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  Introduction




  

    

      Sex and drugs and rock and roll




      Is all my brain and body need




      Sex and drugs and rock and roll




      Are very good indeed


    


  




  

    Adding the word “sex” to “drugs” and “rock ’n’ roll” is a combination that has become a part of the English language. As

    integral as salt and pepper, fish and chips and Holland-Dozier-Holland. It is popularly believed that Ian Dury coined the phrase for the 1977 single of the same name, quoted above, but sources

    close to the late, great lyricist suggest he was reporting, rather than coining.


  




  

    

      “I am not a saint. I am a noise.” – Joan Baez


    


  




  Dr Bernard James claims that the phrase was used by Christian fundamentalist preacher – and cousin to Jerry Lee Lewis – Jimmy Swaggart in broadcasts he made in the

  late 1960s on WLUX, Baton Rouge – but not in a nice way. Sadly, no recordings exist. Similarly, Maria Weitz of The Hague, in the Netherlands, says that she remembers Ike and Tina Turner

  singing it as a chorus in a show, in the very early 1970s.




  

    

      “You could say that I got into music for the sex. I never harboured a burning desire to sing my heart out or be a star. So when I was fifteen it was a big surprise

      to be suddenly asked to join a rock band. The invitation was extended by the lead singer in a desperate move to seduce me. Until his request I considered him a complete arsehole . . . Then I

      heard him sing. I can still remember turning my head in shock and horror, thinking, He has the most beautiful voice. I quickly fell in lust, and as he was very keen on me, I joined his band

      – and shortly thereafter his bed.” – Shirley Manson, Garbage


    


  




  Only the prudish would deny that sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll make a winning team. In the right hands the combination is explosive. In the wrong hands, it’s a

  killer. Inevitably a good proportion of this book is concerned with what happens when things do go wrong. The deaths, the addictions, the injuries, the ego-trips and the degradations of rock

  ’n’ roll are the flip-side of a phenomenon that’s altered the course of modern history. If Woodstock is the ying, then Altamont is the yang. What starts out as a dream can quickly

  become a nightmare, especially with chemicals altering perceptions, but for every Janis or Jimi or Sid there are a million who crave the lifestyle, and it’s easy to see why.




  

    

      “I could be unbelievably horrible and stupid. On tours, I’d get on a plane, then get off it, maybe six or eight times. I’d walk out of a hotel suite

      because I didn’t like the colour of the bedspread. I remember looking out of my room at the Inn on the Park one day and saying, It’s too windy. Can someone please do something about

      it?’” – Elton John


    


  




  Despite – or maybe because of – the sex and the drugs side of its nature, rock ’n’ roll has become one of the biggest businesses in the world. Becoming a

  rock star overtook train driver and nurse as every boy and girl’s career fantasy around the time Elvis first waggled his hips on American TV. As a way out of the poverty trap, it sure beats

  training long hours to become a world-beating sportsman (always assuming you’ve got the talent to knock out Mike Tyson or outmanoeuvre David Beckham in the first place) and the random luck

  needed to win the lottery. The most enticing aspect of rock ’n’ roll, from the career point of view, is that you don’t need to be supremely talented to be supremely successful.

  Just look at the current charts for confirmation of that. Although only a few succeed to the very summit, the rewards can be high. Very high. Members of the Rolling Stones, former Beatles and rock

  superstars like Elton John and David Bowie are among the richest people on the planet, with offshore bank accounts stuffed full of what was once our money. And even a pervy old has-been like Gary

  Glitter can hang on to a personal fortune of £11 million without too much trouble.




  

    

      “If you don’t have sex and you don’t do drugs, your rock ’n’ roll better be awfully good.” – Abbie Hoffman


    


  




  Defining rock ’n’ roll is an easy way to make enemies. I once collared an American professor of music who insisted that rock ’n’ roll is “black

  music played by white people”. It was impossible, he said, for black people to play rock ’n’ roll, because then it wouldn’t be rock ’n’ roll, it’d be

  R&B or blues. This man is clearly crazy and I’m sure Little Richard and Jimi Hendrix would be able to put him right, given half a chance. In the Mammoth Book of Sex, Drugs and Rock

  ’n’ Roll we’ve taken rock ’n’ roll in its widest context, incorporating “rock ’n’ roll lifestyle” from the earliest days and encompassing

  players as diverse as Robert Johnson, Hank Williams, Phil Ochs, Tupac Shakur, Peter Tosh and Madonna. We include reggae, soul, R&B, hip-hop, country, blues, jazz, and even folk music. How on

  earth can you exclude a man like Hank Williams, who lived his life through a haze of drink and drugs, when someone like Rolling Stone Bill Wyman, a self-confessed Tory with a hamburger restaurant,

  can’t be avoided?




  

    

      “Let’s face it, if I weren’t as talented as I am ambitious, I’d be a gross monstrosity.” – Madonna


    


  




  This book is not intended as a history of rock ’n’ roll, nor is it a definitive guide to the subject. We’ve scoured libraries and personal collections in

  search of the best rock ’n’ roll writing, and here it is. Not everyone we approached gave us permission to use their material, but over ninety per cent of what we wanted is here.

  I’d like to thank all those who helped (you know who you are) and offer two fingers to those who didn’t (you know who you are, too).




  

    

      “Drugs and sex go hand in hand when you’re a rock ’n’ roll musician. Whereas if I were a violinist, it might be a little different.” –

      Slash, Guns N’ Roses


    


  




  If you knew nothing about Sex and Drugs and Rock ’n’ Roll when you picked up this book, you sure as hell will when you finish it.




  

    

      Jim Driver, London, January 2010


    


  








  

     

  




  Crazy Blues




  Giles Oakley




  “There’s fourteen million Negroes in our great country and they will buy records if recorded by one of their own, because we are the only folks that can sing and

  interpret hot jazz songs just off the griddle correctly.’’




  Perry Bradford, a hustling composer, band leader, pianist and singer, with a city-slick line in slang, pestered and badgered executives from the white phonograph recording industry, determined

  to get a black singer on disc with one of his songs. The man he finally persuaded was Fred Hagar of Okeh Records, a man who had apparently received threatening letters from Northern and Southern

  pressure groups warning him that to record coloured girls would lead to a boycott of Okeh phonograph machines and records.




  “May God bless Mr Hagar, for despite the many threats, it took a man with plenty of nerve and guts to buck those powerful groups and make the historical decision which echoed aroun’

  the world. He prised open that old ‘prejudiced door’ for the first colored girl, Mamie Smith, so she could squeeze into the large horn – and shout with her strong contralto

  voice:




  

    

      That thing called love – money cannot buy,




      That thing called love – will make you weep and cry.




      Sometimes you’re sad – romantic and glad,




      The most wonderful thrill – you ever had . . . ”


    


  




  As Perry recalled in his autobiography Born with the Blues, it was a happy moment, “for I’d schemed and used up all of my bag of tricks to get that date; had greased my neck

  with goose grease every morning, so it would become easy to bow and scrape to some recording managers. But none of them would listen to my tale o’ woe, even though I displayed my teeth to

  them with a perpetual-lasting watermelon grin . . .’ ’




  February 14, 1920, was the date of this historic recording session, when Mamie Smith cut That Thing Called Love and You Can’t Keep A Good Man Down. This was the first

  occasion that a blues singer was recorded. Her first session was made with white musicians, and the songs chosen were much like any ordinary popular song of the day.




  That Thing Called Love was commercially a success, the boycott of Okeh products never happened, and in a few months Mamie Smith was called back to make a further record, this time with

  black musicians. On August 10, 1920, the first blues proper was recorded by Mamie Smith and her Jazz Hounds, which included fine jazz musicians like Johnny Dunn on cornet and almost certainly

  “Willie The Lion Smith’’ on piano. This too was another Perry Bradford composition, the famous “Crazy Blues” .




  

    

      	

        I can’t sleep at night,


      



      	

        Now, I got the crazy blues,


      

    




    

      	

        I can’t eat a bite,


      



      	

        Since my baby went away.


      

    




    

      	

        ’Cause the man I love,


      



      	

        I ain’t got no time to lose,


      

    




    

      	

        He didn’t treat me right.


      



      	

        I must find him today.


      

    


  




  Crazy Blues was an astonishing hit, selling 75,000 copies in the first month, at a dollar a time. The fact that the singer was black gave the record a symbolic

  significance. The sales excitement it generated proved the existence of a large and unexploited market, and the production and sale of blues records started to accelerate rapidly.




  The record was a major breakthrough, a turning point in blues history. It was the moment the music ceased to be transmitted exclusively through local folk culture, with all the transience of

  “live’’ performances. From the time of Mamie Smith’s first recordings it became possible for anyone in any part of the country to hear the same blues and hear it repeated in

  exactly the same way and as many times as the listener wanted, until the grooves of the disc were worn smooth. The many kinds of blues that had emerged would now gradually become fixed into

  various, more regular patterns, and the new forms themselves would in turn continue to interact with each other to produce still more variety.




  To begin with, blues recordings were dominated by women singers who had come up through cabaret and vaudeville, and for many of them singing blues meant little more than adopting the material

  that was becoming fashionable. An early advert for a Mamie Smith record referred to her as a “singer of ‘Blues’ -the music of so new a flavor’’. In fact she had the

  clear voice and lightness of a popular singer, with little of the tension and slurred moaning of a country blues singer. Many of the early singers were characterised by this clear enunciation and

  diction, the style of performers used to projecting popular material with light jazzy dance bands. One of the earliest was the light-skinned Lucille Hegamin, who had a rich voice and a neat, rather

  jaunty, style of singing. One of her biggest hits was Arkansas Blues which was recorded by one company and eventually issued on eleven different labels.




