidence of how closely he’d researched his subject, and how even the most paranoid star has good reason to feel afraid. Presley risked his life almost every time he stepped out onstage, and the psychic cost of this weighed heavily, as did his commitment to performance. Like many entertainers, he lived an almost entirely nocturnal life, sleeping all day and leaving everything out onstage at night. Having such a famous home meant there was little refuge when resting there either. As Presley’s daughter, Lisa Marie Presley, laments in her memoir, From Here to the Great Unknown, co-written with her own actress daughter, Riley Keough, ‘Creepers could just come in and sit on the side of the fence or sit in a tree outside the fence, and they would, all day and all night, literally just sit there and watch.’1


2


Bo Diddley, one of the most brilliantly intense live performers I’ve ever seen (even in his dotage), said Elvis only became entertaining to him when he came out of the service.2 I feel the same way – and disagree with John Lennon, who claimed to the contrary that Presley died when he went into the army,3 a snappy but flip witticism that may have hidden his true opinion. Most of all I like listening to Elvis’s live recordings from 1969 to the mid 1970s where, far from being a talent in decline, he sounds like a fun – if obnoxious and heavily medicated – guy, especially when he was playing shows away from Vegas and enjoying what he called ‘road freedom’.


I can see why fans would go back night after night just to hear what crazy thing he’d say next, living as he did in an era where any reputational drama he might suffer would be slight and soon forgotten. He kept the truly deranged stuff for him and his buddies in his home studio, the Jungle Room, creating the impression onstage that he and his fans had seen through the whole rigmarole of superstardom and had realised it was all just a put-on, the same conclusion about fame that Sinatra would reach. It’s like witnessing an Olympic athlete kidding around at his children’s sports day.


These shows are full of treats. Hearing the Tiger Man toy with the fresh meat of Hoyt Axton’s ‘I’ve Never Been to Spain’ (my favourite Presley cover), or his extraordinary reinvention of ‘Steamroller Blues’ (a James Taylor white-man-sings-the-blues parody from which Presley removed the irony) is about as enjoyable as old concert recordings get. Ditto his reclaiming of his past hits, adding wah-wah to ‘Hound Dog’ or putting the Presley imprint on Sinatra’s ‘My Way’. He rarely stops joking, explaining away his sticky-teethed anxiety by telling his audience the dry throat induced by the Vegas heat makes it feel ‘like Bob Dylan slept in your mouth’, though when Led Zeppelin are in the house, he encourages his band to get their act together.


There’s a wonderful warm intimacy to a show performed at 3 a.m. in Tahoe – where he pretended to snore and fall asleep – or the closing night of his 1973 Vegas run when he really did get a bed out onstage to roll around in, all the while trying to persuade the Hilton not to fire a waiter named Mario. These recordings, no matter how familiar the set list, free Presley from all the dumb impersonations actors and comedians have done since his death, bringing the real Elvis back into your living room and letting you hear the raw passion that remained in his voice up until almost the very end. There are big box sets from the TV broadcasts and the Vegas stints, but also straightforward single shows when he was away from the International Hotel and the cameras weren’t there, like the one recorded at the Boston Garden in 1971 called Like a Black Tornado – its title taken from a review where reporter and audience alike were wowed by Elvis’s camp new black jumpsuit and red velvet cape. People make fun of Presley’s stage wear but when I visited a touring show of Graceland artefacts, his clothes appeared much sturdier than Prince’s did at a similar exhibition, not that different from the men’s shirts made by Vivienne Westwood.


Is it only because he died early that Presley’s clothes continue to tour the world, treated like holy relics as they’re transported to places he never visited while alive? There are occasionally exhibitions of Sinatra’s sharkskin suits and personalised jackets, but nothing on the same scale. Maybe that’s because although Sinatra had a favoured colour scheme – smart orange and black, like a dapper bumblebee – we don’t think of him as dressing differently from those around him, only better. The fixed mental image most of us who didn’t grow up with him have, if we think of him at all, comes from his tuxedo years.


