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The Happy Happy Sound of Radio 1


Imagine you are a passenger on a scheduled flight on a commercial modern jet airliner.


Imagine that suddenly the entire flight crew is stricken with some mysterious bug and are all slumped unconscious on the flight deck. And you, who have never ever even been allowed near the cockpit in your life, must now take over the controls, fly the plane and land it. Safely. Single-handed. A 747 perhaps, or a Dreamliner with several hundred passengers aboard.


You are confronted with a huge array of dials, switches, levers, controls and computer screens. You don’t even know where the on/off power button is.


And that is what it’s like, being confronted with a live radio desk.


I was the subject of my own press conference, organised by the BBC, to launch my new career as the first female DJ. A question came sailing over, an opening salvo from the press, of which I had been a part. Up till now, it seemed.


‘Poacher turned game keeper, are you?’


I expected to last three months, a year, tops. For all I might say about early Radio 1, the later bosses have let me carry on playing records for them for five decades. So thank you.


It was a photo call as well, so a battery of cameramen was lined up to take pictures of me. It was daunting, to say the least. In an outside, daytime location – a formal garden somewhere in central London.


Yeah, the journalists and their reporting team needed an angle, I knew that. But … Poacher?


I so wished at that moment that I was in The Beatles. George Harrison once got asked at a press conference, ‘What do you call that haircut?’


And he replied instantly, ‘I call it Arthur.’


OK, it’s a fair cop, got some fancy rabbit pelts in the back of me van, I didn’t think to say. Nor would I now.


Sure, I’d used the media to criticise the BBC for its (what would be laughed out of court now) sexism. When Radio 1 had been launched three years before, its bosses were quite open about the station being hosted by all-male DJs. I could hardly believe it, but there were to be no on-air female DJs.


Wha’? Why? That was my response.


So I had gone into campaign mode – in teen mags, newspapers or television – to challenge what was to me quite unwarranted and ridiculous bias.


But it didn’t quite equate to being a poacher. No one accused any of the dashing new DJs, almost all of them having come from illegal pirate stations to work at the BBC, of being poachers.


Whatever.


Not that I felt any entitlement. At all. I had little initial confidence that I would be any good as a radio presenter. But surely, I and any other female had the right at least to … have a go. That was all.


Let me try and see, and if I’m no good, I promise I’ll shut up and go away. I promise. By then, I’d had ten years of being a journalist and TV presenter – why should radio be the exclusive preserve of males? It was just bewildering to me.


I did talk a bit posh, not that I was. I’d come from the most average, suburban, non-distinguished background you could imagine. But sometime early on, I’d had elocution lessons. Also I smoked more than a packet of fags a day, so I couldn’t be accused of having a high squeaky voice. It was quite blokey, it’s been since pointed out, though I didn’t see it like that at the time.


Please let me have a try seemed a fair enough request to me. It took three years to persuade the BBC to let me try my hand.


There’s a huge difference between being a presenter/announcer and being a DJ, in radio terms. For one, you have to know how to work the desk. Intimidating, and to a newcomer, terrifying.


What I was also confronted with were a bunch of male engineers in the glass booth beside me, waiting if not willing me to fail.


There were so many technical hoops to jump through. For example, not ‘crashing the vocal’. That meant you could talk all over the introduction to a tune but had to judge and time your words to finish – bang! – just as the vocal came in. Supposedly sounded slicker. Kept the pace going. If you timed your words badly and still kept talking after the vocal started, that was crashing it. A terrible crime. To fade the tune out and speak over the vocals at the end of the track, that’s allowable on daytime pop radio. But not on golden oldies or AOR radio. That really annoys their listeners.


Of course, the people these talk-overs annoy most are the artistes who made the record in the first place. But they were supposed to be grateful to get their record played on the radio.


And radio airplay became more and more vital to get a hit. So the recording artistes were hardly going to complain if the DJs talked over their records. And to be fair, the DJs were bigging up their tunes.


I’d had no pirate ship background, which was where all the first-generation DJs had learnt their craft. And from whom I got my first inspiration.


I knew all about the pirate ship revolution as it happened. I’d met Ronan O’Rahilly, who launched Radio Caroline, in some plush office suite in Mayfair. I wore the T-shirt. White with a red image of a ship and ‘RADIO CAROLINE’ emblazoned beneath it.


On one occasion the ship was moving its anchoring and sailed right past my flat on the seafront at Brighton.


‘Ahoy there, we can see you, Brighton!’ declaimed the newly famous DJ Simon Dee. I felt like waving back from my second-floor balcony. Actually, I felt like jumping in the sea and swimming out to board Radio Caroline there and then.


I was hooked. I wanted to be a DJ too. But it didn’t seem any more than a dream, until … the pirates were moved onto dry land, outlawed and now at the BBC. Aha, I thought, now’s my chance. This will be more do-able.


Not so. I had to wait those precious last three years of the sixties till it happened. But then I got chucked in the deep end. Live on national radio. Well, perhaps it was the only way.


And it is a lot easier now, with digital formats. The hazards then … for instance, accidentally playing a vinyl record at the wrong speed, 45 revolutions per minute, instead of 33. Playing the wrong side of the record (the B-side instead of the A-side). Finding the right track on a vinyl album. Playing the wrong, unexpurgated version, with swear words left in, unedited. ‘Working Class Hero’ by John Lennon comes back to mind. Pre-9 p.m. watershed when the word ‘fuck’ isn’t OK. Knowing what various slang words meant when referring to drugs or sex. Viz, Radio 1 played Lou Reed’s ‘Walk on the Wild Side’ for some weeks before someone pointed out what ‘giving head’ meant. Or that the Stranglers’ ‘Golden Brown’ was about heroin.


From day one, I wanted to choose the records I played. I didn’t join a radio station in order to seek fame or promote my public profile. I’d already had some of that working as a TV presenter. But it came with the territory, and everyone nowadays has to be a ‘brand’.


My thing was my passion for music, and radio seemed the best medium for spreading the word, enthusing about great new tunes … or albums.


But being on Radio 1 meant that you had to become a ‘name’, because that’s how they built the station’s listening figures. I was used to promoting other people, like David Bowie or later Daft Punk or myriads of others. But now I had to promote myself. Bluntly, the Radio 1 DJs were often treated as more important than the music they were playing …


More satisfying, surely, more effective as a means of communication than trying to describe music in words, in a newspaper or a magazine column.