  

    

      Ain’t got no time to lose, I’m tired and lonely, I’m tired of roaming. I long to see my mammy in my home in . . . I got the Arkansas blues!


    


  




  Composed by Anton Lada and Spencer Williams, Arkansas Blues had a catchy tune, and the jazzy accompaniment of the Blue Flame Syncopaters gave it a good bounce. Like many of the early

  women singers, with their popular song orientation and lightness of touch, Lucille Hegamin and Mamie Smith seem to reflect a feeling of joy and hope in keeping with the expectations of the black

  migrants newly arrived in the cities. Lucille Hegamin herself was described in an early record catalogue as “the South’s favorite – cyclonic exponent of dark-town

  melodies’’. Indeed she had come from the South – she was born in Macon in 1897 -and by 1914 was in Chicago. Billed as Georgia Peach, she sang “nearly all the popular ballads

  and ragtime tunes of the day’’, at cabarets and night spots. She told Derrick Stewart-Baxter:




  “I was a cabaret artist in those days, and never had to play theatres, and I sang everything from blues to popular songs, in a jazz style. I think I can say without bragging that I made

  the St. Louis Blues popular in Chicago; this was one of my feature numbers.’’




  Here was the ideal background for the breezy hopefulness of people coming to the big city with confi dent tunes about missing mammy at home in Arkansas. Despite the poverty and overcrowding of

  the swelling ghetto, Chicago could spell hope and stimulation.




  Lil Hardin, the jazz pianist who, according to singer Alberta Hunter, “played a mighty blues’’, arrived in Chicago with her family from Memphis in 1918.




  “I made it my business to go out for a daily stroll and look this ‘heaven’ over. Chicago meant just that to me – its beautiful brick and stone buildings, excitement,

  people moving swiftly, and things happening.’’




  Alberta Hunter was herself an immigrant to Chicago. In 1908 she ran away from home at the age of eleven and got a job as a cook, sending her mother two out of her six dollars a week plus board.

  As she got a bit older, she started hearing stories about girls making as much as ten dollars a week in night clubs. She went looking for such a job and got one in Dago Frank’s “where

  the sportin’ girls hung out’’. Alberta made a career for herself in night clubs and cabarets and was another of the first to sing blues on record.




  The clubs and cabarets where singers like Lucille Hegamin and Alberta Hunter started singing were part of the explosion of black entertainment that happened in Chicago in the War years and

  after; they were part of the glamour and excitement which helped draw people like a magnet. By the 1920s Chicago was in the mainstream of the jazz age, with some of the greatest names playing and

  recording there – names like King Oliver, Louis Armstrong, Johnny Dodds, Jelly Roll Morton. The Chicago of the 20s has now become part of America’s mythology, with Prohibition, the rise

  of gangsters like Al Capone, speakeasies, gangland killings, bootlegging, the air of lawlessness, fast cars and tommyguns, a jazz band in every club, everything bright lights and speed. Deplored

  but avidly explored, it has been written about and portrayed in dozens of Hollywood movies. For some Chicago was to become the essence of America, the melting pot of nationalities and races, a city

  of opportunities for people of energy, or nerves, a city for the big gesture and extravagance and the big personality like the notoriously and outrageously corrupt Republican Mayor Big Bill

  Thompson, working hand in glove with the liquor racketeers and the rest.




  What is less often remembered of the city is the appalling squalor and poverty of many people’s lives, the sheer marginality and instability of their existence. A survey was prepared for

  the Chicago Council of Social Agencies, The Hobo: The Sociology of the Homeless Man by Nels Anderson, based on conditions in 1921 and 1922. It revealed that the number of homeless men in

  Chicago ranged from 30,000 in good times to 75,000 in hard times, of which probably a third were permanent residents, living in lodging-houses and hotels. In any given year between 300,000 and

  500,000 seasonal workers and migrants passed in and out of the city, some seeking and finding work, others becoming down-and-outs.




  Chicago had something of the quality of a frontier town, rapidly expanding as an industrial community, a centre of transport, of commerce and of employment, drawing in people by the thousands

  and spewing them out again in an endless fl ow. Some settled to regular work, others found a thousand hand-to-mouth ways of hustling a living.




  This was the background against which blues and jazz reached a high point of popularity. Many women singers fronted bluesy jazz bands, from the thin-voiced and sophisticated cabaret performer

  Alberta Hunter with Lovie Austin on piano, to the tough and throaty Bertha “Chippie’’ Hill with King Oliver’s band at places like the Palladium Dance Hall.




  Nevertheless the recording world took some little time to catch up with the singers closer to the folk roots. There was still a tendency to go for the more sophisticated and vaudeville styles

  and mainly those readily available near the main recording centres. With their stagey background, their material often had carefully contrived lyrics and a well-ordered, dramatically presented

  scene, like Sister Harris’ Don’t Mess With Me (1923)




  

    

      Miss Lestrange Sarah Brown was the most classical gal in town




      She met honorable Rupert Paul dancing at that Wang Wang Ball.




      He took her home that night, she gave him a kiss,




      But when he went too far she up and told him this:




      “Don’t mess with me, don’t mess with me,




      You work fast that’s very true,




      You’re in the right church but in the wrong pew,




      Don’t mess with me, you better run along an’ let me be,




      I’ve got a razor that’s got a nasty blade,




      Just pass on circus, I’ve seen your parade,




      ’Cause I done picked the ground where your body’s gonna be found.




      Don’t mess with me . . .’ ’


    


  




  “Dance, have a stage up there and dance’’, says Sam Chatmon, remembering the tent shows of his youth, “and clowns, all like that – man, they’d have a big time

  in some places! They called them the Nigger Minstrels, and the Ringling Brothers, they had a big show. They had plenty elephants and lions, all like that. The show was just a street carnival

  – the one I’m talking about. They’d show sometime one night or two nights and then they’d take down and move to the next town.’’




  While in the cities like Chicago cabarets and dance halls gave work to blues singers, a bigger breeding ground for blues entertainment was to be found in the longer-established world of

  travelling black show business.




  Following the Nigger Minstrel traditions, numerous shows travelled the South and Mid-West, playing for the small towns and plantations. Many of them employed blues singers, both men and women,

  as part of their bonanza entertainment, bringing colour, extravagance and all kinds of fun – comics, jugglers, dance-routines, wrestlers, ragtime, cakewalk, trapeze artists and wire-walkers.

  Some blues singers found work with the “second’’ companies of the big circuses, sometimes following the main show and sometimes touring separately providing entertainment for

  all-black audiences. But it was mainly the minstrel shows that spread the blues, in many different companies endlessly on the move, from Florida to Texas, Oklahoma to Mississippi, with names such

  as Tolliver’s Circus and Musical Extravaganza, the King and Bush Wide-Mouth Minstrels, the Georgia Smart Set and its rival the Smarter Set, and Pete Werley’s Cotton Blossoms Show.

  Preeminent in the field and best remembered of them all were Silas Green’s from New Orleans, which started in 1910, and their chief rivals the famous Rabbit Foot Minstrels, organised by F.S.

  Wolcott from Port Gibson, Mississippi.




  The minstrel and carnival shows would perform in huge tents carried in trailers or sometimes their own railroad cars which could be detached from trains and slipped into sidings. As the

  roustabouts and canvasmen rigged up the tent, a brass band would go parading round the locality “ballyhooing’’ to drum up an audience, with performers perhaps waving and mugging

  from atop the back of an elephant. They would play for all kinds of people at levee camps or plantations, or set up outside small towns. Changing facilities might be in a tent or in the rail car,

  where they also sometimes slept. Ethel Waters recalls sleeping in a stable because “the colored people in Lexington (Kentucky) wouldn’t let carnival show girls into their homes, so we

  couldn’t get a room . . . Baby Jim, the show’s fat man, had to sleep in the stable, too, but for a different reason. He weighed between four and five hundred pounds. Like all carnival

  fat men, he was supposed to be the fattest in the world. In all Lexington there was no house with a door big enough for Baby Jim to get through, and no bed strong enough to hold his

  weight.’’




  At this time Ethel Waters was appearing as one of “The Hill Sisters, Featuring Sweet Mama Stringbean, Singing St. Louis Blues’’. She was one of the first women to record

  blues, but hers was the pure-toned, sweet-voiced variety; she later became a very fine jazz singer before entering a career as a movie actress. She came from a rancid and decrepit slum in Chester,

  Pennsylvania, and was born in 1901 after her mother had been raped at the age of twelve. Her childhood was lonely and isolated in a crowded world surrounded by the sights of groping and fumbling

  sex in back alleys (she would keep watch while her friends experimented).




  “In crowded slum homes one’s sex education begins very early indeed. Mine began when I was about three and sleeping in the same room, often in the same bed, with my aunts and my

  transient ‘uncles’. I wasn’t fully aware of what was going on but resented it. By the time I was seven I was repelled by every aspect of sex.’’




  She was always a leader in street gangs, stealing and hell-raising, and well acquainted with the local whores. She had much affection for these women and respected them for the way they

  supported whole families and sometimes even their accidental children through college. Her neighbourhood was not exclusively black; there were plenty of whites, “Hunkies and Jews, and some

  Chinese’’. The whores, black and white, worked together, lived together and slept together.




  “There was no racial prejudice at all in that big melting pot running over with vice and crime, violence, poverty and corruption. I never was made to feel like an outcast on Clifton

  Street. All of us, white, blacks, and yellows, were outcasts together and having a fine time among ourselves.’’




  Ethel felt isolated from her aunts and her mother because while “they discussed people and things that happened with considerable intelligence and insight’’, they appeared to

  care little for her. It was in the world of showbiz that she found solace, especially in the camaraderie of being on the road with a tent show.