3


Let’s go back a bit. Post-army Presley was introduced to the world in May 1960, when Frank Sinatra was recording the last special episode of The Frank Sinatra Show at the Fontainebleau – Miami’s most famous hotel, and one of the singer’s favourite places. The hotel had been a location in the film he’d appeared in the previous year, Frank Capra’s A Hole in the Head, in which Sinatra plays a middle-aged widower with a bongo-playing ‘kook’ of a girlfriend and a son he wakes at 4 a.m. to play cards and swap boxing statistics.


Two-thirds of the way through, Sinatra is summoned to an elaborate party at the Fontainebleau by an impresario friend. As he gawks in disbelief at girls using jet skis to traverse the pool, synchronised swimmers in pink-sequinned swimsuits and men in white tuxedos bouncing on diving boards, the audience watching in the cinema when this first came out was supposed to feel as intimidated as Sinatra. But later, they were also supposed to start secretly wondering how much a room at this hotel might cost, and whether, if they scrimped and forwent some evenings out in favour of dinners at home, the expense might be worth it.4


Twenty years on from the Great Depression, hotels were still in the business of fantasy and imagination, creating visions of how dreamlike accommodation could be at its lushest, especially when combined with then still-romantic air travel. As the famous hotelier Conrad Hilton would write three years earlier, not about the Fontainebleau, but New York’s Waldorf, which he considered the great hotel: ‘the name was magic, a promise of luxury, the very best … a social center as well as a superior lodging – a luxurious clubhouse, an integral part of the city’s life and history.’5
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Frank Sinatra’s guest for his final show at the Fontainebleau was Elvis Presley, his younger rival (in the daily syndicated Dick Tracy comic strip, the Sinatra-inspired villain ‘Tonsils’ had been replaced by ‘Joe Period’, an Elvis-styled rockabilly, a sign of the changing of the guard). At first, Sinatra had resented the younger singer, the first performer to elicit as many screams from female fans as he once had. He didn’t want to be usurped and forgotten, hence his icy initial response, but now he’d thawed. Presley had just returned from the army and Frank Sinatra had decided to extend the hand of friendship and welcome him back to showbiz.


It wasn’t an entirely selfless gesture. Thinking of the ratings, Sinatra had paid Elvis’s avaricious manager Colonel Tom Parker $125,000 dollars for the booking, the highest fee ever paid for a TV guest appearance (yet still a bargain – it’s hard to put a price on pop culture history, as much as auction houses try). Sinatra’s disdain towards rock music in general, and Presley in particular, is often overstated, due to an article published under Sinatra’s byline in a magazine published in Paris, Western World, and quickly picked up by the American press, in which the author denounced pop music as ‘the most brutal, ugly, degenerate, vicious form of expression it has been my displeasure to hear.’6


Though the newspapers suggested this was a dig directed solely at Presley, Sinatra insisted he meant the bulk of rock and roll. The older singer would have a lifelong struggle with rock music, loving the sexuality surrounding the sound, but worrying about being replaced. As his right-hand man George Jacobs explained, ‘To him it was all one big excuse to take drugs. The Doors’ “Light My Fire” drove him round the bend. DJs played it so often that he smashed up one of the car radios when it showed up on three stations in a row.’7 But when presented with Sinatra’s attack, Presley said he admired the older singer and that his music was the latest trend, ‘just the same as [Sinatra] faced when he started.’8 Had this occurred in the twenty-first century, Sinatra’s essay would have been an intemperate tweet, Presley’s response a measured Instagram post.


Sinatra was forty-five, Presley two decades younger. The two men were rumoured to have shared a lover – South African actress Juliet Prowse, who went from Can-Can with Sinatra to G.I. Blues with Presley (Sinatra’s film is now forgotten, but Presley’s is considered one of his best, if only because the general quality of his filmography is so low). But if this was one reason for friction between the two stars, there was another in the two men’s relationship with the US Army.


