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Foreword



‘Barbara Through the Looking Glass’


I’ve known the name of ‘Barbara Charone’ on an inky byline only a little longer than we have been friends, but it was not until reading from this immensely entertaining and engaging memoir that I realised how much our stealthy approach to the music world resembled a funhouse reflection.


BC arrived in London in 1973, the same year that I went up to London to meet the Queen, my belongings wrapped in a handkerchief on a stick and a cat under my arm. Well, not quite, but I had moved from Liverpool to seek my fortune and found a world to be much as Barbara describes it when she arrived in England from Chicago.


In the few short years prior to landing in London, it seems we shared an enthusiasm for musical artists about which our classmates had little curiosity. During those parallel years, BC returned frequently to her hometown of Chicago to catch exciting shows, from a musically barren university town in Missouri, while I skipped school to see some of the very same artists in Manchester, a mere forty miles from my home in Liverpool. Okay, I didn’t have a super-cool orange Austin Mini Metro, but I had a return train ticket and a stout pair for boots for standing in festival mud.


The world that you’ll find in these pages will be familiar if you lived through those days, or you are only looking back at them; the television shows we watched, the jokes we shared, the songs to which we shuffled and danced or suffered heartbreak are almost the same, only with a little time difference or a slight jet lag involved. So are the reputations at which we scoffed, the legends we burnished with our dreams and praise.


Records that didn’t hit the hit parade were sometimes fly-bys, other times delicious, shared secrets and precious obscurities, whispers and mere rumours of greatness. Someone has to tell these tales. I tried to do it in song and BC has done it as both a journalist and a publicist but also as a confidante, a friend and even as a rival, if misguided, football fan of her beloved Chelsea.


BC’s unmistakable voice is caught here, like her laughter, honesty, loyalty and relentless love for life and music, and all that makes me thankful for her tugging my sleeve from time to time when she knew it might be better for me to walk away from a scrap – or attend to her voice teasing and reasoning that I should let myself go and jump right in to some new encounter or scheme.


For all that you will find within, this is the work you can do and fun that you can have with a true pal.


And as I like to remind Barbara, ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’.


Elvis Costello, Liverpool, 26 November 2021





Prologue: London Calling



It promised to be a weekend like no other. It was a lovely warm day in June 1974. Paul McCartney and Wings had the number 1 single with ‘Band on the Run’. Crowds flocked to see Paul Newman and Robert Redford in The Sting. Happy Days had America enthralled as the Fonz ruled in his first season on TV. Nixon was still president, though only just. And I was finally graduating university. Soon school would be out, not just for summer but forever.


After four years and three different universities, I was finally graduating with a BA in English from Northwestern University, a prestigious ‘Big Ten’ school outside Chicago. I was headed to the football stadium where the ceremony would take place. It was a beautiful summer day, just ripe for a celebration.


I’d minored in creative writing, having done my senior-year thesis on Raymond Chandler. I was a massive fan of his infamous detective Philip Marlowe and for my final paper attempted to write a short story in his inimitable style. I had fun with the film-noir genre, and my story, ‘Summer Snow’, about a drug deal gone wrong, earned me top marks and helped me graduate with honours.


I left my parents’ house in Glencoe, a snug middle-class suburb not too far from Lake Michigan on a street dotted with more than a few original Frank Lloyd Wright houses. I’d been living at home since returning from London just before the start of my senior year in the autumn of 1973. It took about twenty minutes to drive to the graduation ceremony along Lake Michigan. My parents, lawyer dad and freelance drama teacher mom, would meet me there after the ceremony. I drove with the mandatory graduation cap on the seat of my orange Austin Mini Metro and the graduation gown rolled up to my knees, music blasting on the 8-track player, windows wide open to let the smoke from the proverbial joint waft away into the lovely summer air.