What I had been missing, in those frustrating years of not being allowed near the mics of Radio 1, was this.


The management heads in the early Radio 1 days were technical-grade blokes, some ex-RAF. Their mantra was: Radio 1 DJs are ‘husband substitutes’, jolly chaps who would keep the little woman at home entertained, the imagined housewife in her frilly pinny, till hubby came back from work and male authority could be restored in the home. In those days a woman was not allowed to open a credit card account, or take on a mortgage, without a male partner. A woman broadcaster would not be welcome, would alienate the listeners. That’s what they told me.


It was as though the social revolution of the sixties, young music made by a new generation of young people, had never happened.


Radio 1 seemed then like a day-long version of Housewives’ Choice. As though women didn’t go out to work, have a job, have a career, and also not taking on board that young me, who loved new music, might be listening too.


The strange thing was I had not experienced sexism until I confronted Radio 1. I’d had a decade working on newspapers, writing features, op-ed magazine columns, making documentaries, hosting music shows on TV, and never been told, ‘You can’t do this job because you’re a woman’.


WTF? I was amazed.


Anyway, public opinion was changing. They were going to have to take on at least one female. Because I’d been the one tapping – well, kicking – at their door for so long, eventually they let me have a go.


On the very first live show, I accidentally stopped the record that was being broadcast and cut the station’s output all over Great Britain to an agonising and grinding halt. Silence ensued. I thought that would be the beginning and end of my radio career, in one go, like a Broadway show closing on the first night …


Learning on the job was difficult and slow, because I had one show a week. A bit like having one driving lesson a month and forgetting half of what you’d learnt by the time the next one came around.


It was this techie side that the blokes favoured. Rather than what was actually being said between the records – the presentational style.


What I did feel confident about, if not the technical side, were my choices of music. I soon realised that the daytime DJs were subject to a playlist, not choosing their own music to play.


This would have defeated the whole object to me. It was my obsession with finding new music that was the whole reason for wanting a record show.


I asked the boss if I could join the Sounds of the Seventies evening DJs who broadcast their own chosen tunes. Some presenters wanted the massive exposure of a daytime slot, with added fame. I wanted the freedom of the night-time shows. It was one of the best decisions – professionally – I ever made. Even though I’d begun in a ‘review’ slot, in the afternoons, having heard a few of those early shows back recently, I’m now shocked that I could have been so sharply critical – in a way that no one is nowadays on popular radio. I wasn’t into career destroying; it’s best, probably, if you don’t like it, to not play it.


But my sharp comments had caught the ears of The Who, and they went on a charm offensive to win me round, which worked admirably well, and they became friends for life!


There was no commercial radio in Britain then, so Radio 1 had a massive audience, with the breakfast show reaching eighteen to twenty million or so. But in a small, quite basic studio with a stack of records to play and a microphone, you cannot let those types of listening figures unnerve you. Broadcasting was to me then, and still is, as simple as making a phone call.


To your best friend: speaking to one person:


Hi, have you heard this new one?


Let me play it to you. See what you think.


I just wanted to share my enthusiasm. Spread the word. It’s really that simple.


To be fair to the first wave of managers and bosses of Radio 1, it was all a new challenge for them too. Radio 1 had been foisted on an unwilling BBC after the pirate ships, of which I was a slavish follower, got closed down.


We pop kids wanted the real thing, back-to-back tunes (or ‘choons’ as they were hailed by nineties ravers). I would say that the pirates’ most prominent years in operation,1964–66, produced and promoted some of the best quality pop music from both sides of the Atlantic that has ever been. Pick a top 10 from 1966, and I’ll bet you would know most of these even now.


Tell you what … let’s try that right now …


Here’s a published UK top 10 from May 1966:




	Paint It Black – The Rolling Stones



	Wild Thing – The Troggs



	Strangers in the Night – Frank Sinatra



	Pretty Flamingo – Manfred Mann



	Sorrow – The Merseybeats



	Sloop John B – The Beach Boys



	Shotgun Wedding – Roy C



	Monday Monday – The Mamas and the Papas



	Rainy Day Women Nos 12 and 35 – Bob Dylan



	Hey Girl – The Small Faces






Even if you don’t know any of the titles, you’ve surely heard of most of the artistes.


But the BBC wasn’t allowed to play back-to-back hit tunes all day long. Radio 1 was chained by restrictions – the number of records they were allowed to play in a day. The pop acts had to audition to check if they could play their hits as well live as they did on the records. The Rolling Stones failed the first time. It’s laughable now, but those were the quaint rules.


And what and who were these … these, er … disc jockeys exactly? These ex-pirates who were now allowed to be let loose in Broadcasting House. Designing their own ‘self op’ studio desks, and worst of all … allowed to broadcast live, and unvetted? All sounded rather suspiciously brash, and sort of, well, to them, suspiciously foreign and suspiciously commercial.


I reckon the bigwigs at the BBC were secretly hoping this pop music was just a fad and would be dead in the water within a year. That it would all go away, and Radio 1 with it.


The station thrived against all odds. And I am amazed still and thankful that they kept me on, for all these years.


The only strategy for Radio 1 to survive was to make its DJs into big stars and build massive listening figures. Which they did. And it is the presenters that of course are now key to the vital difference of gaining an audience from the alternatives such as the streaming site Spotify.


In no other country are pop radio DJs bigger names than the musicians whose music they play. Household names, national treasures, and in the process, some unsavoury characters who slipped through the net in the early days.


The DJs had come from such different backgrounds. Actors, a chef, a few musicians, some ex-public schoolboys, a smattering of media types.


There were scant university media courses, degrees in media studies. Few reality shows on TV. So Radio 1 was an extraordinary magnet for those driven by a deep need and craving, almost an addiction to fame and recognition. It was said that being signed to Radio 1 was like playing for England. It was also to involve taking part in motor racing at Brands Hatch, roller skating at Thorpe Park, and being jumped over by a stunt motorcyclist. Little did I know …


There was, fortunately, John Peel. He seemed to be allowed to be there because he liked playing new music. He also loved football, and I think that reassured the management that he was actually in some senses a ‘normal’ human being and not a long-haired, potentially anarchic dangerous hippy freak.