5


I first heard the story about how Sinatra and Presley shared a stage together from a woman who’d been there that night, a Miami taxi driver eager to show me the sights before depositing me at my hotel, when all I wanted was to sleep off the nine-hour flight. It was November 1999 and I’d planned to visit Miami for a month and get home just before the turn of the millennium, frightened by the articles I’d read that said people liked to shoot their guns off on 31 December, and imagining that with Y2K approaching some might bring out their full armoury. It was a year and change after Sinatra’s death in May 1998, but I hadn’t paid much attention to this event.


Sinatra’s influence on the culture appeared malign at the time, even if this wasn’t his fault. Sinatra was never easy listening, but a renewed interest in this gentler, retro sort of sound was leading young fans away from neo-lounge bands like Combustible Edison towards more mature pleasures and, alongside Martin Denny and Bobby Darin, his music featured heavily on the playlists in cheese-music clubs. He was also the main inspiration for a new strand of nineties independent pictures (Swingers, Four Rooms) that tried to recapture the spirit of Frank and Dino movies but lacked their easy charm. The film critic Shawn Levy had recently published a group biography, Rat Pack Confidential, written in an impatient staccato that was hugely entertaining but offered a particularly nineties way of remembering and celebrating the ring-a-ding-ding years. In The Sopranos, the best TV show of the era, Tony Soprano kept a blow-up of Sinatra’s mugshot in his office at the Bada Bing! strip club and spent half an episode staring at a painting of the Rat Pack before hurling it off a bridge, a mob boss unable to risk whisky-soaked nostalgia.9


Elvis, at this time, was mostly, if temporarily, forgotten, not just by me but by the rest of the world, having gone from mass appeal to niche totem, mainly of interest in the eighties and nineties to alternative musicians. Among the bands and singers drawing inspiration from the King were the Cramps, who borrowed the title of a Presley album, A Date with Elvis, for one of their own; the Residents, who recorded a concept album about Elvis called The King and Eye; Nick Cave, who borrowed some of Presley’s stagecraft and wrote one of his most enduring early songs, ‘Tupelo’, about him, and Glenn Danzig, who was inspired by him throughout his career, eventually recording the entertaining, if surprisingly restrained, Danzig Sings Elvis.


It would be a dance remix of his song ‘A Little Less Conversation’ used in the soundtrack of a remake of a Sinatra movie (Ocean’s 11) that would kick-start Elvis’s posthumous return to popularity in the early 2000s, and while he was still the subject of dark songs in the twenty-first century by Scott Walker (‘Jesse’), Alice Cooper (‘Disgraceland’) and Frank Black (‘His Kingly Cave’), among others, the events of his last few years and manner of his death no longer distort the general perception of his life and art today.


Aside from the odd novelty track such as Bongwater’s ‘Frank’, which depicts Sinatra having a drunken meltdown, or Cake’s opaque ‘Frank Sinatra’, the alternative crowd have never quite gone for Sinatra in the same way (maybe it’s yet to come), scared off by the approval of unfashionable artists like Bono and Robbie Williams. He has, however, generally been more influential to rappers, giving Frank Ocean and Logic (who uses the alias ‘Young Sinatra’) their monikers, while Tupac – introduced to Sinatra’s music by James Belushi while they were filming Gang Related together – was also a fan. Jay-Z paid homage to Frank from early on, as Ye does to this day (‘City of God’), while Sean ‘Diddy’ Combs claimed he was christened ‘the Black Sinatra’ by Chuck D.10


But Sinatra’s image was especially confusing during a period when lad culture was dying out. Was he a sexist dinosaur or a potential role model for those looking to grow up but still behave badly? Or both. It was hard to say (and remains so), at least until you do a deep dive into his films or music. From a distance, both sides of the ledger appear full. Right now, when few can afford to imitate his lifestyle, and thoughts of luxury – even if only light-hearted fantasy – are inextricably linked to an existential awareness of the scarcity of the world’s remaining resources, his influence has (temporarily, I believe) dwindled. Although Bob Dylan recently recorded five discs of the Sinatra songbook, these were greeted even by fans of both with suspicion, and for now at least, we live in a Presley era again, his flawed, brooding masculinity more immediately appealing to the modern age than Sinatra’s flighty patter.