The car was my pride and joy, and not just because it was so easy to spot in parking lots after attending concerts when stoned. It must have been the only orange Austin Mini Metro in the whole of Illinois. My parents gave it to me when I graduated high school four years earlier in 1970. The car mirrored my obsession with all things British. It reminded me of a youth spent watching A Hard Day’s Night, Help, even Having a Wild Weekend (Dave Clark Five, but don’t judge), James Bond films, The Man From U.N.C.L.E. (I loved David McCallum) and of course all those albums by the Rolling Stones, the Beatles, the Kinks, the Who and countless others. Now, as I drove along the leafy streets, my thoughts were squarely focused on the future. And what a future lay ahead of me. I was moving to London at the end of the summer to take a full-time job with one of the four weekly music papers that existed then, called Sounds. Not surprisingly, I could not wait.


My time at university was quite an adventure in itself. I’d started out at the University of Missouri in Columbia because they had a top journalism school and I saw my future as a writer. Despite the quality of the classes, I wasn’t really happy living in Columbia. After growing up in the Chicago area, with all it had to offer on my doorstep, it was hard to accept their small-town mentality and lack of big-city pursuits. It seemed like my classmates were all two years behind what I and my friends had done in high school: music, books, films, politics, drugs – the whole nine yards.


As the University of Missouri was a Big Ten school, much of campus life was dominated by the football team and our dorm was deserted when they played at home. We used to ride our bikes round the deserted hallways on those Saturdays. I don’t know why I didn’t go to the games as I love sports, but I suppose the eighteen-year-old rebel in me looked down on the culture of college football.


The place I gravitated to in the small town was the local record store where I religiously bought Rolling Stone magazine every fortnight, followed by most of the albums that sounded good from their incredible review section. They also had occasional in-store visits from bands playing on campus – not quite Spinal Tap but close. The highlight of my first year was when the Byrds came to town.


If you wanted to see a major band or artist you had to go to either Kansas City or neighbouring St Louis, and neither lived up to the sophisticated delights of the Windy City. And quite honestly there was no one, really, to go with. My classmates were mostly provincial and had never heard of half the bands I loved. I couldn’t get anyone interested in seeing Rod Stewart and the Faces because they’d never heard of them. Or Neil Young. Or any other favourites back in the autumn of 1970.


So I went to Chicago at least once a month, ostensibly to visit my parents because they were paying for the short sixty-minute flight, but the real reason was to see Joni Mitchell or Jackson Browne or The Band or the Doors. Music dominated most of my waking hours. When I stayed in Columbia, I mostly hung with a girl from Ohio whose boyfriend had given her a big bag of pills to sell for pocket money but quite often, as we’d sit eating in the dreary cafeteria, not having any plans for the evening or weekend ahead, we found ourselves dipping into that bag.


There was no way I would last four years in Missouri without losing my sanity, so for my sophomore year I transferred back to Chicago, to Northwestern University (an even better school which ironically also had a Big Ten football team), and lived in a dorm on campus. I drove my beloved orange Mini Metro to the city for shows all the time. And I drove home frequently to have my mom do my washing and get some home-cooked meals.


Northwestern was fantastic. The classes were challenging and the campus, which was right on Lake Michigan, was absolutely beautiful though it was hard to get out of bed in the winter for class when the temperature – driven by that famous Chicago wind – was well below zero. It was a bit easier to get out of bed for the fairly frequent anti-Vietnam War demonstrations (1971–72). Feelings against Nixon and the futility of the war raged within most of us, driven by the sentiments expressed in the music of many of the artists we loved.


It was at one of those shows in the city that I accosted the music critic for the Chicago Sun Times, Al Rudis, and told him what I wanted to do what he did when I grew up. I’d been writing frequently for my high school paper and, having grown up in a house full of books, daily Chicago papers, the New York Times and the influential New Yorker magazine, I was an avid reader.


Al was very approachable. Sensing my enthusiasm for rock journalism knew no bounds, he suggested I send him a couple of ideas for articles. The first thing I wrote was an opinion piece about James Taylor. His sudden rise to fame had captivated America (he’d been on the cover of Time magazine), along with his personal life and his song ‘Fire and Rain’ about a friend’s suicide. The story was accepted, much to my surprise and delight. I’ll never forget the excitement when I picked up a copy of the paper at the local drugstore and raced through the pages till I found the story and saw my byline. From that point on I was hooked and on track for a career in journalism, music and adventure.