I did find out some years later that all the DJs on Radio 1 had been vetted by a branch of our intelligence service, MI5. What did the dossiers have to say? I’ll never know.


If John Peel was a freak, then I was most definitely treated as one. Not necessarily in a negative way, more out of bewilderment.


Why would a woman want to be a DJ? So, techie, in other words. Just leave all that stuff to the boys who know their kilohertz from their megahertz was the patronising inference. Why worry your pretty little head with such technical matters, dear?


Answer: I want to be a DJ, because I figure it’s the best job in the world!


But the wife of a BBC executive, at some early in-house reception (Stepford Wives style, except that sci-fi story about housewives becoming fembots hadn’t even emerged yet) had drawled to me, with a worried frown: ‘Aren’t you afraid you’ll lose your fem-in-nin-it-tay?’


So this was all going to be much more of an uphill struggle than I had imagined, and perhaps explains why no other female DJ appeared on Radio 1 for another twelve years …
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Right Place, Wrong Time?


Now everyone is much more decade-aware, but it certainly wasn’t apparent by 1970 that the big happy shiny party that had been the sixties was well and truly over. Any more than that what is regarded as sixties culture began in 1960. (And actually, nineties culture started in the late eighties.)


But you can feel change coming, you can feel something in the air, like that buzzy tune by Thunderclap Newman and Pete Townshend, who got it, smashed it big, one time.


I always wanted to be in the swirl of forward movement, and always believing that things were going to change for the better.


Well so far, they had. As a war baby born in the London Blitz, you only know what you are surrounded by. Because of the shortages of absolutely everything, nothing any of us kids had was new. First-hand. I had a threadbare teddy bear, a two decades-old china doll, a second-hand tricycle, hand-me-down clothes and precious but well-thumbed books. We ate what they called mousetrap cheese and powdered egg. But as none of us in the gang I grew up with had seen any different, it didn’t matter. We didn’t feel deprived, because we didn’t know we were deprived. (It’s so poignant to be writing this now, in the midst of the COVID crisis.)


The adults were always talking wistfully about ‘Before The War’, banging on about it, like it was some enchanted place, a lost domain. Somewhere where the lead character in Le Grand Meaulnes was always trying to find his way back to. Though ‘Before The War’ in his case was World War One, which swiftly killed its young author, Alain-Fournier. For the small circle of British adults in my domain, there always seemed to have been some lavish party going on, in a vast night club with sparkly-covered white grand pianos, being played by smarmy looking blokes, their hair slicked back with brilliantine, and Marcel-waved women swanning around in fur coats over long satin evening dresses, doing the foxtrot and brandishing cigarette holders. The men looking like bank managers trying to dance like Fred Astaire and wearing evening tailcoats and white bow ties, and comical round rimmed spectacles, which made them look even more like bank managers, overdressed and totally failing to look cool or dashing.


‘Before The War’ they seemed to spend all their time going to dinner dances and wearing camellias in their hair. My parents and their friends kept showing me now curled-at-the-edges old black and white photographs of themselves and their friends, swivelling round from their dinner table placings in large hotel ballrooms to stare and pose for the commercial photographer capturing their image for the night.


I thought that’s what they did all the time. Perhaps they only ever went once. Kinda glamorous, I suppose. All very Great Gatsby, all very The Beautiful and Damned. I wasn’t envious, I didn’t want to live in the past. There was no going back. That world was over, finished, lost forever. The evidence was everywhere. Every day I wandered between buildings with their facades ripped down, roofs blown off, revealing fascinatingly the one remaining square of rose strewn wallpaper from a child’s bedroom wall, once on the third floor, now exposed for all to see, and open to the elements. A small Victorian iron fireplace, suspended, hanging halfway up a bare brick wall, itself supported by a single iron girder, propped up at forty-five degrees to the ground to prevent the nearly shattered edifice from crumbing into the street, creating more casualties. Similar to the way Havana, Cuba, looks now. But a giant bombsite, that’s what my neighbourhood, and most of Britain, looked like. Exciting really. You never knew what you might find next. A bit of old bomb casing, a mine, any form of UXB from a cracked open cellar. Completely normal, if that’s what you’d grown up with.


Looking every day into those bombed-out buildings was a blatant metaphor for the bombed-out lives of the survivors of the Second World War. Ex-service men on crutches ventured out from the Star and Garter Home on Richmond Hill, each with one empty grey flannel trouser leg folded and pinned up neatly above the knee, swinging back and forth as they struggled on their wooden sticks, on their one good leg, the half of the other blown away.


The adults who hadn’t been killed or maimed in the war, but had known better times, seemed to be trying to wish themselves back into this pre-war rosy existence. ‘Look For A Silver Lining’, that was a popular lyric of the day, and ‘There’ll be blue birds OVER, the white cliffs of DOVER’ (what good bluebirds would do in terms of broke Britain, I have no idea). The once popular perfume ‘Evening in Paris’ by Bourjois, or rather its empty bottle, adorned my mother’s dressing table. That pre-war empty bottle seemed a perfect symbol of the past. Of the thirties. An Evening in Paris. Not much chance of that now, or even of finding the origin for the more vulgar ‘California Poppy’ (well I was told it was vulgar, it came from Woolworths). The adults in turn felt guilty, sorry for us kids, poor, deprived, rationed, with only a red tin money box with just a few pennies to save …


Oh please! It wasn’t that bad! – only materially.


We had never known Before The War so we had no sense of missing out on anything. In fact, we felt almost a kind of cool superiority. There was no need to patronise us kids because we were resilient. We were fortunate enough, unlike millions of others, to have survived the war.


We played on bomb sites, we loved playing on bomb sites. Born to the air raid siren, mournfully yet chillingly foreboding, it was the first sound I remembered …


Try that screaming, sweeping, yowling intro to ‘Blockbuster’ by The Sweet to get the full ‘Focke-Wulf on a Thames bombing run’ effect. We were the Bisto Kids – ragged but defiant. We were unafraid, and unimpressed with anything sickly or sentimental.