  “I liked being in the carnival. The roustabouts and concessionaires were the kind of people I’d grown up with, rough, tough, full of larceny towards strangers, but sentimental, and

  loyal to their friends and co-workers. The carnival work was colorful and a new experience. But I didn’t like it when it rained. It was bad underfoot in the tents because no planks were put

  down.’’




  Tent show stages were usually made of boards on a folding frame, set up at one end, sometimes lit by candles, but more usually with gasoline mantle lanterns which later gave way to somewhat

  unreliable electric lamps powered by portable generators. Occasionally the shows would be done “in the round’’ with four groups of dancers facing each quarter of the audience.

  Virtually all the famous and great women blues singers of the 20s passed through the rough apprenticeship of the tent show routine. Barnstorming from settlement to township and from State to State

  gave them the chance to learn their trade as entertainers. The discipline and control of the early blues records reflects the formality of tested professional performance. The blues was taken into

  a new relationship with its black folk cultural origins; the blues singer – at least the women singers of the 20s – was no longer an ordinary member of black society singing the songs

  of the working people or playing for the local dances. They were set up on stage, watched and listened to from afar, using every trick and stage device to “present’’ their songs.

  The audience was in a more clearly detached position, and if not exactly passive (crowds would wildly cheer, groan, shout and stomp), they were no longer participants on a near-level basis. In fact

  blues had come close to creating a star system not unlike the world of white showbiz.




  Not that blues was the only element in black minstrelsy and carnivals. The chorus girls, the comedy acts, the entertainers of every kind were there too, with jazz musicians bluesy and not so

  bluesy.




  “Every Friday night they had a Midnight Ramble’’, says Laura Dukes about the Palace Theatre on Beale Street, Memphis. “They had it so they had one night

  for the white and one night for the colored people. That’s when the girls, I don’t know, look like they half-stripped you know.’ ’




  If black showbiz was parallel to white, it was nowhere more apparent than in the world of theatre. At first blacks could perform in segregated white theatres, like on the Western Vau deville and

  the B.F. Keith-Orpheum circuits. These chains of theatres would book in Negro acts which blacks could watch from the segregated peanut galleries. But soon the growing tide of black talent, and the

  size of the black audiences piling into the growing cities in the South and North demanded more facilities: there was clearly money to be made. In 1907 a man from Memphis started a small circuit of

  theatres in the South, the success of which led to the establishment in 1909 of the famous, and infamous, Theatre Owners’ Booking Agency variously known as TOBA, Toby Time, or Tough On Black

  Asses. These white-run theatres provided pretty squalid working conditions; often there was no backstage and on the smaller stages, no wings. In some, artists would dress underneath the stage

  behind thin partitions, come out through the orchestra pit and climb precariously up a ladder, hoping to get on stage before the lights came up. The Monogram Theatre in Chicago was so cramped there

  wasn’t room to stand upright when changing costume and, being right next to a railway line, every time a train passed performers had to stop singing or telling their jokes till the noise died

  down.




  The TOBA theatre hired either independent acts or complete companies, with bands, chorus girls, comics, and every kind of vaudeville routine, the show running for perhaps a week before moving on

  to another city. None of the theatres paid travelling expenses so artists would seek to avoid schedules with long distances involved. It could be a gruelling and humiliating life for the lesser

  performers, often harassed by white theatre bosses like the notorious Charles P. Bailey of the 81 Theatre on Decatur Street, Atlanta. Bailey was a vindictive and arrogant “czar’’

  in his own theatre, and his authority ran outside it: he would issue passes for the black artists to break Atlanta’s curfew regulations (like most Southern cities at that time, Atlanta banned

  blacks from the streets after a certain hour).




  Soon most cities with a black population of any size had a Negro theatre – the Pastime and the Beale Avenue Palace in Memphis, the Lyric in New Orleans, the Lyceum in Cincinnati, the Dream

  in Columbus, Georgia, the Koppin in Detroit, the Bijou in Nashville, the Booker T. Washington in St Louis and others in Florida, Arkansas, Missouri and Alabama. Not every theatre was a TOBA outfit;

  there were independents in New York, Washington and elsewhere. But all featured the women blues singers alongside their jugglers, snake-charmers, high-kicking “High Brown Chorus

  Girls’’, “Sepia Lovelies’’ and quick-fi re comedy routines.




  Black audiences were sometimes cruelly demanding. If they didn’t think much of a performance they would maintain an impervious independence running up and down the aisles, yelling

  greetings to friends and even breaking out into fights. But for the best-loved blues singers the emotional rewards could be enormous, appearing in glamorous revues, heading their own companies,

  singing and moaning the deepest and most emotional of blues. Spellbound audiences would greet the end of a song with whoops and shouts, exultantly screaming for more, applauding wildly and stamping

  their feet. At such moments the blues stars became virtually racial heroines, symbols of success and glamour, dressed in resplendent outfits, decked in sequins and dazzling jewellery, disappearing

  for a quick-change to reappear in yet another sumptuous gown. In a society which denied black people the dignity of human equality, denied them the means to even strive for it, the trappings of

  riches and success were symbols of great potency. That the successes of the great blues singers like Bessie Smith, Ida Cox, Ma Rainey and many others were based on their own intimate knowledge and

  experience of the blues culture of the poor and dispossessed made the symbolism even more profound.




  

     

  




  It’s Only Rock ’n’ Roll




  Wayne “Dang” Dooley




  If anyone ever tells you that the term “rock ’n’ roll’’ was coined by American DJ Alan Freed, tell them to take a hike. “Go spin,

  buddy’’ – as George Martin might say. The Boswell Sisters recorded a song called “Rock And Roll” in 1934 and rocking and rolling had been Afro-American slang for

  fucking since long before Freed first set foot on God’s good pasture.




  The roots of rock ’n’ roll run deep. Some hillbilly didn’t just wake up one morning and start yelping “Hound Dog” (in fact, Willie Mae “Big Mama’

  ’ Thornton’s original R&B version of the song from 1953 is about as far removed from rock ’n’ roll as chopped liver). The birth of rock ’n’ roll was a long,

  messy, and sometimes painful delivery that has no definite conception. It is as American as apple pie and “pleading the First’’, but with Blues as its surrogate father. Most of

  the early rock ’n’ roll music was performed by black musicians and was termed R&B (rhythm and blues) the more acceptable name for what had been called “race’’.

  Back in those days in the States, African-Americans and Caucasians didn’t mix too freely, and two distinct markets for music existed: for the black population and for the white.




  Louis Jordan, the most popular R&B artist of the forties laid the foundations of rock ’n’ roll with his feet-hoppin’ “jump blues’’, and other bastard

  forbearers of rock ’n’ roll weren’t slow to sow their own seed. In 1947 Roy Brown recorded a blues called “Good Rockin Tonight”, which was rockabilly in all but name,

  and when covered a year later by Wynonie Harris, became so damn rock ’n’ roll, it practically spits in your face. Bill Moore’s “We’re Going To Rock, We‘re Going

  To Roll” (1948) and Jimmy Preston’s “Rock The Joint” a year later were just two among dozens of records that carried on in pretty much the same vein. Now everybody was

  “rocking’’ and if the word “rock’’ didn’t appear in the title of your R&B record in some form or another, you were colder than last week’s

  toast.




  At about the same time, a few white boys were unwittingly knocking on rock ’n’ roll’s door. Hardrock Gunter – now all but forgotten, but once a feature on most

  white-serviced jukeboxes throughout southern and Mid-West America – was coming up with rockin’ boogie cuts like “Birmingham Bounce’’; and on 1950’s “Gonna

  Dance All Night” he actually snarls: “We’re gonna rock ’n’ roll!’’ Country artists like Hank Snow, Tennessee Ernie Ford and Hank Williams were travelling a

  road that ran almost parallel to that of their black counterparts, but without the driving rhythms that pushed R&B straight into the path of rock ’n’ roll.




  Sam Phillips insists that “Rocket 88” by Jackie Brenston and His Delta Cats, recorded at his Sun Studio in Memphis in 1951 is the first straight rock ’n’ roll hit.

  Although Brenston sang, played sax and is credited as composer, “His Delta Cats’’ were actually Ike Turner and His Kings of Rhythm, who claimed they should at least have had

  co-writing credits. Until Phillips placed the master with Chess records of Chicago, Ike thought the song was going to be released under his own name, and he was reportedly seething with rage when

  he discovered otherwise. “Rocket 88” reached number one in the R&B chart on May 12th, 1951 and was covered a year later by Bill Haley.




  Haley, a former yodelling cowboy from Michigan by way of Pennsylvania, led a band called The Saddlemen. Their sound was a cross between Western Swing and Polka, with a prominent beat strapped

  across it. Despite having an ear on the R&B charts for possible cover songs, they were darlings of the hillbilly set and favourites on country music radio. After the limited success of their

  cover of “Rocket 88”, a version of Jimmy Preston’s “Rock the Joint” sold 75,000 copies and made up Bill’s mind. The Saddle-men dropped their snow-white Stetsons

  and unfeasibly-fringed jackets to become Bill Haley and the Comets. In 1953 Haley wrote “Crazy Man Crazy”, which was to become the first rock ’n’ roll record to make the

  Billboard pop top 20. But the song that really gave white kids their first real blast of rock ’n’ roll was the Comets’ version of a minor R&B hit, “Rock Around

  the Clock”. It was featured heavily throughout The Blackboard Jungle, a film about teenage rebellion starring Glenn Ford and Sidney Poitier (it’s said that the song’s

  publisher doubled as the film’s musical director), and rocketed to number one in the Billboard charts. By some strange quirk of fate, it also made number three in the R&B

  charts.