By the time I landed in London on the Tufts University programme in September 1972 I had a few articles under my belt and the enthusiasm of youth racing through my veins. The students were housed in a bed and breakfast on Stanhope Gardens in South Kensington, and I showed my ability to talk my way into almost anything (obviously a PR career beckoned) by getting the only single room in the place on the grounds that it would be unfair of me to share, as I would be constantly coming in late from my rock ’n’ roll travels and waking my roommate. Always considerate.


The nice man at the Chicago Sun Times had offered to run any interesting interviews, especially on British artists who were playing shows in Chicago, so the incentive was there and I was determined to take full advantage of the opportunity. It didn’t take long to make friends, one of whom worked in the press office at a major record company, WEA. That woman was Moira Bellas and she remains one of my best friends. We’ve worked together for the past forty years, eventually at the record label and for over two decades with our own PR company, MBC. But I’m getting way ahead of the story.


It was an incredible year and a really unusual programme. We had a history class at the Victoria and Albert museum. The film critic from the weekly listings magazine Time Out taught creative writing. We often clashed as I was slightly arrogant – blame it on youth – because my articles were already being published. I suppose I was what you’d call ‘a know-it-all’.


London was exciting and exotic despite the fact that there were only three TV channels, no central heating, no reports in the papers of American sports (not even the scores) and the best hamburger on offer was a Wimpy. The pizza was not even worth a mention.


Through my contacts I got invited to some tapings of the legendary BBC music programme, The Old Grey Whistle Test, where bands played live. I quickly became a regular at record company press receptions, of which there were many.


I met other rock writers and, after much persistence and even more phone calls, finally got NME (New Musical Express) to agree to let me write for them. At the time NME was the music paper (there were four if you counted Record Mirror, but it was far superior to Melody Maker and Sounds), led by influential writers like Nick Kent and Charles Shaar Murray, so I was in good company and hungry to learn.


When the university programme finished in June, I moved into a flat off Finchley Road, writing for the NME, mostly stuff no one else wanted to cover like Grateful Dead wannabes Hawkwind on a bank holiday weekend or synth rock auteurs Genesis. Those NME boys didn’t like prog rock one bit. I also continued to publish regularly in the Chicago Sun Times, so life was sweet. My big breakthrough came just before I left when by chance I stumbled upon the Who recording what was to become Quadrophenia in their studio in Battersea. How I got in, God knows, but I had a genuine scoop, and NME were impressed with my bravado.


On the day before I was due to start my senior year at Northwestern, I flew back to Chicago, clearing customs with a lump of hash in my pocket and a sign above my head that read: ‘Keep America Drugs Free’. Much to my parents’ relief I made it back in time.


Senior year flew by. I was back living with my parents after my London adventure and now a US correspondent for NME, sending features and live reviews to London. Lucky for me, Bob Dylan reunited with the Band and their world tour started in Chicago in January 1974, so NME went big on that, along with later interviews and live reviews: Joni Mitchell, Linda Ronstadt, Roger McGuinn (the Byrds). A big CSN&Y (Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young) tour hit Chicago too, and my old friends Genesis played a show.


I’d also started writing for the Chicago Reader, an excellent free weekly indie paper that covered a lot of music. I was building up quite a portfolio and, fuelled with ambition, I began ringing Rolling Stone – actually haranguing them, bombarding them with ideas, not taking no for an answer. Once again that innate ability to persuade helped me get my first assignment, a live review of a James Taylor and Carly Simon concert in Milwaukee, Wisconsin (an hour from Chicago). Funny how James Taylor got me my first printed piece in a major city paper and later my first published piece in the music bible Rolling Stone.


Later that summer I landed my first feature assignment for Rolling Stone, a story on the band War, no longer with their lead singer Eric Burden. They were playing in Detroit, which unlike Chicago had no downtown centre, and having lost the record company contact at the show, I had no way back to the hotel and found myself one of the only white kids outside the venue. It seemed like an eternity before a taxi driver miraculously appeared.