The cultural critic Greil Marcus predicted the Presley revival in 1987, observing that soon, for the first time, Elvis would really be dead, and then in twenty years ‘someone like Neal Jimenez [the River’s Edge screenwriter at the time working on a screenplay about Presley, a film that was never made] will make his movie, and it will all come back.’ Marcus was a decade and a half out, but otherwise, spot on.11
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I was in Miami looking for a story, but not one connected to music. I’d just finished my second novel and it had a protagonist with a mother in Florida, and though she didn’t do much in the first book, I planned to send my protagonist to find her in the sequel. Wandering around South Beach, nursing this warming little flame of narrative, I imagined my protagonist strolling past the windows of the amazing art deco studio of the Miami City Ballet, sitting down to eat eggs done every which way and drink iced coffee while watching rollerbladers glide past the News Café, and never getting to a nightclub until at least 2 a.m. (back in the 1990s, I spent a disproportionate amount of my time in clubs and Miami’s were the slowest to get going of any city I’d visited). That Capra film I mentioned? It’s about how a nocturnal existence must be abandoned eventually, a lesson Sinatra would ignore in real life, no matter how much he paid lip service to it in his movies.


When the taxi driver stopped outside the Fontainebleau and asked me if I liked music, I shrugged off my jet lag and prepared to listen. What we were looking at, she told me, was the oldest location in Miami. This wasn’t quite true, as the Coral Rock House in North Beach dates to 1916, but it is one of the most storied. Considering how much the building would later bring to Miami, it’s fitting that it was initially owned by the so-called Miami Beach Improvement Company, two Quaker families interested in turning the area into a winter resort. The Quakers sold it to oil magnate James H. Snowden, who hired architect Herbert Bass to design, in Miami historian Carolyn Klepser’s estimation, ‘the finest building Miami Beach would see for quite some time’.12


Snowden owned the house for seven years, before selling it to tyre magnate Harvey S. Firestone in 1923. Firestone lived there for three decades, experimenting with latex and writing his autobiography, Men and Rubber. The Firestone estate was a drain on resources, too big to manage and maintain. Hotelier Ben Novack purchased the estate and built the Fontainebleau Hotel on its grounds, but he needed aspirational Americans to buy into his vision. When Sinatra invited Presley to perform, he was attracting first their biggest fans, then anyone with a TV set and an imagination.


The taxi driver was in her mid fifties, a baby boomer, which meant she was more likely to be Team Presley than Team Sinatra. If I’d met her at the time, she told me, she’d have been critical of Sinatra, who she considered a hypocrite for having Presley on his show after being rude about him. But she wasn’t as adamant about this as some of the other Presley fans waiting in the hotel lobby, and even felt a little guilty about whether she deserved the tickets Elvis’s manager Colonel Tom Parker was handing out, after seeing other girls – some two or three years younger – sobbing about the possibility of missing their idol perform.


As I sat in her cab that warm winter night, she reminded me that the most exciting gigs always include an element of danger. Something as small as the fear of losing your ticket, back before it was all on your phone and the only risk was running out of charge. Perhaps a crowd too tightly packed and reluctant to give up a centimetre of floor space. Or, as in this case, discovering the building can’t cope with the demand. I’ve been at gigs where fans have fallen from balconies, where the floor has given way under moshing bodies, even one Sex Pistols reunion show where the man in the audience next to me was lighting proper outdoor fireworks and tossing them into the air before trying to catch them in his teeth.