  This is where Alan Freed comes in. His influence in bringing black music to white audiences began in 1951. A DJ at WKST in Cleveland, he was asked to play black artists’ cuts by a record

  retailer who’d noticed white kids buying R&B and thought he’d sniffed out a new way to make extra bucks. Freed reduced his diet of Perry Como and Dean Martin ballads and changed the

  name of his show from “Record Rendezvous’’ to “The Moon Dog Rock ’n’ Roll Party’’, preferring to adopt the Afro-American euphemism for fucking (which

  white people didn’t know anything about, anyway) because it wasn’t as overtly black as “R&B’’. In 1952 Freed almost went to jail for selling 20,000 tickets for a

  live “Moondog Rock ’n’ Roll Party’’ at a 10,000 seater venue. That the bands were all black (Charles Brown, Tiny Grimes Jump Jive, The Orioles, the Dominoes with Clyde

  McPhatter, The Moonglows and Jimmy Forest), and the audience half white, says plenty. Soon DJs all over America were playing R&B and calling it rock ’n’ roll, and Freed found

  himself swept off to New York to became a celebrity in his own right. Only accusations of payola would eventually bring him down, and by then (1959), rock ’n’ roll was as much part of

  American culture as hamburgers and handguns.




  Although Bill Haley found fame and respect as a rock ’n’ roll originator, the chubby-faced geek wasn’t really superstar material. Women weren’t throwing their soiled

  underwear at him. The world was looking for its first rock ’n’ roll star, and the young man waiting in the wings was Elvis Presley.




  Sam Phillips had long said that if he could just find a white boy who could sing like a black man, he’d make a million dollars. That dream came true when a pretty-boy nineteen-year-old

  truck driver came to the studio in 1953, under the pretext of making a record for his mama. Never one to miss an opportunity, Phillips called him back to the studio, organised a couple of Country

  session-musicians – guitarist Scotty Moore and bassist Bill Black – to see what kind of music the four of them could knock out together. It soon became clear that Elvis favoured soppy

  ballads, which was a disappointment to Sam Phillips, because the last thing he was looking for was another Perry Como.




  Just when he was becoming resigned to cutting his losses and calling it a day, Phillips called a break. Totally unprompted, Elvis started to kick around Arthur Crudup’s “That’s

  All Right, Mama”. That was when Phillips knew for sure he had something. He organised a hasty recording and managed to further coax an up-tempo version of “Blue Moon of Kentucky”.

  When the record was played on the radio a few days later – helped along by mention of Elvis’s white-only school, thus establishing his race – orders totalling 7,120 copies

  arrived at the studio.




  The combination of timing, talent and musical roots that included gospel, blues and country, made Elvis Presley the star he was. The young Elvis was further helped by the influence of a slightly

  older Memphis singer, Johnny Burnette, with whom Elvis worked at Crown Electric. Elvis had auditioned for Burnette’s trio, but was turned down. Ironically, when Burnette auditioned for Sun

  Records, they turned him down. Isn’t Kismet wonderful?




  Elvis’s first big rock ’n’ roll hit came in 1956, once Phillips had sold his contract to the major RCA record company for $35,000. Elvis’s share was $5,000 which he

  characteristically spent on a pink Cadillac. In the three years between his first demo and “Heartbreak Hotel’’ becoming a number one pop hit, much had changed. Doo-wop had

  arrived, heralded by The Penguins’ “Earth Angel’’ and the all white-Canadian cover version of “Sh-Boom” by the Crew-Cuts (wrongly credited by some academics as

  the first rock ’n’ roll record), both coming out in 1954; the Platters were the first R&B band to have a pop number one with “The Great Pretender” a year later; Little

  Richard and Chuck Berry were both writing and recording rock ’n’ roll (“Maybelline” was an R&B chart topper in 1955; “Tutti Frutti” reached number 17 in the

  Billboard chart a few months later), and both singers would later claim to have invented rock ’n’ roll. Meanwhile, Ray Charles was developing his own style, which would later be

  acknowledged as the source of soul music.




  Pretty soon rock ’n’ roll was here to stay (as the song confidently asserts) and among the best and better-known exponents of the new music were Buddy Holly, Jerry Lee Lewis, Carl

  Perkins, Eddie Cochran, Gene Vincent and Fats Domino. By 1959 rock ’n’ roll had moved from being dangerous and subversive to as much a part of the cultural mainstream as Marlon Brando,

  Marilyn Monroe and Abbott & Costello. That the black man’s music should have been largely taken over and sanitised was a double-edged sword for the Afro-American community. On the one

  hand it was obviously healthier for white and black kids to attend the same concerts and listen to the same music, and it was a far better situation that black writers could get their work

  recognised. The downside was that white commerciality made the music acceptable to parents and teachers and in doing so tore the guts out of it.




  Music bought the races together to a certain extent, but racism was rife in rock ’n’ roll. Guitarist Steve Cropper vividly remembers white kids being segregated at R&B concerts

  and having to watch from the balcony in Missouri, and it seemed to be an unwritten rule that black performers couldn’t have mainstream hits with their own songs, it was a

  “must’’ that they be covered and “straightened out’’ by white acts first. Chuck Berry was outspoken against the racial harassment he was subjected to, and in

  1959 he was charged under the out-dated Mann Act with taking a fourteen-year-old hat-check girl across state lines to a club he’d opened in Missouri. His first trial was blatantly racist, the

  second found him guilty and sentenced him to two years in Federal prison.




  In Britain meanwhile, rock ’n’ rollers like Billy Fury, Cliff Richard and Adam Faith covered songs by their American counterparts and practised looking rebellious in bathroom

  mirrors. It wasn’t until mavericks like Joe Meek came along and transformed the music into something other than a straight copy of what the Americans were up to, that we saw any major

  artistic advance. The “Mersey Boom’’ and the “British Invasion’’ showed that given a bit of time to percolate ideas, the Brits could rock ’n’ roll

  with the best of them.




  Across the Channel, the French discovered rock ’n’ roll through Johnny Halliday, a leather-clad bastardisation of Cliff Richard, Liberace and Englebert Humperdinck. Outsiders have

  often wondered how it is that continental Europeans have never really grasped what rock ’n’ roll is all about. It is one of the unsolved mysteries of our age.




  

     

  




  Gene Vincent -The Genesis of the Dark Side




  Mick Farren




  He looked for all the world like a man in the grip of some dark, wrenching religious experience. The contorted figure in the black leather suit stood with one leg forward, knee

  bent, and the other, held rigid in a steel brace and thrust awkwardly out behind him. The stance was unnatural, you could maybe call it unholy. His body seemed twisted, almost tortured. At peaks in

  the act, his whole frame would appear to vibrate as he clutched the microphone stand with his gloved hands, desperately, as though it was all that prevented him from being born away by the rage and

  passion of the moment. His corpse pale face was framed, Dracula style, by the upturned collar of his leather jacket, and a sweat soaked bunch of grapes had collapsed on his forehead. He had this

  trick of raising his eyes to an imaginary point, high in the auditorium, higher even than the cheap seats in the upper balcony, as though he was staring into some unknown place, invisible to the

  rest of us.




  That I can remember it so vividly after more than thirty years has to be the clearest indication of the intensity of Gene Vincent on stage. Maybe, in later life, towards the end, he was little

  more than an overweight, disorientated drunk, but that still doesn’t detract from the virgin impact. Gene Vincent at the Brighton Essoldo in 1960 first convinced me of the awesome power of a

  live rock ’n’ roll show when the envelope was truly being pushed.




  Around the same time, Jack Good was producing the pioneer TV rock show, Boy Meets Girl, for Granada Television in Manchester. Good must have experienced some of the same impact when he

  decided to change Gene’s image for his spot on the show. Lose the rockabilly cat clothes – the Elvis-looking, high rise pants and sport shirts. It was Good who first put Vincent in the

  black leather suit that was to become his trademark, con ceptualising the look as “the rock ’n’ roll Richard III’’. Jack Good, who later went to the US and produced

  Shindig, may have been pompous, and loudly over educated, but his instincts and perceptions were usually in the right place. He had clearly sensed Gene’s air of the sinister and the

  dangerous.




  It was certainly the black and white segment of Gene Vincent on Boy Meets Girl, doing the song “Baby Blue”; backed by Joe Brown and The Bruvvers, that caused me to move heaven

  and earth to get tickets for the show in Brighton. Up in Newcastle, a kid called Steve Aynsley, who’d later become President of the Gene Vincent Fan Club in Great Britain, experienced a

  similar epiphany. “Gene picked up the mikestand and walked towards the camera until his face filled the screen. I’d never seen anything like it in my life. And I realised that nobody

  could ever make such an impression on me again. He wore black leather and the light faded as he moved around. He looked like a demon.’’ Back in those days, us kids who were too young to

  drive got around on Southern Region commuter trains that mercifully came without corridors. On that train back home, my hands were all over my date’s body and hers were all over mine. No

  alternative and damned if we wanted one.




  We had just been part of a dark invocation of post-fifties teenage lust backed by the loudest electric guitars we had ever heard in our young lives. We had passed childhood’s end but would

  kick and scream bloody murder before we’d allow ourselves to be forced into what was currently being promoted as maturity. Almost two decades later, when, in the song “Sweet Gene

  Vincent’’, Ian Dury wrote the line “there’s one in every town’’, I knew exactly what he was talking about – the kid who watched Gene Vincent and then went

  out and shot the works for rock ’n’ roll.