The experience reminded me of when I was sixteen and, having just got my driving licence, drove my parents’ Buick (a rather big, flash car) down to the south side of Chicago with a bunch of girlfriends to witness first hand a real Chicago blues club, with a makeshift stage only a foot off the ground. The music was incredible, but when four sixteen-year-old white kids from the suburbs walked in the door, heads turned.


Back in 1970, even in a metropolitan city like Chicago, there was definitely a sense of segregation pervading the live music scene. We were all oblivious to the rules of past generations and keen on moving forward together. We embraced so much of what was then referred to as black music. It was only when you actually went to a show that you realised you stood out as a minority.


By then I was also writing for Creem magazine, an upstart publication based in Detroit and the home of Lester Bangs, one of the original gonzo rock critics. An obsessive Who fan, I once interviewed Toots and the Maytals while they were supporting the Who for a story in Creem. Being a stranger to the quality of Jamaican pot, I foolishly ignored all warnings from friends and smoked with Toots during the interview. All I could understand him saying within a few puffs was: ‘Praise the Lord! Praise the Lord!’ Afterwards I sat, shell shocked in my rental car in the Holiday Inn car park, unable to drive and wondering how the hell I was going to write a 2500-word feature on what I’d just experienced!


Years later when the Rolling Stones’ label signed Peter Tosh and Mick Jagger duetted with him on the wonderful single ‘You Gotta Walk and Don’t Look Back’, I wised up and declined Peter’s offer of a spliff in the Kingston, Jamaica Sheraton, when we did an interview. However, he was kind enough to leave the rest of the joint, which resembled a small tree, with me for the remainder of my stay.


Soon summer was over and I was finally heading back to London, to take up full-time employment as a rock critic on an established weekly British music paper. While Rolling Stone was pre-eminent in the US, London was really where it was at in the autumn of 1974. Where America had both coasts and everything in between, the UK music scene pretty much was London, so it was an incredibly exciting place to live.


Female rock critics were extremely rare back then. There was a lot of stereotyped clichés surrounding women writers. I remember the first time I went backstage at Madison Square Garden, in New York City, for a Who show, the security guard on the door laughed in my face when I said I was on the guest list, dismissing me with a sarcastic: ‘Yeah, sure you are.’ I had to repeat my name several times and insist he look again at the list. It was straight out of that iconic film Almost Famous. The security guards just looked at you as if you were what they referred to as groupie. They couldn’t understand why a woman would come backstage for any other reason.


Rock critics were almost eclusively male and the only women I could remember on the NME were the editor’s secretary and a female photographer from New York City. I was incredibly lucky to get the job on Sounds. A vacancy existed only because the respected writer Penny Valentine had just quit and they obviously wanted another woman to replace her.


It was most definitely a man’s world and continued to be so throughout the seventies and well into the eighties. Not just on newspapers and magazines but in record companies too. Women were mostly relegated to PA or secretarial roles and occasionally travel or artist relations (the people who sorted out the parties) or press. Serious jobs like writers, editors or managing directors were almost exclusively male.


An old boyfriend from junior high was studying at the London School of Economics and had a spare room in a flat on Sloane Street, in Chelsea, opposite Cadogan Gardens. It was a great area, just off the the King’s Road, which I knew from all those movies about London in the sixties. I eagerly moved in and began the commute from Sloane Square tube to Holloway Road, Islington where Sounds was based on Benwell Road (not far from Arsenal’s old Highbury ground).


By an astonishing quirk of fate, my first big assignment for Sounds was to interview Keith Richards and Mick Taylor for a massive seven-page (those were the days) special on the Rolling Stones to coincide with the release of their seminal It’s Only Rock ’n’ Roll album. I was obsessed with the Stones from a young age. Having bought their early albums and then eagerly waiting for a new one to come out, my parents at one point told me: ‘Enough is enough. Why do you need another one?’ They just didn’t get it.