And gradually, though very gradually, things did get better. Through the much maligned 1950s … which wasn’t all grey and gloom. There were coffee bars with cappuccinos in glass cups, the New Musical Express, Eagle mag’s Dan Dare, Journey into Space on the radio. And the utter delights of Radio Luxembourg. We became teenagers with rock ’n’ roll, Elvis, Little Richard – expressly for us, for young people. Which then exploded by 1963 into an even more deliciously exciting time, with That Was the Week That Was, pirate radio, Beyond the Fringe, James Bond, miniskirts, and eeeeeeeeekkkk – The Beatles!


It just never occurred to me that things were going to, or could, or would get worse. And I’d always tried to cling a little to that sense of wonder that the unquestioning child is so fulfilled and awed by.


Before all the ‘it’s all been done before’, ‘nothing new under the sun’ scepticism and cynicism pours its black treacly depression over joy and exuberance.


At the time of the disastrous Altamont concert in December 1969 I don’t think the social commentators were declaring the sixties dead. Even at the Isle of Wight Festival in 1970, the atmosphere wasn’t pleasant – it was quite scary at times – but we weren’t declaiming ‘This is the end’, even if The Doors were.


And hey, wow, I’d joined Radio 1. My big chance. My chance to change the world! Bring great music to more people, millions of people.


But actually … who did I think I was? I had one show a week, was still devastatingly terrified of screwing up every time I went near the decks. I had no say in what went on the station’s daytime playlist. I was still the rebel outsider.


It seemed that the teenage battlegrounds or wastelands we had gained – Hendrix, the Who, Velvet Underground – were in danger of being reclaimed, won back by the Establishment. Conventional, safe showbiz. Mantovani, Jim Reeves country … middle of the road stuff.


And for me that was a very unwelcome prospect.


Even as a small child I was very resistant to what I thought was bad music and slick marketing. One of the top tunes in those pre-radio playlist days was ‘Yes! We Have No Bananas’ (revived from the 1920s because now, ha ha, there actually were no bananas). Really?


We’d never had any bananas, so why would we want to hear a song about not having any bananas? And an upbeat version at that, not even a ‘Yes! We Have No Banana Blues’ (although such a version did exist, but we were never allowed to hear anything so negative in defiant, bright, Brexity, we-won-the-war Britain. I must say at this stage that I am no flag-waving, two world wars, one World Cup aficionado.) Bewilderingly lavished upon us by the music publishers in Denmark Street were more novelty songs about fruit and vegetables. ‘I’ve Got a Luvverly Bunch of Coconuts’. ‘You say to-mahto and I say to-mayto’.


Dear oh dear oh dear. Please, 1970s, don’t put us through that again.


The unemployment figures rose. The highest since the end of the Second World War. Fifty thousand protesters marched against the Industrial Relations Act. The Tory government wanted to repatriate immigrants.


American showbiz stalwarts were furious with The Beatles for gate-crashing their game, taking over like that. How dare they?


How very dare they threaten the dominance of the Sinatras, the Perry Comos, the Tony Bennetts? Even Elvis had been effectively de-fanged by his spell in the US army and was never a threat to the American Dream of conventional living, or the American Way of Life, ever again, after that.


And that was just in music. The counterculture in the US was having to square up to the Establishment there too. The young didn’t just want to fight the war in Vietnam. They wanted racial equality. They wanted – well in some areas – to grow their hair long and smoke weed. Students had been shot dead at Kent State University in Ohio for demonstrating that they did not agree with the US occupying Cambodia.


It didn’t really help though that The Beatles were now, themselves, falling apart. I had not been a fan of the too long and now wobbly winding road. Turns out they weren’t, either. Previously impeccable, good taste, Wall-of-Sound Phil Spector, adding schmaltzy strings?


Come on!


Tin Pan Alley moguls were having their breakthroughs. Break-backs. Clive Dunn with ‘Grandad’, for example. Though Clive was an exceptionally nice guy ‘in real life’.


Excuse me, I’d be thinking … but – no! I grew up a child music critic, because there was a lot to critique. I was what was politely called ‘well covered’ i.e ‘chubby’ as a child, and deeply resented a popular polka song which ran along the lines of one guy saying to another, about a girl, ‘You can have her. I don’t want her, she’s too fat for me.’ I really took that personally.


Ghastly gushingly sentimental songs about babies, even twin babies – ‘Twenty Tiny Fingers’. That’s what Tin Pan Alley thought us kiddos wanted. That and enough Walt Disney to shove down our necks to choke us culturally, they hoped, for ever.


I’m sorry, but I hated Mickey Mouse. He looked ugly to me, his head was big for his body, though that’s a photogenic proportion still favoured by Hollywood in its casting of real flesh-and-blood characters. To me Mickey’s ears were so oversized that he didn’t look like a mouse at all.


Donald Duck, what a plain scary pervert he appeared to be! I could never understand what he was saying, but it sounded deeply unpleasant by insinuation, and he looked like he could give you a nasty goose with that yellow bill of his. It was bad enough having to suffer all this trash as a child; it must have been hell if you were an adult.


Instinctively I knew I was being marketed at, persuaded to have the hated Mickey’s image on my bucket and spade, school satchel, pencil case, gas mask.


Lucky you if you didn’t have to grow up with songs that opined ‘I’m a pink toothbrush’ or ‘Gillygillyossenfeffer-somefuckingstupidthing-by-the-sea’. People would learn the words to the made-up doggerel. As entertainment! And maybe that’s where the serious misjudgement was made by the adults. Trying to provide and sell us popular culture. Sharp kids who had wised up a lot earlier than their parents realised. They did then and they always will!


We cannot go backwards, I was thinking, in the early seventies.


Hollywood was trying to get its own back after The Beatles’ invasion, by creating massive hits like ‘Wand’rin’ Star’ by the gnarly actor Lee Marvin from the film Paint Your Wagon. A musical from the 1950s … ‘In the Summertime’ by Mungo Jerry’s jug band, another smash of the time, sounded to me like a throwback to skiffle.


Had I finally got my chance to play what I felt was a great music when the scene had just evaporated? Disappeared down a drain … Had I arrived too late?


There were other subtle shifts too. Evident through the window of fashion. The glory of miniskirts, Biba’s classic simplicity – showing off long legs in pale tights, with high-button collars – were giving way to hippy culture. Young women in long, long skirts, maxi skirts, florals (bit frumpy) and the newly moustachioed boyfriend calling their partner ‘my old lady’.