But the most vulnerable people are always those onstage. According to the Miami Herald,13 there were thirty-two hired cops, six Pinkerton agents and four house detectives in the crowd during the Sinatra and Presley recording, a lot of muscle for a small crowd. Then again, according to the FBI’s files on Sinatra, when he returned to the Fontainebleau to perform six years later, an anonymous male caller told local police a hand grenade would be thrown at Sinatra,14 so maybe this was exactly the right amount of precaution. Who knows who made the threat, but there were a lot of former soldiers who remained angry with the man who’d passed up combat for the warm beds of bobby-soxers.


This Saturday, it was the ceiling that gave way, the taxi driver told me, a seven-foot-long, yard-wide plank that fell from above in the Fontainebleau’s new East Ball Room. She described standing there bracing for impact as it came towards the crowd, only exhaling as the room’s collective willpower caused it to flutter safely past the audience and into an empty space in front of the stage.
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While Elvis served his country proudly, Sinatra ducked the draft, getting a 4-F exemption (unfit for army service due to physical, mental or moral reasons) many found suspicious, claiming he had an ear injury at birth and was a nervous agoraphobe who woke up exhausted. Constitutionally, I am also like this. My limbic system craves moonlight (among Sinatra’s wackiest projects was a whole album about the moon, Moonlight Sinatra, an entertaining early a.m. listen). A shot of excitement spikes my spine at nine and the alertness doesn’t dissipate till dawn, but unlike Sinatra, I don’t have the excuse of the stage and spotlight.


Pete Hamill, a writer who had many late-night drinks with Sinatra, believed the singer’s 4-F declaration hurt him, alienating his male fans. Sinatra avoided a USO tour until the war was over, concerned soldiers might pelt him with eggs or tomatoes (better than grenades, but still a pain to get out of a sharkskin suit). Instead, he made fun of his image, which only worked in peacetime.15 The outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950 reminded his male fans Sinatra had sat out the Second World War, and even a decade later, he had good reason to be fearful of Presley.


Though neither is as good as the John Carpenter biopic, there are mini-series biopics of Sinatra and Presley, both competently directed by the unsung James Sadwith, and to date, the only films to address the conflict between the two singers. In the Presley one, Elvis (2005), Sinatra’s Western World piece is a radio broadcast spoken by Sinatra himself, so that Jonathan Rhys Myers as Elvis can sit there curling his lip as he listens, before calmly telling the press how much he’s looking forward to travelling down to Miami and appearing on his critic’s show. In his Frank movie, Sinatra (1992), the director connects Sinatra’s fading reputation with ducking the draft and the army’s increasing animosity towards him, including historically accurate scenes about how he was forbidden from entertaining US troops in Korea and experienced mockery for avoiding military service. In this version of events, he wants to play Private Angelo Maggio in From Here to Eternity, one of his most celebrated roles, because the character ‘doesn’t give a shit’ about the army.
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Shortly before his appearance with Elvis, Sinatra completed shooting Ocean’s 11, a new development in his cinematic depiction of army life. First, any film where he played a soldier had to be patriotic (It Happened in Brooklyn, in which Sinatra shares a basement below a school with big-nosed bachelor Jimmy Durante) or light-hearted fun (Anchors Away, in which Sinatra and Gene Kelly get shore leave in Hollywood, and On the Town, the same story with a sexier script in New York). In Meet Danny Wilson, a troubled production in which he starred with Shirley Winters, Sinatra played a singer (and ineffectual fighter) who doesn’t enlist until he’s smoked out by the FBI and is blessed with suspiciously good luck in combat – his best friend and manager describes him as ‘a guy who slipped through his first shellfire’. Then, later, it was possible to acknowledge the psychological impact of killing for one’s country (resulting in his four best movies, two of which were thrilling assassin stories, Suddenly and The Manchurian Candidate, and the other two adaptations of James Jones novels, From Here to Eternity and Some Came Running). Now long enough had passed to be cynical about it, as he’d be in all the films that followed.