  Gene Vincent seemed to wear menace like the aura of some Stephen King creation. Jim Morrison would later talk about rock ’n’ roll as a demonic shamanism. Gene simply and

  inarticulately conjured it. Tommy Facenda, one of Gene’s original back-up singers, tells stories of what came to pass when the mojo went to overdrive. “Globe Arizona was another wild

  gig and it soon erupted into a full scale riot. A fight broke out when Gene was dragged from the stage by the local sheriff in the middle of doing “Lotta Lovin’’. They had to

  shoot teargas into the joint. Navahos and Apaches were going at it.’’ Grady Owen, rhythm guitar with The Blue Caps, tells much the same story in Britt Hagarty’s Vincent biography

  The Day The World Turned Blue:




  “The sheriff had arrested Gene for wrecking a motel room, being drunk around minors and doing a lewd show. They dragged him off stage bodily and took him to jail. The whole thing erupted

  so the sheriff came back and shot tear-gas bombs in the place and cleared it.’’ Bet you thought that kind of thing started with Keith Moon.




  According to legend, Elvis Presley, Bill Black and Scotty Moore first heard Gene Vincent singing “Be-Bop-A-Lula’’ on the car radio while travelling between

  gigs. Bill Black, never one to forego aggro, immediately accused Elvis of moonlighting with another band, on another label, under an assumed name. Elvis, of course, denied it. He had his work more

  than cut out being Elvis Presley without starting a second clandestine career under the unlikely name of Gene Vincent.




  Black, however, whose neck was apparently as stiff as it was red, wouldn’t let it go. He continued the argument even when Elvis pointed out the obvious vocal dissimilarities, that

  Vincent’s range was considerably higher than his and that, where he, Elvis, was influenced by the likes of Dean Martin and the Inkspots, this Vincent character, although singing rock, was

  straight out of the Hank Williams’ school of degenerate, cousin-marrying, country.




  If Capitol A&R man Ken Nelson had heard this conversation in the Presley Cadillac, he would have been overjoyed. Nelson had been responsible for spearheading a 1956 corporate talent search

  for a performer whom Capitol could promote as their answer to Elvis, and Gene Vincent had been the result. With his debut single, “Be-Bop-A-Lula” selling 200,000 copies in the first

  month of release, Capitol were already fairly convinced that Nelson had delivered. The fact that Gene and his sidemen reminded Nelson of a “motorcycle gang’’ at their first

  meeting didn’t seem to strike any warning notes with the Capitol suits. It was only down the line that they would realise Gene very definitely wasn’t Elvis. Where Elvis would prove to

  be polite and hopelessly malleable, Gene turned out to be wilful, difficult, often drunk and possibly a little insane. Where Elvis attempted to be all things to all people, Gene embraced the evil

  heart of rock ’n’ roll, staying in its arms until it ultimately killed him.




  Back in those days, A&R men knew next to nothing about the inner workings of rock ’n’ roll metaphysics, the dubious ways of rock ’n’ rollers, or of the generation gap

  that they were unwittingly fostering. Initially, the debut single by Gene Vincent and The Blue Caps was to have been the gasping, grinding “Woman Love”, with “Be-Bop-A-Lula”

  on the B-side.




  Advance promo on “Woman Love”, however, ran into a massive wall of resistance from radio stations all across the USA, plus an outright ban in Great Britain by the BBC. Elvis was bad

  enough, but “Woman Love”, with its overt sexual rage and frustration, and Gene’s near orgasmic breathing on the slap echo vocal track, was ten times worse. No way was “Woman

  Love” fifties radio friendly, reinforcing as it did the popular prejudice that rock ’n’ roll would trigger “promiscuity, delinquency and the mixing of the

  races.’’ At this point, Capitol merely flipped the emphasis. “Be-Bop-A-Lula” became the A-side and history continued.




  It didn’t seem to occur to the guardians of morality that the two or more million kids who ultimately bought the record would hear “Woman Love” anyway and cherish it as their

  private dirty secret.




  Gene Vincent was born Vincent Eugene Craddock, in the shipyard town of Norfolk, Virginia, supposedly on February 11th, 1935, just thirty-four days after Gladys Presley’s

  surviving twin first saw daylight (although, as with many things in Gene’s confused life, some dispute exists regarding his exact birthdate.) His childhood appears unremarkable except that he

  “liked music and girls’’. His sister Evelyn is quoted delivering a standard cliche of Norman Rockwell rock ’n’ roll origins. “A black man lived down the street

  and he’d come to the store, an old country store, and we had chairs out there and he sang while Gene played.’’ At age seventeen, like many Norfolk boys without skills or future,

  Gene Craddock enlisted in the Navy, just in time to miss the Korean War, and, after basic training, was assigned to the tanker USS Chuckawan as a deck hand. After three years in the service,

  he re-upped for a further six, and that might have been that, except that he blew a sizable chunk of his reenlistment bonus on a 500cc Triumph Tiger similar to the one ridden by Marlon Brando in

  The Wild One. One weekend in July 1955, in the Norfolk suburb of Franklin, a woman in a Chevy ran a red light and smashed into Gene on his Triumph and his left leg was crushed. He was no

  more use to the Navy, and it looked as though he might spend the greater part of his life in and out of VA hospitals.




  Gene Vincent’s bad leg looms large in both legend and reality. It provided him with his unique stage stance, a massive biker credibility, and limitless sympathy. It also tipped him into

  the drug and alcohol problems that would dog him through his entire career.




  “Gene was his own worst enemy. He popped a lot of pills . . . He’d break his cast in every town. Then, in the next town, we’d have to hunt up a doctor and get a new

  cast.’’ Red Gwynn, his chauffeur during the first surge of fame, tells the story that would be repeated endlessly down the years. The leg caused Gene chronic pain and quickly led to a

  painkiller habit; the painkillers made him slow so he took speed to get back in gear; the speed made him edgy and thus he drank to mellow out. In the morning, he’d wake with a hangover and

  his leg still hurt. The cycle was repeated on a daily basis, a process that gradually eroded his health, talent and stability.




  Just to complicate matters, Gene also had a raving hillbilly passion for knives and guns and an increasing tendency, as the deterioration deepened, to pull weapons on wives, girlfriends,

  managers and promoters when he felt robbed, disrespected or betrayed. It all added to the general mosaic that Gene Vincent was mad, bad, armed and dangerous. Perhaps this was something else that

  he’d learned in the school of Hank Williams. Certainly in the arena of booze and pills, Gene was following in the master’s footsteps. Gene had his leg as the ultimate excuse. Hank had a

  congenitally deformed spine.




  Again, according to legend, it was Gene’s leg that provided him with the accidental window to rock stardom. During the six months he spent in Portsmouth Naval Hospital, he’s supposed

  to have fooled around with a guitar and come up with the tune “Be-Bop-A-Lula”, inspired by the newspaper strip cartoon “Little Lulu’’. In the face of legend, however,

  Dickie Harrell, who, at fifteen, was the first drummer with The Blue Caps, tells a different, if somewhat less lovable story. “Actually the song was written by a guy from Portsmouth named

  Donald Graves.’’ Vincent and his first manager Bill “Sheriff Tex’’ Davis, a chubby individual with a taste for cowboy outfits who appeared to have fancied himself as a

  potential rival to Colonel Tom Parker, brought the tune outright for 25 bucks. “It happened a lot in those days. Guys would take the sure money.’’




  If Gene Vincent was simply judged by his legacy of recording, it might be hard to figure what all the fuss and nostalgia are about. This is not to say that he didn’t come

  up with seminal gems, but, for every masterpiece like “Race With The Devil”, “Baby Blue”, “Who Slapped John?” or “Git It”, his Capitol albums

  contained a whole bunch of bizarre and often ponderous ballads and antique pop songs like “The Wayward Wind”, “Over The Rainbow”, “This Old Gang Of Mine” and

  “Now Is The Hour”. When confronted by a recording session and a choice of material, Gene proved all but clueless, and also demonstrated a taste for throbbing saccharine that caused

  critic John Morthland to refer to him as “a closet schlockmeister’’. When Gene did it right, however, the finished product could be little short of awe inspiring, and the master

  works frequently broke what, at the time, was wholly new ground in rock ’n’ roll. In addition, Gene had a unique ability to pick a guitar player. Both Cliff Gallup, who played the

  celebrated solo on “Be-Bop-A-Lula”, and Johnny Meeks, who took the lead on the later Capitol albums, have both been cited by everyone from Jeff Beck to John Lennon as primal

  influences.




  The Gene Vincent sound began as fairly sparse, atmospheric rockabilly, but quickly bulked up to a more elaborate and much denser rock ’n’ roll, without making the usual concessions

  to the kind of multi-layered pop so freely embraced by Elvis and Buddy Holly. The song “Baby Blue”, recorded in 1958 for the low budget teen exploitation movie Hot Rod Gang

  (released in Britain under the title Fury Unleashed), is the perfect example of Vincent’s more constructed approach to rock. In what was essentially a deluxe and loaded second look at

  “Heartbreak Hotel”, Vincent went for pounding percussion, that broke with the traditional rockabilly snare and high-hat. The mood was locked by threatening piano triplets and a heavy

  overlay of back-up vocals chanting “baby-baby-baby-baby’’, until an almost hypnotic pulse was achieved. In a 1970 Rolling Stone retrospective on Vincent, Simon Firth sums

  up Gene’s approach to rock ’n’ roll when he was at his best. “The interplay of voices and instruments are perfect, the total effect being built up by the conflict between

  all the elements . . . these tracks quite transcended the normal rock ’n’ roll singles of 1957–8.’’ In a world that is all too often blinded by an obsession with

  guitars and guitar heroes, the crucial part played by backup vocals in the music of Gene Vincent has been largely overlooked.




  From about 1958 onwards, the arrangements became more lavish, and back-up vocals took an increasingly important role. On some tracks like “Peace Of Mind” and the classic “Git

  It”, Vincent actually started to stray cross culturally close to the New York goomba doo-wop, the turf of which Dion and the Belmonts were masters.




  Gene not only went heavy on backing vocals in the studio, but also took a singing duo, Tommy Facenda and Paul Peek, dubbed the Clapperboys, on the road with him.