My? Somewhat possessive, for the supposedly new feminist movement?


When was that phrase popularised: ‘pregnant, barefoot and in the kitchen’?


Females were being encouraged to wear hats again (more like Victorian bonnets), shawls, and an almost demure, denim, down-home look was being suggested. Even if they were being invited to live in a commune with all the free love that could be exploited therein. Not so much high heels now, as laced-up boots.


Young women were being caught between two cultures, regarding sex. Your mother would still be saying: ‘Don’t.’ The men – older men, who tended to be the predators – were saying: ‘Do.’ You must endorse free love.


Otherwise you’re not … cool. And who didn’t want to be cool?


Then the pill happened, and it was harder for girls to say no if they didn’t want to say yes … The pill, anyway, was not universally available over-the-counter. The theatre staged happenings like Oh! Calcutta! and the musical Hair (great songs) that were highlighting the four-letter word and nudity. You gotta be cool and intellectual, that was the pressure.


Having signed me up, I don’t think Radio 1 knew quite what to do with me.


There was still that Housewives’ Choice pro-male bias. A former crooner Jimmy Young read out recipes at lunchtimes. Ed ‘Stewpot’ Stewart hosted a children’s programme called Junior Choice. Radio 1 still didn’t really have its own identity and had to share airtime with Radio 2. I was the token female; I was also a known music columnist and critic, with strong views. I didn’t fit comfortably.


Music was going folky. Steeleye Span, the Incredible String Band, acoustic recordings and real instruments … traditional tunes … going back to live on the land … yeah, but … Seemed a bit retrograde to me. I was more interested in what the mellotron could do. Also synthesisers. And what David Bowie had achieved using the very simple stylophone on ‘Space Oddity’. I was into these interesting-sounding new bands on the Island label, like King Crimson and Roxy Music.


The mainstream was sounding a bit worthy and sort of earthy. I’d never been a slavish paid-up mod, but I was certainly a modernist. I had no desire to live in the country and grow vegetables. My dad had had that pleasure of digging an allotment in Marble Hill Park by the River Thames during the Second World War. (In his spare time from being a firefighter in the London Blitz, that is.) It was an absolute necessity then.


But weren’t we supposed to keep moving on, moving forward? I embraced mod cons. And modern futuristic music. Where was that going to come from? Lou Reed’s ‘Walk on the Wild Side’ and Kraftwerk as it turned out. But meanwhile Radio 1 had to keep these massive listening figures up.


We were going out on the road …




— 3 —


John Lennon, The Beatles & Apple Records


I would not have achieved my desire to be a DJ at Radio 1 without The Beatles and Apple, to whom I am for ever indebted. I have a maxim I try to pass on to others:


If there’s somewhere you want to be, circle your target. Hang in there, do not be deterred. When it’s said that someone achieved their aim by being ‘at the right place at the right time’, I say this: you may need to hang in there and be in the right place for potentially a very long time before that magic door opens.


I had been inspired to become a DJ since the pirate days of the earlyish sixties. However, by the end of that decade I was not much nearer my dream ever materialising.


But I was a journalist and I must have spoken of my desires to be on radio when hanging out at Apple. In fact, I would get odd opportunities to pass over some of my cherished taped interviews with The Beatles, for later broadcast.


The recording quality was terrible, because the tapes had only ever been intended as aides-memoire for writing up the interviews for newspaper and magazines.


Full of ‘ahs’ and ‘ohs’, ‘mmms’ and ‘oh I see what you means’ from me. (Absolutely verboten for broadcast interviews; you must ask your question, wait for the answer, keep your mouth shut, don’t interrupt and only nod vigorously to encourage your interviewee to keep talking.)


But I had a good rapport, a good friendship with The Beatles, so perhaps I did have a possible potential value to the people in radio. We all need a helping hand, someone putting a word in … at the right moment. That’s what Derek Taylor did for me. The BBC was now actively seeking a female DJ (after all the negative publicity I had generated – and the feminists were coming after Radio 1, too).


Apple had become, strangely, my sanctuary.


Happiness is a warm gun … bang, bang, shoot, shoot.


For years and years after the killing of John Lennon at the Dakota you couldn’t. You couldn’t mention that song. You couldn’t play it; you couldn’t even think of it or about it. I certainly self-censored it.


Even now it makes me shudder … The poignancy of it.


It had first been heard, off the back of the psychedelic pinnacle of 1967 and Sgt. Pepper.


The plunge into 1968 was so swift. It was the worst year of my life thus far. And seemed to echo the upheaval happening in the wider world. The assassinations of Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy, the anti-Vietnam war demos in Grosvenor Square in London, students rioting in Paris … Apart from Apple. Apart from the solace of being allowed to grace the interior of the most desired four walls on the planet. Inside number 3 Savile Row, London W1 now and again …


My marriage was over. I had a five-year-old and a one-year-old. How on earth was I going to manage for money? I had always thought I’d best try to stay at least a little financially independent. I had a job, of sorts – well, a freelance version, which was best for working mostly from home. I was the pop columnist for the Daily Sketch. A tabloid, but gentler than the Daily Mirror or the Sun. At least, it was at that time.


When I finally got the job I’d really wanted at Radio 1, the sometimes previously bullying subs put me on the front page, with the caption:


ONE IN A MILLION


Derek Taylor and I had been friends since he first worked for Brian Epstein at NEMS, The Beatles’ HQ on Argyll Street, next to the London Palladium. He’d been a provincial journalist like me, till he met and fell in love with The Beatles and went to work for them. Then he fell out with Brian Epstein, moved with his family to California, discovered The Byrds and revamped the pre-Pet Sounds era Beach Boys’ image …


Now he was back, back back back in the Yoo Yoo Yoo Kay, running the public relations for The Beatles’ utopian dream Apple.


Derek’s office, positioned on the second floor of the white-walled historic town house, with its velvety green carpeting, was kind of the centre of the universe for me and for many others. I wasn’t ligging and taking advantage of The Beatles’ wealth and drinking all their free drink and hospitality. I was a supporter. I thought it was incredibly positive that The Beatles should want to share and spread their advantages, create opportunities for new artistes. That’s where maybe I could help. Interview their protégés. Get their careers off the ground.