Presley’s own films about the military (G.I. Blues, Blue Hawaii and Kissin’ Cousins) play the service for laughs. Most women in Sinatra’s movies have their own sexual agency, but in G.I. Blues, Prowse’s club dancer Lily is considered frigid for resisting soldiers’ boorish advances. The GIs take bets on who might ‘defrost’ her, running a book on how quickly Presley might get this done. Blue Hawaii treats Presley’s character’s military service with less reverence still, his mother (Angela Lansbury, who also acted alongside Sinatra in The Manchurian Candidate) so embarrassed that he didn’t see action that she pretends to her friends that he’s been in a war. Impatient to remind audiences that army life hasn’t impacted Presley’s libido, the film begins with Elvis making out with a blonde stewardess while his girlfriend watches sadly from the tarmac. Presley follows this by threatening to hit her, throwing her in the sea and ruining her new dress before announcing, ‘On you, wet is my favourite colour!’ When he later encounters a young girl with daddy issues, in a notorious scene he spanks her so hard she’s still suffering the next day.16


The characters in Ocean’s 11 are members of the 82nd Airborne, and like Sinatra’s sniper-for-hire in Suddenly (who, having been taught how to kill by the army, decides to seek financial reward for this talent, accepting an offer of half a million dollars to assassinate the president), they simply want to put their military skills to good use. They treat the whole world as their rec room, only breaking off from bowling strikes, playing cards and shooting pool to discuss their bank robbery plans, Sinatra spreading blueprints across the baize. His orange mohair jumper encourages us to think of him as a 9-ball: if he goes down, it’s all over.17
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Presley partied hard in Miami but rehearsed intensively too. This was a new challenge, and he was desperate to charm everyone, from his frenzied host to the viewers at home. The Colonel had kept Elvis’s career ticking along while he was away in Germany, but now was the time not only to win back his own fans but swipe some of Sinatra’s too.


This was Sinatra’s fourth Timex Special (known as ‘It’s Nice to Go Travelling’ or ‘Welcome Home, Elvis’), each an eccentric mix of watch ads and performances by Frank Sinatra and his showbiz cronies.18 Sinatra may have been frustrated by having to use his art to hawk wristwatches,19 but how the show presents time is what makes it an enduringly odd hour of television, more like an episode of The Twilight Zone than a variety special.20 The Timex ads consist of suave product spokesman John Cameron Swayze (distantly related to Patrick) subjecting Timex watches to ‘live torture tests’, in which the wristwatches are baked in cakes, tied to outboard motors, and shot with a bow and arrow to prove they can, as the slogan had it, ‘take a licking and keep on ticking’. The language of these adverts is curiously sinister and they feel like outtakes from The Manchurian Candidate designed to convince the audience of the normality of Swayze’s disturbing devices.


Through song and dance, Sinatra and his Rat Pack buddies will acknowledge the kid’s sacrifice and give him back the time he’s lost in showbiz. At the same time, they’re sending up the show itself, with Sinatra’s comedian sidekick Joey Bishop, who did serve in the US army, joking to Sinatra that, ‘for what it’s costing you for Presley, you could’ve presented World War II in person.’


But money means nothing to Sinatra. Presley’s earning his fee, and at a level above this, they’re all entertainment professionals and no matter how much they kid, this is all about the audience. And saving face for Sinatra. It’s through his acting roles that Sinatra won back the affection of his male audience during the 1950s, though Pete Hamill believes his female fans never fully returned, the original bobby-soxers shocked by ‘[Sinatra’s] brutal humiliation of his wife’,21 flaunting his relationship with Ava Gardner while still married.