  Unlike Elvis’s Jordanaires, the Clapperboys were fully integrated in the general hoodlum image of The Blue Caps. Instead of a square gospel quartet, standing uncomfortably apart from the

  star’s gyrations, the Clapperboys flanked Gene like something out of a demented version of West Side Story.




  On the “Git It” sessions, Vincent was also greatly aided by the input of Eddie Cochran. Cochran had dropped by these March 1958 sessions at Capitol studios in Los Angeles to sing a

  third, bottom line harmony along with Peek, Facenda and Vincent. Although this first and only formal collaboration between Vincent and Cochran doesn’t look like too much in the fine print of

  a discography, it represented a budding relationship that would go sufficiently deep to qualify, both in fact and legend, as one of the great rock ’n’ roll might-have-beens.




  Both Gene Vincent and Eddie Cochran filmed song sequences for the Jayne Mansfield movie The Girl Can’t Help It. They may have first on met the set, but according

  to Dickie Harrell, the friendship was really cemented at The Rock ’n’ Roll Jubilee of Stars, a kind of week long, proto rock festival in Philadelphia at which both men had been given

  star billing. “Eddie was just down-to-earth and really good people. He and Gene had a lot in common. They were a bit like each other and seemed to under stand each other. So they started to

  pal around together.’’ This palling around continued through a package tour of Australia headlined by Vincent, Cochran and Little Richard. While Vin cent and Richard seemed to have

  engaged in regular bouts of butting egos, Gene and Cochran remained friends and drinking buddies, often joining each other on stage to close their respective sets. With the advantage of hindsight,

  it’s easy to identify the growing ties between Vincent and Cochran as having the potential of those symbiotic musical relationships of the Lennon/McCartney, Jagger/Richards, Jones/Strummer

  variety that would later prove the backbone and creative wellspring of truly great rock ’n’ roll bands.




  Unfortunately, in 1958, and even in 1960, the world had yet to recognise this kind of male bonding for what it was, and the record business had no structure to accommodate it.




  In the fifties, the marketing moguls liked their teen idols, in every sense, single and separate. The only double acts they recognised were obvious duos like the Everly Brothers or Les Paul and

  Mary Ford. Bands invariably meant instrumental ensembles like The Ventures and groups were vocal units like The Four Seasons or The Coasters. In a few short years, rock bands who collectively

  shared not only the spotlight and the fan worship but also the creative focus, would become the commercial bed rock of the entire pop industry. Unfortunately, the times didn’t change quickly

  enough to give Vincent and Cochran a context in which they could work together as visible equals.




  Although the fantasy that Gene and Eddie might have formed the world’s first truly kick-ass rock ’n’ roll band can be nothing more than pure speculation, they certainly seemed

  to have what was required. Their personalities were exactly complementary. Vincent was the consummate showman, the wildman who was always prepared to go the extra mile. Cochran was an innovator, a

  low budget recording wizard who could work wonders with the primitive studio equipment of the time. Although surviving film clips show Eddie Cochran as not altogether comfortable with the

  hip-swiveling, post-Elvis role into which he’d been cast, he certainly had the writing talent and the technical fl air to counteract Vincent’s erratic approach to making records.




  The truth, as we all know, is that it was never to be. Short of the “Git It” sessions and some BBC radio tapes, Gene Vincent and Eddie Cochran would never formally work together.




  Cochran’s death in the car crash outside Bristol, while touring England double-billed with Gene, brought all possible plans for the future to a brutal finality.




  Gene never seemed to quite recover from the death of Eddie Cochran. When I talked to him in 1969, after he’d played the Country Club in Belsize Park, backed by Brit rock

  revivalists The Wild Angels, he was drunkenly obsessive on the subject. By that time, he’d totally convinced himself that Eddie’s death was the product of a sinister conspiracy by his

  then manager, the notorious Don Arden. I recall a very drunk Vincent repeating over and over that “Eddie was alive when we got him into the ambulance.’’ He appeared to have

  latched on to the belief that somehow, on the way to hospital, Arden had contrived to murder Cochran, intending to cash in his posthumous fame and royalties. Although, the story was patently the

  paranoid invention of a very fucked up mind – there’s even evidence that Gene was out cold when they put Cochran in the ambulance – it does demonstrate just how deep the emotional

  injury must have been. Vincent clearly believed that something very important had been taken from him, and that things were never the same afterwards. A photograph exists of Gene at Heathrow,

  walking to the plane home a few days after Cochran’s death, one arm in a sling and an overcoat thrown over his shoulders. He looks like a totally broken man, and if one has to look for a

  starting point for the decline and fall of Gene Vincent, that fatal accident seems to be it.




  This is not to say that Gene took an immediate plunge or that other factors didn’t come into play. Back in the USA, the payola scandals and the resulting congressional investigations had

  gone down and almost all of the first generation of rockers seemed to be tainted to a greater or lesser degree by this rock ’n’ roll witch hunt. Alan Freed had gone to jail for

  accepting bribes, Chuck Berry was doing time for pimping. Jerry Lee Lewis was sinking in his personal morass of marriage scandals. Elvis was safely out of it in the Army, and Little Richard had

  decided that maybe he was better off preaching. The cross that Gene had to bear was a ruthless IRS tax audit which stripped him of his home and most of his possessions. He found himself all but

  penniless and even had to burn The Blue Caps on their salary cheques. To compound his troubles, Dick Clark, the host of the squeaky clean American Bandstand who, since the fall of Alan

  Freed, had become the arbiter of what was acceptable in US pop, virtually blacklisted Gene after accusing him of being too drunk to make it to his show. The only possible future appeared to be in

  Europe.




  At first, things seemed to go pretty much okay. Gene picked up the ultra-professional Sounds Incorporated as a back-up band, and excelled on a European concert circuit that was being

  simultaneously criss-crossed by Bo Diddley, a recovering Jerry Lee Lewis, Brenda Lee, Fats Domino as well as home product like Billy Fury, Marty Wilde, Cliff and the Shads, and dubious Frenchmen

  like Johnny Halliday. Gene’s contract with Capitol was anglicised and he cut tracks with Cliff Richard’s producer Norrie Paramor at Abbey Road, occasionally using Georgie Fame on

  keyboards. For a time, his singles, like “I’m Coming Home’’ and “Wild Cat’’ could still find their way into the charts. Bit by bit, things began to slide,

  however.




  Gene wasn’t hurt as badly as some by the Beatles upheaval.




  It helped a great deal that Lennon and McCartney acknowledged him as a major influence right down to their leather suits, but even Gene’s superior grease eventually began to turn to

  anachronism, and, when it did, he hardly had anyone to blame but himself. While Johnny Kidd, his chief rival in the leather and sideburns business could cut contemporary sounding hits like

  “Shaking All Over” and “I’ll Never Get Over You”, and even Vince Taylor, the Parisian pretender could come up with “Brand New Cadillac”, Gene finality in

  the studio turning out either grotesqueries like “Lavender Blue” or admissions of defeat like “Be-Bop-A-Lula” ’62 and ’69.




  And with the slide came the drink and drugs, and with the drink and drugs came the slide.




  (Shall I stop here or take another couple of rounds on the hell-bound carousel?) Pretty soon Gene was brandishing guns in hotel lobbies, getting stopped at borders without working papers, and

  hanging with some of the worst low lives in the rock business who I basically can’t name here because some of them are now exceedingly rich and powerful. His leg continued to deteriorate and

  every so often a doctor wanted to cut it off. Gene resisted any such suggestion but, when osteomyelitis set in, amputation seemed only a matter of time. Gene continued to tour, but the quality of

  the bands he hired took a noticeable dive. From Sounds Incorporated, he descended to a Liverpool group called The Shouts, another British band dubiously called The Puppets and a couple of laughable

  French outfits, Le Rock ’n’ Roll Gang and Les Chats Sauvage. On the recording front, he was dropped by Capitol and drifted from label to label, cutting tracks that best remain buried,

  although they do show up now and again on those cut price tapes racked in drugstores and gas stations.




  By the end of 1965, Gene’s health and career had both hit bottom. He returned to California and, for all effective purposes, retired for close to eighteen months, watching in horror as a

  second revolution changed the face of rock, and “a bunch of long haired hippies’’ took over.




  Gene didn’t have the financial base to stay retired for too long. Any number of ex-managers, ex-wives and weird business associates ate up his royalty cheques, and the need to return to

  work loomed large. And why not? At the age of just thirty-one, Gene should, in theory, have had a long life in front of him. 1967 saw him back on the road, back in Europe, but, unfortunately back

  into the same self destructive lifestyle cycle. The unpleasant truth was that Gene now only had a scant five years to live. Indeed, that might effectively been the end of the story if it

  hadn’t been for an intervention by the unlikely combination of John Peel in London and Jim Morrison in Los Angeles.




  One of the things I used to share with John Peel when I saw him regularly was an unreasonable love for Gene Vincent. Even during the full bloom of the Perfumed Garden, we

  talked about “Wild Cat’’ and “Who Slapped John’’ when the hippies weren’t listening. Once, when I was on a stoned rant about the evils of private property,

  Peel suggested that I should put my money where my dialectic was and give him my complete set of Vincent Capitol albums. Collapse of loudmouth anarchist. In 1969, Peel, along with Clive Selwood,

  the then boss of Elektra UK, formed the Dandelion label. When some pretty sub-standard Vincent tapes came by him, they triggered the idea that Dandelion should put Gene in the studio to cut a

  album. Whether Peel instinctively sensed that Gene was already three parts into the twilight zone and it might be a last chance to get him on vinyl is open to debate, but, any way you sliced it,

  the sessions were strange, with Johnny Meeks on guitar and Skip Battin on bass and, of all people, Kim Fowley producing.