My father later developed a liking for the band, so much so that I took him to see the weirdest show I’ve ever been to when the band toured Exile on Main Street in 1972. Due to overwhelming demand, they scheduled a matinee show at 4 p.m. You can only imagine the state of the band when they ambled onstage, most likely not having been to bed. But what went on behind closed doors was something I could only speculate about back then. All that was about to change.


So it was with some trepidation and an awful lot of excitement that I made my way to the Atlantic Records offices on Berners Street, just off Oxford Street, for my interviews. Prior to this I had clung to the belief that the Rolling Stones were all about Mick Jagger, one of the best front men to ever grace a stage or front a band.


The room I was ushered into was decorated like a hotel room, Keith style, with scarves draped over the lamps, dim lights, candles and incense burning. The scene was set, the door opened and Keith Richards walked in. I later wrote: ‘When Keith Richards walks in a room, rock ’n’ roll walks in after him.’ From that point onwards, my whole perception of the Rolling Stones and modern music took a seismic shift. He didn’t so much move as sway. He didn’t so much talk as rhythmically strut. I was hooked. I was twenty-two years old and life would never be the same.
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At home, Glencoe, Illinois, late 60s






Chapter 1



Born in the USA


I was eleven years old when the Beatles invaded America. And I was fully prepared. The first single I remember buying was ‘Mack the Knife’ by Bobby Darin. I’d grown up in a house full of Frank Sinatra and Ella Fitzgerald so this tune was a natural extension of that era. Ditto ‘Moon River’ by Andy Williams. It didn’t take me long however to discover the guitar, and just before the Beatles swooped, I had been a big fan of records like ‘Louie Louie’ by the Kingsmen, a rock ’n’ roll classic.


I was in the sixth grade at North School in Glencoe. We had just moved into the house I would live in till I went to university. My earliest school memories are of frequently being sent to the hall for talking in class. One year my teacher moved my desk next to hers on the second day of class so she could keep an eye on me, and it was not unusual for report cards to say: ‘Barbara tends to monopolise discussion at all times’ – good experience for a future writer. Once my younger sister started school, I lived in fear she would see me out in the hall (a bit like detention, you sat at a desk in the hall outside the classroom on your own) and tell our parents.


The house was a lovely old English-style Tudor home, not far from Lake Michigan where we spent much of our summer vacations at the beach. Lake Michigan is one of the five Great Lakes in the Midwest, and to call it a lake really does this massive expanse of water an injustice. It’s more akin to what Europeans would call a sea. It was that big.


In the winter we’d ice-skate on one of several local ponds and build snowmen in our nicely sized garden. The house was built on a ravine. You had to drive over a small historic Frank Lloyd Wright bridge to get to it. It was absolutely picturesque.


We moved there in the summer of 1963. I now had my own room and, even better, my own bathroom, which came in handy as I listened to the top 40 countdown on a small transistor radio way past my bedtime. When older, it enabled me to smoke pot with the extractor fan on.


It was a really nice area to grow up in. If you’ve ever seen Uncle Buck, the first two Home Alone movies, Planes, Trains and Automobiles or Ferris Bueller’s Day Off (five of my absolute favourite films), then you have an idea of the kind of street we lived on. Ferris Bueller gives you a good sense of how cool the city of Chicago is too, not just the suburbs (Ferris lived just near where I grew up), and as a bonus they also visit Wrigley Field, home of the Chicago Cubs.


Our house was always full of the sound of music, of talk about politics, movies, TV and the fate of the local Chicago Cubs baseball team, always perennial losers in those days (they went on to win the World Series in 2016). Long before my obsession with rock ’n’ roll, I was fed a steady diet of Broadway musicals which dominated our family turntable. My parents would occasionally fly to New York City and leave me and my sister at home with a sitter. Consequently New York became this magical place where Broadway was king. They’d return with all these stories of the shows they’d seen bringing back the theatre programmes, those classic yellow and black Playbills, for me to devour. I was captivated. It all seemed so exciting and glamorous.