In the pool, dolphins have Timex watches strapped to their fins, ready to prove even aquatic mammals can’t destroy the cheap timepiece. Onstage, Sinatra and his producers use modern dance to create the illusion of a time machine. His daughter Nancy, who was dispatched to meet Presley at the airport, is the most important part of this time machine, pretending to be the big hand of a watch carrying us backwards into the past. Of course, one’s offspring are every parent’s time machine, reminding us of our younger selves transported to a new era, but in Nancy Sinatra’s case this had even sharper resonance, as she’d eventually become keeper of her father’s legacy.22
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It doesn’t take long for the time-machine conceit to lose its snap, though they continue with it until the closing credits. The historical events to which they refer include Japan’s Crown Prince Akihito marrying Michiko Sho¯da, and the middle-distance runner Herb Elliot breaking the four-minute mile, something he’d go on to do seventeen times and a record that has subsequently been broken by over 2,000 men and several American schoolboys. The pop culture references are more obscure – can the release of a single by the Nutty Squirrels, a jazz band inspired by Alvin and the Chipmunks, ever have mattered to anyone? Only the events connected to the Rat Pack themselves (Sammy Davis Jr’s appearance in Porgy and Bess) are treated with real reverence, and it’s never explained why Elvis – or the audience, whether watching at home or standing here in the hotel – should care.


This is joked away, with Sinatra saying that all Presley really lost was his sideburns, before teasing the audience by pretending he’s about to begin another song. The audience boo (though they never would have risked this unless so instructed) and scream ‘WE WANT ELVIS!’ And there he is, lumbering awkwardly out of the wings and gesturing to his band. In his tuxedo, he performs his latest single, starting with the B-side ‘Fame and Fortune’. It’s a pretty song (and an astute response to all the Rat Pack shenanigans, being about how the love of a girl is more important than being famous), but it’s not until he plays the A-side, ‘Stuck on You’ – released days earlier and bound for number one – that he and the audience come alive.


As the screams grow louder, Presley begins a full-body wobble, clicking his fingers and bobbing his head until his glistening quiff droops into his eyes. Sinatra and Bishop approach like two bouncers brought in to deal with a drunk, the comedian asking Presley if he’ll sing with Frank. How about one of Sinatra’s, one of Presley’s? Sure thing, fellas. Sinatra undulates his shoulders until Presley joins in, then makes a joke about Presley’s pelvis. ‘We work in the same way, just in different areas.’


The older man comes out swinging, turning ‘Love Me Tender’ into a silly nursery rhyme, but Presley parries with a version of Sinatra’s ‘Witchcraft’ so sincere that when the two men harmonise on ‘Love Me Tender’, Frank – who’s been glancing out to the wings like a party host who wants everyone to notice his glamorous guest – can’t help blurting out, ‘Man, that’s pretty.’ It’s the same way he regards the men in the love-triangles of his later army movies, realising his own beauty has dwindled and been replaced by wisdom, but curious rather than envious about men who still possess their matinee looks. The deepest and darkest of these films is Kings Go Forth, a dated movie rarely mentioned today, with Sinatra playing opposite Tony Curtis and stewing in self-loathing after cooling on his lover Monique when she tells him she has a Black father – before being relieved of both his arm and his racist attitudes in the final reel.


Colonel Tom Parker will keep his boy making movies so long that eventually when Presley lies down in the back of his limo with a coat over his head to protect him from attention, it’ll become a convenient way for the minders to stop him noticing the fans are long gone. And it’s Sinatra who’ll turn out to be the survivor, packing stadiums nearly two decades after Presley’s death. But what’s most notable about this moment is Sinatra’s realisation that this is all a continuum: there’s always room for new people at the table and Presley’s no different from past rivals Eddie Fisher and Perry Como. Presley will outgrow his teenage fans as Sinatra has his, and they’ll both have to find different ways to maintain a lifelong career. How Sinatra and Presley handle their respective careers will become a model (and cautionary tale) to many musicians, with fresh ironies each time.