  Around the same time, Gene had struck up a bar buddy relationship with Jim Morrison at a shot and beer joint called the Shamrock at the Silver Lakeend of Santa Monica Boulevard. The Dandelion

  sessions rapidly became frequented by assorted Doors and hangers on, who watched while the musicians did the best they could, and Fowley and Gene smashed egos. Skip Battin recalls: “Gene was

  a perfectionist and Fowley liked to move pretty quickly. Gene tried very hard, but he was pretty sick at the time. His leg was bothering him and he was in constant pain.’’ Johnny Meeks

  is less charitable. “They [Vincent and Fowley] slaughtered that damned album.’’ Slaughtered or not, “I’m Back And I’m Proud’’ wasn’t without

  its moments, most particularly a fine reading of J.P Richardson’s “White Lightning’’ with a sound not unlike that of The Band.




  Even though it wasn’t Gene’s last record, it stands as more of a final testament than the two Kama Sutra albums that followed. Rather than being slaughtered, these went meekly to

  their doom.




  Jim Morrison was also instrumental in a different kind of final moment for Gene. It was essentially Morrison that smoothed the way to Gene’s appearance at the Toronto rock ’n’

  roll Revival Festival that would be mythologised by the one time only appearance of John Lennon and the Plastic Ono Band. The original plan was that Gene should have been backed by the Doors, but,

  because of scheduling problems, he came on instead with Alice Cooper’s band whose pre-metal guitar rock was actually better suited to his style. At the end of an emotional

  “Be-Bop-A-Lula”, Lennon came on stage and embraced a weeping Gene. In the movie of his life, this should have been the final triumphant moment, the redemption at the end of the third

  act. Unfortunately life is never quite as idealised as the movies, and Gene went on to do one more, totally disorganised tour of Europe on which he was all but incapable of performing, before he

  returned to Los Angeles to die.




  Among Gene Vincent’s last words was the promise, “If I get through this, I’m going to be a better man.’’ Reform and survival, though, were not on the cards.

  Returning to LA, he had found that his wife Jackie had left him, cleaning out his bank accounts, and taking the kids and most of their possession. He promptly went on an intensive three day drunken

  binge that finally destroyed the already ulcerated lining of his stomach. Soon after stumbling into his mother’s house in the LA suburb of Saugus, Gene apparently fell to his knees and began

  vomiting blood. He looked up at his mother and told her, “Mama, you can phone the ambulance now.’’ Within an hour, he was dead.




  Even in death, things didn’t go smoothly for Gene. The reappearance of his wife Jackie turned the funeral into an hysterical circus. His sister Donna had recently fallen under the thrall

  of con artist and guru Tony Alamo, a one time garment district hustler from New York’s 7th Avenue who, in the name of God, tended to divest the faithful of their savings and then set them to

  work in slave labour sweatshops manufacturing rhinestone cowboy clothes for the likes of Glen Campbell and Dolly Parton. Cult vultures descended on Gene’s few remaining possessions, carrying

  off guitars, memorabilia and stage outfits. Johnny Meeks sums up the irony of it all. “It was crazy. I thought, Man, typical Gene, He can’t even die right. There’s always gotta be

  some kinda problem.’’




  Gene Vincent was a drunk, a pillhead and, at times, a dangerous and creatively erratic asshole, but that may have been the true power of the man. If rock was literature, he’d probably have

  been Jean Genet. He was the true pioneer of rock ’n’ roll self destruction in the grand manner. He made it clear, from first to last, that rock was about the darkside and the

  underbelly, and he conducted his career as though the music he played was some kind of mortal combat with destiny. His leather clothes have been copied so many times down the generations that they

  have become one of rock’s visual cliches. His attitude has been borrowed in some part by most of rock’s wannabe philosopher desperadoes and pretend warrior poets. His mikestand

  clutching stance has been aped by everyone from Patti Smith to Stiv Bators to all those grunge geezers in lumberjack shirts, although they probably don’t even know it.




  The history of this unholy conflict between Gene and his fate is reasonably well preserved.




  EMI have a boxed CD set on catalogue that cover all of Gene’s Capitol and Columbia Recordings from 1956 to 1964, and if all the out takes and false starts are really too much of a good

  thing, there’s also the twenty track CD The Best of Gene Vincent And the Blue Caps in the Capitol Rock ’n’ Roll Masters series which is probably all anyone would need in

  the way of a Vincent selective menu without verging on the obsessive. Britt Hagarty’s biography The Day The World Turned Blue, while no great piece of literature, will tell you just

  about everything you ever needed to know about the man and his work. Beyond that, all one has is hearsay and the memories of old timers. All else is speculation and legend.




  Perhaps, though, in the final distillation, the legend is Vincent’s real legacy. Without becoming unduly metaphysical, Gene Vincent has to be one of those totemic spirits, in the company

  of Robert Johnson, Johnny Ace, Morrison, Moon, and Sid Vicious, who watch over rock ’n’ roll in all its diverse forms, doing their best to ensure that an excess of mental health and

  sobriety don’t reduce the music to the predictable, that the sweat, tears and suicidal stupidity continue, and that the bop they died for never sinks to mundane bloodlessness.




  

     

  




  1961: The Legendary Joe Meek




  John Repsch




  No one has ever lived a life like Joe Meek. Surrounded by intrigue and controversy, he was Britain’s first truly independent pop producer and set the ball rolling for the

  hundreds who envelop the scene today.




  He was the man who against all the odds produced hit after hit in his fl at in London’s busy Holloway Road. In the pre-Beatles era when the British music industry was being run by the

  likes of EMI and Decca, and Britain was lying stranded in a sea of tepid cover versions of American teen idols, he decided to go it alone and battle it out with the giants.




  From an Aladdin’s Cave of dusty wires and ropey old spinning tape machines he developed a unique sound which made his records instantly recognizable. It gave them an exciting, spiritual

  feel which is still to this day so attractive that his discs are collectors’ items and sell for very high prices. He even has a fan club!




  Working from two bedrooms, his fine-fingered electronics wizardry was a wonder to behold, and the incredible sounds he created could make your hair stand on end. Like an eccentric scientist he

  worked all hours bending every rule in the book, turning music inside out and reconstructing it. He was the master of cramming everything onto one single track and for years was so advanced that no

  one in Britain could touch him.




  Some of the equipment was new, some homemade. Much of it had been completely reassembled from old EMI and Saga cast-offs and secondhand stuff from junk shops and army surplus stores. His main

  tape recorders were a Lyrec twin-track stereo recorder and an EMI TR51 mono recorder.




  As for the famous Meek method of recording, compared with modern multi-track techniques it sounds as out of date as whalebone corsets, and even then was generally despised for being slow,

  complicated and losing clarity. But unless everything was recorded at once, as was traditionally done in the large studios, there was no other way.




  His technique was almost exactly the same as the one he had started back at home in 1950 using two tape recorders: overdubbing. By layering one sound on top of another – sometimes up to

  half a dozen times – it meant in effect that when you listened to a Meek record you were hearing not one but several recordings! He much preferred this way because it allowed him to

  concentrate on one section of the recording at a time, getting the performance he liked best and giving him the chance to change his mind as he went along. Now though, life was much easier with the

  aid of the Lyrec twin-track. The finished recording would end up on its two tracks – songs having the backing on one track and the voice on the other – and this gave him much more

  leeway than ever before.




  First of all he would deal with the backing. The rhythm section would go into the studio and play while the singer sang along as a guide, unrecorded behind an old screen. While this performance

  was going on, he would be recording it onto the one track of the TR51. He might record 20 “takes’’ before deciding which one he wanted and moving on to the first overdub. This

  time he might want to add an extra drum sound; so he would simply choose the rhythm “take’’ he liked best and relay it out into the studio for the drummer to play along to. Thus

  the two sounds combined would be channelled onto one track of the Lyrec. When he again had a “take’’ that satisfied him he would perhaps overdub a guitar and do exactly the same

  again, playing the last recording out and collecting both sounds together on the track of the TR51.




  Depending on the sound he was after, he would gradually add more and more instruments, spinning spools back and forth until his backing track was done. And while all that was going on he had

  other machines running. Apart from feeding sounds through echo units he had to watch out for loss of quality; each time he transferred from one track to the other, a little of the original sound

  was lost. So he had to use limiters and compressors which gave him a louder signal. They could also gave him the sound of pumping. This he would often use to add to the overall excitement, besides

  which it played an integral part in his unique Joe Meek sound.




  When all the backing was happily on one track of the Lyrec, he would have the vocalist sing along to it. The only difference this time was that he liked to keep the singing separate, so would

  give the singer headphones and play the backing through them instead. Then eventually, probably after more messing around on his own, adding sound effects and so on, he had two finished tracks on

  his Lyrec.




  Off he would go with them to one of the outside cutting studios where facilities were better than his own. Surprisingly in the months to come his choice of studio would usually be IBC. Engineers

  there were still the best and now there was less reason for him and the Studio Manager, Allen Stagg, to be at each other’s throats. There he would supervise having his two tracks mixed down

  to one – the “master tape’’. Ten shillings in the engineer’s pocket assured him of an extra good cut and helped make it the “loudest in the juke

  box’’; and preserving his thick, solid bass drum beat meant that some should get through to the kids who were listening on little portable radios. He would also have two or three demo

  acetates made with varying levels of bass, treble, etc, and the one he judged best he would hawk round the record companies. If he found a taker he would give that record company his “master

  tape’’ and help cut the “master disc’’, so it kept most of its original quality. This practice was not to be “on’’ at the prudish EMI and only

  grudgingly permitted at Pye and Decca. After all that it was clean out of his hands when it went off to the factory for the pressing process.