Eventually they took me and my sister to the Big Apple. I must have been about nine years old. We drove – it was about 800 miles – and broke up the journey by staying overnight in a Howard Johnson’s motel in Ohio. I can still see the orange and turquoise logo. It was a thrill.


We were staying at my uncle’s apartment in New York as he was away. He was an actor who had small bit parts in several TV sitcoms and also acted in regional theatre, while his wife Eileen was an opera singer. I found her showbiz manner totally engaging. To me, she was an incredibly exotic character, like no one I had met before.


I remember my parents telling us repeatedly to be careful in NYC, and no sooner had we gone out walking on our very first full day in the city than some shady character ripped the bottom part of my doll-shaped purse, so I was carrying around the head with no bottom and nothing in it without even knowing. We all thought it was hysterical. Happy days.


That’s when I saw my first Broadway show, the classic Gypsy, starring one of America’s greatest ever musical theatre stars, Ethel Merman. Looking back on it, the show is quite risqué for young kids, as the Gypsy in question is a stripper. But it really is quite an endearing love story with lyrics by the then relatively unknown Stephen Sondheim. Years later I would become a massive fan and eventually meet him over drinks in his New York City home with Rufus Wainwright. Seeing the show was just an incredible experience. However, the two main characters do not marry at the end and I left the theatre in tears.


New York played a massive role in our lives, as did the theatre. My mother was an actress in regional summer theatre when she met my dad and as we got older she started teaching drama to students. One of the musicals we loved was The Pajama Game – no wonder, as it’s about unions and my dad was a union lawyer. One of the songs from the show was called ‘Once-a-Year Day’ and my parents decided to incorporate the concept into our lives. So once every year I could do whatever I wanted (within reason) with one parent while my sister did same with the other. The following year we’d alternate. Baseball games with Dad; the Art Institute with Mom. We really looked forward to these days almost as much as Thanksgiving and Christmas.


Around the age of sixteen my Once-a-Year Day became more adventurous as Mom and I went to New York City on our own. We walked so much we had to take our shoes off and saw as many Broadway shows as we could. It gave me a taste for big-city living which I have never outgrown. There’s something so satisfying about having everything and anything in the arts, sports or restaurants within easy reach. I wouldn’t want it any other way.


Even more memorable was a family trip to NYC a few years later after I graduated high school in 1970. No sooner had we arrived than I read in the New York Times that the Who were playing Tommy over the weekend at the Metropolitan Opera House. I was absolutely desperate to go but the shows were completely sold out. However, there was a Sunday matinee and my parents, after much heated discussion, finally relented and let me try my luck at getting a standby ticket. We were flying back to Chicago that night but off I went and stood in line, beyond excited at the prospect of getting in. As the clock crept closer to the 2.30 start time I was the second person in line when I heard the box office attendant tell the guy in front of me there was one ticket. Unbelievably he declined as he needed two and up I stepped, literally shaking, heart beating like crazy. All along I’d assumed if I was lucky enough to get a ticket it would be in the last row right up the top of the balcony, but I didn’t care.


Even at that young age I was spoilt. I spent most of my money on concert tickets. Throughout junior high and high school, I had part-time jobs, and earning my own money gave me an early sense of independence. I spent lots of time and energy, when I should have been in class, booking tickets the minute they went on sale (there were no computers then) at the local record store or on the phone.


I eagerly paid for the ticket and in I went. I’d never been to the Met before – one of the most beautiful opera houses in the world. I had never seen the Who live either, so it was something of a massive double whammy. I’d only seen them in the film of Woodstock, which had taken place the summer before. I must have seen that film at least five times in various stages of pot-fuelled delight. If we had nothing to do on the weekend, my friends and I would go see Woodstock, sitting in the front row and pretending we were actually there.


You can only imagine my shock when the ticket ended up being in the twentieth row, centre, on the main floor. I didn’t even have time to get used to my surroundings as no sooner had I taken my seat then the lights went down and the Who came on, playing Tommy from start to finish in all its glory, and then the set that was their incredible Live at Leeds album. I could barely catch my breath before I had to run back to the hotel to meet the family, full of adrenaline and unadulterated rock ’n’ roll energy. I was high for days on the excitement of the show. It’s all I talked about the whole flight back to Chicago. It remains one of the best shows I’ve ever seen. And I’ve seen a lot of great shows.