Coming up with the exact balance of studio work, movies, touring and knowing when to cash in with residencies will become part of every serious manager’s playbook. When Prince plays twenty-one nights at the O2, Michael Jackson will try to top this by selling out fifty dates there, planning to wipe out £100 million’s worth of debt, only to die before being able to complete a single show. In 2013, Britney Spears will seek the security of a Vegas residency to rebuild her reputation after years of paparazzi scandal, then find Sin City an equally unappealing cage, while Max Martin, the man who wrote her earliest hit, will happily luxuriate in Sinatra’s old Hollywood compound, purchased for $3.72 million dollars.
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Any career that lasts as long as Sinatra’s is going to have disappointments, premature ends, comebacks, second acts and endless encores. And Presley’s death at forty-two, while nowhere near as tragic as the many musical careers cut off at the age of twenty-seven, continues to prompt many what ifs. Almost every actor who’s played Presley (or even a Presley-influenced character) is absorbed into his myth. When you look at photos or film of Elvis now you can see or hear – if you’ve seen these films and shows – Nicolas Cage in Wild at Heart and Honeymoon in Vegas; Bruce Campbell in Bubba Ho-Tep; Val Kilmer in True Romance; Quentin Tarantino as an Elvis impersonator in The Golden Girls; Jack White in Walk Hard; John Travolta in almost everything; Matthew McConaughey in Agent Elvis, and even Steve Peri as ‘Old Elvis’ hiding out in Eerie, Indiana, alongside many others.


Initially, Sofia Coppola’s casting of the 6 feet 5 inches tall Jacob Elordi as Presley in Priscilla struck me as absurd, but his performance – inspired by the genetically engineered alien, Stitch, doing an Elvis impersonation in the cartoon Lilo & Stitch – is so unique and convincing now the regular-sized real Elvis also evokes Sleepy Hollow’s Ichabod Crane. It works the other way too, so that we will never be able to see Austin Butler without remembering the years he cosplayed as Elvis in promotional appearances in the run-up to and aftermath of his performance in Baz Luhrmann’s biopic. (It was Luhrmann’s playbook from which Timothée Chalamet was cribbing when he did a similar thing for A Complete Unknown, the 2024 Bob Dylan movie.)


Somehow the same thing doesn’t happen with actors who’ve played Sinatra. Does anyone even remember he’s been played by Dennis Hopper in a film about Sinatra touring Australia in the 1970s (The Night We Called It a Day)? Or Ray Liotta in a bog-standard biopic (The Rat Pack) and James Russo in a tasteless film about the 1963 kidnapping of Frank Sinatra Jr (Stealing Sinatra)? Or even recall a film from a mere couple of years ago, Frank and Ava, stolen by Harry Dean Stanton, in his last film performance – aged ninety-one – playing a sheriff who had Sinatra in his cells for a night and doing the whole movie without getting out of his dressing-gown? And why is it always the scariest cult stars who are cast as a man who could do romance and light comedy just as well as he did dark thrillers?
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Everyone knows the story of Elvis’s domineering manager Colonel Tom Parker, but less well known is that there was another impresario who worked for Presley and Sinatra – the formidable film producer and talent manager, Jerry Weintraub, who outlived both performers and wrote about them both. In his 2010 autobiography, When I Stop Talking, You’ll Know I’m Dead, he details his professional relationship with the two singers, claiming it was his idea to take Presley back out on the road, and that he pursued the Colonel until he agreed to allow this, presenting him with a cheque for a million dollars. Weintraub brought Presley back to Miami, organising a show at the city’s convention centre while he himself stayed at the Fontainebleau, paying convicts to remove half the seats from the venue when the show was undersold so Presley wouldn’t notice it wasn’t a sell-out crowd.23


Weintraub believed Sinatra tracked what happened with Presley, and his success as a live artist prompted the older singer to ask the promoter if he could handle his own comeback in 1972. Sinatra wanted to play the same venues as Presley. Weintraub told him he could arrange this, but had a different plan, noting the difference between the two singers: ‘Elvis was for the masses, for the people in the little towns between the big towns, the great crowds that filled the state fair. Sinatra was for the Italians and the Jews, for the city people. He was urban.’24


I’m not sure if this division makes sense now, or if it ever did. But this separation between performers who can reach everyone, and those who appeal only to city people, is something that was very much on the mind of both members of our next pairing, as their journeys took them from Detroit and Liverpool, and brought them together for an unforgettable night in London.
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