Of course they would be taken advantage of. Of course. But in the beginning, it seemed such a worthwhile venture. Trouble was, everyone thought that Apple was their heaven, their record company, their book publisher, their bank, their film financier, their venture capitalist, their fairy godmother, their money-laden apple tree.


There was an unwritten rule between The Beatles and individual members of the media. One strike and you’re out – we’ll trust you, but only once, if you betray us. Which I thought was perfectly fair.


Yes, the press and media had helped them to world domination, and they had been far more open in terms of interviews and access than any other entertainers before or since then.


Paul would phone me at home for some pop mag chat.


‘Who’s this?’ I would say, probably after giving out my number, as you did then, as my parents had done.


‘Popes Grove six-three-five-six,’ my father would always announce dutifully to the incoming caller. We had no fridge, no telly, but we’d always had a telephone.


Even into the twenty-first century, my remaining close relative, an uncle in Chiswick, west London, would say on answering the phone: ‘Eight-oh-four-two!’


‘Brighton two-five-six-seven-two,’ I said into the two-tone green phone handset in the small study office at the back of my house in Montpelier Road.


‘Hello, who is it?’


‘McCartney,’ came the cheery reply.


‘Oh,’ I said.


Then added my trick question, in case it was an imposter:


‘Which one?’


My slightly provocative-to-be-cool defensive shtick.


‘James Paul,’ answered one of the four most famous people in the world.


He knew that I knew his brother Michael. Five years previously Mike, in the satire group The Scaffold, and I had taken part in a TV pilot which had changed my life.


It was for my first presenting job on a show called That’s for Me.


I had The Beatles’ trust, which was more important to me than is imaginable. Of course I was a fan. Not just of their music, but what they had done for all of us, given a whole young generation hope and belief that we could have our dream realised, too, and believe in ourselves. I still go on and on about this debt we owe those four young men. It just cannot be overstated. It’s one of my main reasons for wanting to stay at Radio 1. I want today’s musically inclined youth to have the opportunities I had. To assist them if I can, to be able to help them realise their potential. So, to be allowed into their sanctum I needed a role, to justify my existence there. To contribute to the movement. To be part of it.


To change the world. I believed we could, and I had access to the very people to make it happen. I could at least write about the new artistes they were signing and the people that passed through the doors of 3 Savile Row at that time.


Much has been made in the past about money streaming out of those doors, viz. the glorious rockumentary The Rutles. Directed by Eric Idle with songs by Neil Innes of The Bonzo Dog Band. George Harrison played a TV news reporter, interviewing ‘Eric Manchester’, a satirised Derek Taylor played by Michael Palin from Monty Python. With an ad libbing vox pop from Mick Jagger, a non-singing role he never bettered. It could have tanked as a smug in-joke, but The Rutles became an affectionate Beatles parody classic.


To me, Apple was a meeting place for ideas, more like a literary salon. Perhaps like Paris had been in the fifties. Harry Nilsson, James Taylor and John Tavener were the best-known recipients of Apple’s being, in some way or another.


The Beatles said at the time and since that they were not the change; they were part of it. Yes, there were others. The tiny islands that make up Britain were punching so above their weight, especially in the popular arts. John Osborne, Peter Brook, Mary Quant, David Lean, Hockney, Bailey and Donovan, the James Bond films, Michael Caine, Beyond the Fringe (the other four-headed monster besides The Beatles, of Peter Cook, Alan Bennett, Jonathan Miller and Dudley Moore), Hugh Carleton Greene (the Director General of the BBC for much of the sixties) and Pauline Boty, the pop artist. The will and confidence to shine was so contagious.


But by 1968 this optimism was changing somewhat. Realism was beginning to tug at our coat sleeves. With hindsight, it’s easy to see, but the real revolution had been instigated in the late fifties and hatched between ’63 and ’67. The Beatles are so venerated now, it’s hard to describe. But their image was somewhat dented in certain areas of the media beyond those years. And didn’t improve for decades.


Despite winning over the whole world, they still seemed to be at the mercy of the media. For years since their moptop peak, sections of the press had been chipping away, trying to bring them down. I didn’t want that, or any part of it.


Perhaps that’s why they trusted me. But somehow being a journalist still made me feel an outsider, a possible enemy to be wary of. I knew I would never betray them, never let them down, but could they be so sure? The breakthrough for me was becoming a TV presenter. That made a huge difference in perception. Because of that I was accepted by the pop generation, not shunned as a journalistic spy. (The former Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein regarded all journos as spies.) But it wasn’t a full-time job, or a living. I still needed the fourth estate.


In Fleet Street among the so-called ‘hard’ journalists and newsmen I was sneered at.


‘Huh! You just rewrite publicity handouts.’


The raincoat brigade of door steppers were hardly a bunch of flower children, and didn’t believe in the youth revolution. Or in getting committed or personally involved in it. With the professional veneer of cynicism that seemed a necessary tool, they wouldn’t embrace any of the fashionable new idealism.


Getting the story first was what mattered, for them to keep their well-paid jobs. Though there were stirrings of a new breed from the emerging underground press. I was a great admirer of Richard Neville, the young Australian editor of Oz. But then I wasn’t quite accepted by his gang, either.


So my home life had unravelled. I needed to work for a living like never before. It would be two more years before I appeared at the divorce court, with the help of The Beatles’ lawyer Martin Polden. He gave me a copy of Philip Roth’s novel Portnoy’s Complaint as a divorce present. Martin had advised The Beatles through drug busts and was closely affiliated with Release (a UK charity that arranges legal representation for people charged with drug possession), when he accompanied me, a bundle of nerves in a pale pink coat, to the divorce division of the High Court.


Paranoia was gripping the creatives. The Stones had experienced the Redlands bust the year before. In October 1968 the police raided Ringo Starr’s home in London; John and Yoko were staying there at the time. The police found nothing incriminating. But all The Beatles were aware the Establishment wasn’t going to do them any more favours. The days of ‘those in the cheap seats clap your hands, the rest of you rattle your jewellery’ – the love affair with The Beatles in their home media – had seemingly evaporated.


And much of the media had not greeted the launch of the dream palace, the Apple record label, with quite the warmth and delight they’d hoped. The Beatles, in the eyes of much of the popular press had gone, well, seriously weird.