Long before my rock ’n’ roll indoctrination, I was transfixed by musicals. It was a golden era: West Side Story, My Fair Lady, The Sound of Music, Oliver! and countless others dominated the family turntable, along with a very worn copy of The Andy Williams Christmas Album. I loved Andy Williams and his weekly show was a family favourite too. We even liked the Osmond brothers. There was a fair amount of Ella Fitzgerald, Frank Sinatra, Barbra Streisand and just classic songs that we’d always sing around the house. Not that we were the von Trapps or anything, but we loved a good tune even though I personally couldn’t carry one. Back then a lot of the big musicals became even bigger films a couple of years after opening on Broadway. The films of West Side Story, The Sound of Music and Oliver! were all classics that we enjoyed in the movies too.


My parents continued going to New York City throughout my adolescence and into adulthood, keeping me entertained with first-hand accounts of Company, A Little Night Music and Sweeney Todd. They also saw a lot of drama, especially by British playwright Harold Pinter, a rising Broadway star then. Pinter drove my parents crazy, and they would often argue about the true meaning of the play – for example, did the chair really represent a chair? Talk about theatre of the absurd.


My love of all things British manifested itself early on with a genuine fondness for Anthony Newley’s musical Stop the World – I Want to Get Off, Oliver! and of course Mary Poppins, from which we knew every single song, having seen the film more than once and played the record till we wore it out.


There was also Beyond the Fringe – my parents had seen this acerbic British revue in New York with Peter Cook, Dudley Moore, Alan Bennett and Jonathan Miller and they’d bought the cast album. I couldn’t have been older than ten but I loved the satirical British wit and played the album continuously. I also loved another satirical political revue popular at the time on TV: That Was the Week That Was with David Frost. Even at such a young age, I devoured all of that smart, spiky British humour. So by the time the Beatles arrived, I was more than ready.


I still vividly recall Antonioni’s 1966 classic film Blow Up whose main character was a photographer played by David Hemmings. It was all about swinging London, though very dark, and provided another glimpse into a life that fascinated me.


Before the Beatles explosion, folk music was big and I was very keen on Peter, Paul and Mary (they turned the US on to Dylan), the New Christie Minstrels, the Kingston Trio and the Chad Mitchell Trio. Some of these artists were quite political, which meshed well with my growing interest in news and current affairs, something that was constantly reinforced during family dinner conversations.


The Beatles arrived in January 1964, and not a minute too soon as the country was still grieving from the assassination of President John F. Kennedy on 22 November 1963. I still remember that day as if it was yesterday. My teacher, Mrs Evans, had abruptly left the classroom only to return minutes later in floods of tears. She managed to regain enough composure to inform us that the president had been shot and killed. We were immediately sent home to our traumatised parents and there was no school for several days as the nation mourned. For us kids, it was the first time most of us had experienced any kind of tragedy. It was the first time we had seen our parents grief-stricken.


During Kennedy’s time in office, the US almost went to war because of the Cuban Missile Crisis. And I remember my mother being so scared that she bought a new pair of shoes to ease the pain, something I would repeat later when I was older. There’s nothing like a bout of retail therapy to cheer you up.


A mood of real sadness pervaded the country for months during what was usually the happiest time of the year: Thanksgiving and Christmas. Then barely three months on from this seismic event, something incredibly joyous happened to American youth: the arrival of the Beatles. Their first album came out in January 1964, and soon after I brought it to school for our weekly ‘show and tell’. No one had brought an album in before. It was the first album I had actually bought myself with the weekly pocket money my parents gave me. This was quickly followed by the Beatles’ American television debut on The Ed Sullivan Show. Ed had a must-see Sunday night variety show which always featured a schizophrenic mix of magicians, ventriloquists, comics, clowns and musicians. Ed was astute when it came to music and gave lots of performers their first break, including the Beatles.
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