No one could argue with the massive critical success of Sgt. Pepper. But my, how the four had changed in the eyes of the media, many of whom felt unable to go with them on their real-life mystery tour.


‘You are either on the bus, or off the bus’, was the ominous Beatle saying at Apple at the time. I knew what they meant. Be loyal or go away. Flower power, LSD, the Maharishi, Yoko Ono, nude photographs, transcendental meditation, flowers in your hair … It was all too much, as their own song reflected, for the media to take.


The Beatles had changed as people, almost immeasurably. And unsurprisingly, they were no longer the lucky-go-happy lads from Liverpool. They were part of the world’s avant-garde artist community. They were ex-art school students. Lennon anyway. Bob Dylan was a significant catalyst. People went to his concerts, applauded his poetry, they didn’t scream at him.


Paul chose the logo for Apple, inspired by a Magritte painting. I still feel unhappy for them that the world’s now richest company should have successfully taken a bite out of their clean, simple and original corporate image design for its own …


In 1968 the soundtrack playing out of the speakers at Apple was altogether darker and carrying more ominous words …


If some Beatles fans had thought ‘A Day in the Life’ was strange and discomfiting, what were they going to make of this new stuff?


Hey, Bungalow Bill … what did you kill … The walrus was Paul … number nine number nine number nine …


I didn’t know now if we at Apple were listening to advance, yet-to-be released tracks from the White Album. I think we were … There was much discussion, doubt even, being expressed about it being a double album, about the plain pristine white sleeve. With just their name embossed, you could run your fingers across it very satisfyingly.


It was the sound of The Beatles diverging. You could hear, in retrospect, their separate futures emerging, and it wasn’t reassuring to many. The Beatles probably didn’t look reassuring either. Those clean-shaven boys with the matching Cardin collarless suits had been replaced by what? Would-be mystics with long, flowing locks, straggly beards, bright nursery-coloured clothes … or in Lennon’s case, a woman’s second-hand fur coat.


What on earth was going on with them? wondered the media, who weren’t quite in the loop.


The only public appearance they’d made was for the BBC round-the-world link-up TV show, where’d they’d debuted ‘All You Need Is Love’.


They weren’t pop stars anymore. They had been corralled by some of the most forward thinkers in the world: Timothy Leary, aristocrats, politicians and would-be revolutionaries including Tariq Ali. Everyone wanted access, especially those with an agenda they wanted The Beatles to espouse. Or adopt, or publicise.


And they didn’t have the layers of protection that now almost entomb ‘celebrities’. No one ‘sat in’ on my conversational interviews with The Beatles or their protégés, as happens now. Though Paul McCartney, still single at the time, breezed into the middle of an interview I was conducting with Mary Hopkin, inquiring if I was still married. And suggesting that I should marry him instead. I don’t think he was being entirely serious, so this should not be taken out of context.


When I am the subject of a BBC interview now, I am ‘patched through’ via a press officer who listens in. To keep the interview on message. Well then, we all know where we stand, it could be said.


Brian Epstein had died in August at the end of that significant summer of love. This in turn, in time, let in Allen Klein, the New York tough guy manager. Klein, once he had his metaphorical feet under the table, wanted a cleansing of almost all the Apple staff. He got it too, and used an intended-to-be compassionate feature I’d written about the press office staff as a lever to fire them. People who’d shown me nothing but warmth, friendship and trust. It was horrible.


Derek, their boss, said it was just a matter of time, that Klein wanted everyone out. But I’ve never forgiven myself for stupidly and unwittingly giving Klein any help. One was Carol Paddon, another was Richard DiLello. He wrote a scintillating, now classic book about the Apple days, calling it The Longest Cocktail Party. One day the movie will get made. The last I heard was that Liam Gallagher had taken up the option on the film rights. Go Liam …


Derek’s job – to keep the press as well as all the freaks who turned up on Apple’s doorstep at bay or on side – wasn’t easy. He developed his own almost daily mantras, haikus to deal with the pressures of endless questions and requests. Sort of like: ‘The Beatles are here there and everywhere, and will be something, though tomorrow never knows, thank you and goodnight.’ But rather more eloquently expressed than that.


‘The Beatles are dead, long live The Beatles,’ John Lennon announced just to my tape recorder at around that time.


It was confusion and paranoia. It’s all so obvious, to us now, listening to those dark, disturbing songs. ‘Sexy Sadie’, John’s attack on the Maharishi, whom they had all spent so much time with in Rishikesh.


You did not necessarily want to be around The Beatles when they were calling someone out. They were battle hardened, but fair. They spoke openly, honestly, didn’t give too much of a fuck what you thought. But were never anything but friendly to me. Even when under siege, harassed, which was often the case.


And they could all turn back into charm mode on a dime. John had been ranting to his then assistant, the tall lanky art expert, Anthony Fawcett. I had in my hand the brand-new John and Yoko Wedding Album, in its presentation box. I said to John, very, very tentatively, as it felt so unprofessional somehow to do this, ‘Sorry, John, I feel terrible to ask you, but would you sign it for me?’


This was inside the entrance hall of Apple. John and Yoko were making their stately way out of the building. If I didn’t ask now … it would probably never happen.


John stopped in his tracks.


‘But of course, my dear,’ he said, beaming expansively, now all smiles and honey pie. ‘Don’t be embarrassed. I used to do it all the time. Ask for autographs … outside the Liverpool Empire!’


I’m sure Mark Chapman would have found another occasion to murder John, had it not been after asking for his autograph as Lennon made his way out of the Dakota on 8 December 1980. He waited through twelve hours altogether, outside the building till Lennon returned, to shoot him dead. There was the question of whether this murder would have happened if he and Yoko had gone to a restaurant instead of going home that night when they did. ‘It wouldn’t have made any difference’, Yoko Ono has said resignedly. Meaning that Chapman would have still been waiting there anyway …


In the TV conversation we had later that night, Paul Gambaccini said his brother, who lived four streets from the Dakota, told him that people locally knew of this ‘weirdo’. Fanatics are doggedly persistent even if they are not with deadly intent.


You don’t know, as their stalkee, of the years that have been spent studying you, watching you, fantasising over you. As almost anyone in the public eye, myself included, will have experienced.


John commented openly about how safe he felt living and walking around freely in New York City. I was due to meet him there just two days later, to interview him for the BBC TV programme The Old Grey Whistle Test. I had bought presents for Yoko, a brooch, and a child’s gift for their five-year-old son Sean.


The trip didn’t happen.


When I did meet Sean, it was twenty-five years later. He was a grown man by then, of course, a musician wanting to talk about his band. He had dropped in to an after-party in a Manhattan hotel, for a charity event hosted by Kate Moss. We were cooped up in a quite small hotel bedroom, a group of us having decamped there. The main reception area downstairs with its fairy-lit trees outside, had now been rumbled by fans and the paps.


Standing outside, waiting, in the middle of the night.


Even now myself and almost any other Beatle fan can piece together what was happening when they heard the news of John’s death. In the UK it was already the next day, Tuesday 9 December. I heard through my daughter Lucy, a Beatle era child, named in part after ‘Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds’. She had answered the phone to Richard Skinner, from Radio 1, who wanted to know if I had Paul McCartney’s home number.


It was decided that The Old Grey Whistle Test, the TV show for which I had now been the anchor for two years, would broadcast a tribute to John, live, that evening on BBC2. I was as distraught as anyone and everyone else.


Perhaps it felt disrespectful to John, to the outside world, but Paul had gone to work as scheduled. At AIR Studios, then in Oxford Street, above the shops, very close to Oxford Circus. Working on what would become his next two solo albums, Tug of War and Pipes Of Peace. Keeping up with his usual routine. Having something to concentrate on. Work ethic: it runs right through his family.


Also to be in the safety cocoon of the studio, away from the clamouring press. He didn’t want to be at home with reporters at his gate. One of The Chieftains was flying in from Ireland to record with him, but not a lot got done during working hours… At the end of the day Paul did go home, switch on the TV and watch the news.


I hosted the discussion with those we could persuade to come and face the cameras with me. It was difficult to find anyone who had been close to, or as the US would say, ‘tight’ with John. They were all far too upset to speak. We sat in a semi-circle: Michael Watts, an erudite journalist, Gambo, the DJ Andy Peebles, and me. That was it. Andy had been one of the last people to interview John. When he’d boarded the plane from New York, heading back to London, John had been alive. When he got off the plane, John was dead.


Our programme was transmitted from a small presentation studio at the Television Centre, as we had no live bands or musicians taking part. Mike Appleton, the producer, suddenly appeared in the studio from the gallery.


We were running a segment of VT, one of several excerpts from a lengthy OGWT interview John had recorded in New York, some five years beforehand. The one where he talked about missing chocolate Bath Oliver biscuits, fashionable at the time. He was inundated with packets of them from British fans after that.


‘Paul’s on the phone, wants to speak to you,’ said Mike Appleton.


I know this sounds ridiculous, but I had no idea what Mike could be talking about. On the PHONE? In the middle of this live TV programme. What? Paul who?


I have pieced together some of the details that I didn’t know before when writing about that night, which have come to light more recently.


After facing the media early in the morning of 9 December, Paul had had no more contact with them all day. He worked at AIR Studios and set off home to Sussex by car with Linda. He was, it is said, upset at some of the punditry, some of the commentaries that were pouring out of every radio and TV station in the world that day and that night.


Who else besides Yoko would they most want to speak to? Paul McCartney, of course. The other half of the most successful song writing team the world had ever known. Now in demand as now the most wanted for interview by every media outlet in the world. No internet then, no email, just terrestrial TV and the telephone.


Otherwise we could have Facetimed or Skyped Paul, though I very much doubt he would have agreed.


I might have looked composed. Just. I wore a black jumper, trousers, and a blue silk jacket. No jewellery. I hadn’t spent much time in make up or done much with my hair, and it showed.


But I wanted to get across to the audience that this was no time for preening or TV glamour, I just wanted them to know I was feeling like they were. And was so concerned as how to express to the TV audience what this shocking, apparently pointless murder meant. With no more facts at hand as to what had happened, WHY it had happened. And then to begin to look back on his life and achievements. We even ‘reviewed’ Double Fantasy, the album he had just finished, and had now been vigorously promoting.


I said to myself before the live show: Don’t be mawkish. Hold it together, be professional, don’t wobble, don’t falter. But at the same time, I wasn’t an impassive news reader, trained to show no emotion.


Now I was to be Paul’s messenger. Not that I thought of it like that then. I just happened to be on live TV at that crucial time. Could have been anyone else. So, I passed on his words, the conduit, directly through the camera. ‘You know how it was,’ he said to me. ‘Please say thank you to everyone for their support, from George, Ringo, myself and Linda.’ It was the fact that now there were three Beatles that got me. The fab four. Now minus one.


Alright they had split up a decade before, but that wasn’t the point. They had changed my life, and millions more, for the better. Now neither I nor anyone else would ever have a chance to thank John Lennon for that.


I wouldn’t have been the one sending this message from Paul on live TV without their influence on the whole culture.


My own first representative, Bunny Lewis, a very established, powerful if horse trader type of agent, was the then go-to man for radio DJs. But his peak influence had been during the 1950s. He hadn’t really ‘got’ The Beatles. His opening comment to me was: ‘You’ll never make it as a BBC presenter.’ (He also told Dusty Spring-field she would never make a success of being a solo singer because she was ‘too intelligent’ and didn’t know the right songs to sing.)


I was wearing a John Lennon style cap on my head at the time. Which probably sent signals to him. Right for me, wrong for him.


Bunny Lewis didn’t really ‘get’ me either. I had wanted to become a DJ and/or introduce programmes to channel new and exciting music. Because I wanted to share it. Not because I’d wanted to be a hired hand, a hack on the box. Oh, call me naive, still, I know! But I liked the medium of TV and the immediacy of radio. No one could rewrite your words or stick crass headlines over what you’d written. Using the broadcast media seemed a much better way than writing about records in print.


From day one, I chose the records I wanted to play, and stuck to it ever since. It became clear pretty early on that the cool stuff got played in the evenings, not during the day. I wasn’t there for the ‘exposure’. Although it also became obvious early on that that was what was expected of a radio DJ. I preferred the evenings, where I wouldn’t have to introduce playlist tunes I didn’t like. That would have been like lying to me. Hyping a tune you didn’t believe in. I also thought that it would show in my voice if I was being insincere. I’m not a bluffer.
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