  February 2 1967. Evening. 304 Holloway Road. Meek’s final hours, described by his office assistant, Patrick Pink: “He looked clearly sort of sick. He wasn’t

  talking – writing things down. In the evening we watched some TV and had something to eat. That would be about 7 o’clock. I think I cooked it. He was writing on bits of paper; he was

  afraid the place was bugged and that he was being listened in to. He suddenly asked me after dinner, ‘Let’s go up, let’s make your record. You’re more or less up to

  standards now.’ I’d only recorded demos before but this particular one was promised to come out in March, my own. I have a feeling he had it planned. That was the night. After

  all those years I’d been with him and I’d stayed sometimes the night – and that particular night: ‘Come on, let’s see if we can get a record out of you now’.




  “About 9 o’clock we went up into the studio. He had some tracks already made up: the backing tracks. I just did a couple of old ones he had stored away and I’d learnt the words

  from the acetates – very quick attempts: about an hour. Then I did another one which I’d learnt. It was a backing that was laid down for Heinz; he had already voiced it and the voice

  had been taken off of it. Heinz had sung it years ago: ‘There goes my baby – look at the way she walks.’ Joe wrote it. Went on the radio once – Heinz did it

  ‘live’. Nothing had been put out on record, and Joe said I could have it and get it released.




  “Then all of a sudden he went really weird and told me to start miming to my own recording – said, ‘Just stand there and mime – they’re watching us through the

  walls. They’re watching and listening.’ I’ve no idea who these people were. Possibly EMI, because days previously he’d pointed out to me people in cars sitting down the

  road, possibly with listening devices, had his place bugged, and they were watching him every time he came in and out and following him everywhere. He got worse then and it started to play on his

  mind. It might well have been true and he wasn’t nuts completely. I genuinely believe, even though he was going off his rocker, that there were people bugging his place. I genuinely believe

  it now; or whether it was the police watching his place, I’ve no idea. Maybe the police had it bugged; might have been the Drug Squad.




  “I was recording the same song over and over and over and over again. I don’t think he knew what he was doing at all. He was putting on a show basically for the benefit of earholes,

  people listening in. On the bits of paper he was writing: ‘Sing it again’, ‘More coffee’. I had to keep going down to make coffee. The session would have been about three

  hours. I went to bed at midnight absolutely shagged out.




  “I was in bed when he came up to get the gun. It was a single-barrel shotgun. He kept it under the bed for protection. He said, ‘I’m taking this downstairs’. I never gave

  it a thought.




  “At 8 o’clock in the morning he was still working, running tapes and things. I got up. 9 o’clock I made toast for breakfast and called him down from the studio:

  ‘Breakfast’. He came down, drank the coffee. I don’t think he ate the toast – pretty sure he didn’t eat at all. He wouldn’t talk at all. He wrote little notes,

  passed them over and burnt them after he’d wrote them. After he’d drunk his coffee he went out in the kitchen and had a burn-up. First of all he was burning a lot of documents, letters

  and things in the kitchen; it was in a small tin dustbin. He had a bonfire in that. Angry about something – no idea what; he was very angry. The previous day he had just been dazed. Now

  he’d changed. I think he had his senses – I’m bloody sure he had. He was absolutely paranoid but tense and angry. He wrote two or three messages: ‘They’re not getting

  this’. They’re not getting these’. He went mad and he wrote: ‘They aren’t going to f—— get this’, and he started to burn that painting on the wall:

  the one with the little black boys dancing naked round a fi re. He put the painting on top of a fi re – the two-bar fi re – which scorched it all up. I thought it was strange but I

  didn’t think it was coming to what happened. I thought at the time he was going out of his head and I was going to call Dr Crispe and he stopped me. He was down for about half an hour. Then

  he disappeared upstairs to the studio for a little while. I thought, Crikey, I’ll be safer to stay down here. So I stayed downstairs. And he came back down to the living room. I think it was

  about quarter to ten. Give me a little note saying: ‘I’m going now. Goodbye.’ And I didn’t know what it meant. I laughed. I thought, where? The note got burnt and upstairs

  he went. I thought, Well everything’s OK then. Cause he was upstairs playing tapes – my stuff from the night before. That went on for ten to fifteen minutes.




  “Then Michael arrives. Michael and Dennis – they’d just left school and they were looking for work, and Joe’d give them a job stacking tapes for a few days for a few

  quid. There was no set hours with them or whatever; they came and they were told to piss off – they went; that was the arrangement. One came, just Michael. I went up the stairs to tell Joe.

  Michael stayed at the door. I think he sensed there was something wrong straight away. Whether he’d been there the day before when I’d not been around, I don’t know. Whether he

  knew there was something going on, I don’t know, but he knew there was something wrong straight away. He said, ‘Is it all right?’ I went up to the landing and said,

  ‘Michael’s here.’ I didn’t actually see Joe at that point; he was in the control room. He called out: ‘Tell him to f—off -get rid of him’, but I’d

  already started coming downstairs having told him that Michael was here. Then he came to the top of the landing and looked down on me, and said, ‘Get Mrs Shenton [his landlady] up

  here.’ I in turn said to Michael, ‘Joe don’t want you today. Do us a favour, tell Mrs Shenton to come up for me’.




  “She came up and she came to me. I was in the room before the office, the waiting room, more or less at the bottom of the stairs. She said, ‘What’s up?’ I said, ‘I

  don’t know. Joe wants you.’ I took her two or three steps up. She said, ‘Oh, hold this for me a minute. I don’t like to smoke up there.’ I took her cigarette off her,

  she went on her way upstairs and I went in the office. I think she said, ‘Hallo Joe, how are you?’ and all the usual rubbish ’cause she did ask me what sort of mood he’s in.

  I said, ‘He’s in a bad mood again.’ I thought everything’s going to be OK now; she’ll calm him down. Within about half a minute there was a lot of shouting. It was

  after I put the cigarette out. I was walking back in the living room when I heard him say, ‘Have you got the book?’ God knows what it was: probably the rent book or rates book or lease

  or something. He shouted it very sternly. They weren’t both shouting, just him. I think she said, ‘I haven’t got it with me; I’ll bring it in tomorrow’, and asked him

  if he’d like to come down for a cup of tea and a chat. The shouting went on for a couple of minutes, I think. It was all him; he was getting frantic. I was trying to eavesdrop on the

  conversation, being the nosy kind of person that I am, walking to and fro, but I didn’t hear very much.




  “I was in the office when I heard a big bang. I didn’t know what it was. It was such a f—– big bang, I was stunned. I rushed out and she was falling downstairs and I sort

  of grabbed her as she came to the bottom, and felt her. I was sitting on the stairs with her flapped over me. I wondered what it was for a minute. Then I saw the blood pouring out of these little

  holes in her back. And she died in my arms -I’m bloody positive she went still. I had quite a bit of blood over me. Her back was just smoking. He must have been close range, he must have been

  right at her back. I held her in my arms; clearly there was nothing I could do. She was dead as far as I was concerned and I sort of pushed her over and I shouted out, ‘She’s

  dead’. Joe was leaning over the landing banister and I thought I was next. He just had a stony-faced cold look.




  “A few moments later I rushed halfway upstairs and looked across the landing and caught sight of Joe outside the control room and I think he was reloading, and before I could get at him

  he’d pulled the trigger on himself, and there was Joe’s body with his head like a burnt candle. Blood everywhere, including over me as well; I was treading in blood . .

  .’’




  

     

  




  The Rise and Fall of Traditional Jazz




  (As told through Readers’ Letters to Melody Maker)




  As the 1950s made way for the 1960s the most popular form of music in Britain was Traditional Jazz. Bands led by such characters as Acker Bilk, Chris Barber and Kenny Ball

  dominated the newly instituted Top 30 singles charts and packed clubs and concert halls the length and breadth of the land.




  (To be truly sucessful, your last name had to start with a “B”. This was something the likes of Terry Lightfoot, Ken Colyer and Monty Sunshine never really came to terms with.)




  The “trad fad” was big business. In January 1960 there were said to be 4,600 weekly jazz clubs operating in England alone. Looking back on the statistics we can see that

  “Mr” Acker Bilk spent 169 weeks in the UK top 30 and Kenny Ball 146, compared to 140 for Blondie, 122 for Duran Duran and a mere 104 for Little Richard.




  Back then, the tradders’ all read the Melody Maker and, going by the huge coverage, it must have seemed that the good times would roll on forever.




  But dark clouds were darkening the horizon. Now read on . . .




  SAVE US FROM THESE SCREAMING IDIOTS!




  Reading recently that Gene Vincent was unconscious for nearly an hour after being knocked down some steps “escaping” from his fans makes me wonder what things are

  coming to in the world of popular music.




  Presumably in a few years we shall see singers performing behind barbed wire, and it will certainly discourage personal appearances in the provinces.




  Surely it is time some of these so-called “fans” got a hold on themselves and decided to behave like human beings instead of screaming idiots.




  Young women seem to be the main offenders.




  C. Tordiff, Shibden, Halifax, Yorks. (June 1961)




  PROTEST




  We Scotsmen know that Andy Stewart is not the world’s best singer, but we also know that he can do a good job on “The Scottish Soldier”.




  My advice to Adam Faith would be: stick to the pop rubbish, but leave decent Scottish music to those who can sing it.




  J. Telfer, Cumnock, Ayrshire (July 1961)




  NO ‘CRAZE’




  I must object to the title “Trad Fad”. The dictionary defines “fad” as a craze.




  It may be a craze for some refugees from rock ’n’ roll, but to the thousands of genuine trad lovers it is a perfectly serious subject and not one to be treated as a fad.




  Ian M. McLean, Glasgow (July 1961)




  DOWN! WITH STUNTS




  It’s ridiculous for anyone to say jazz clubs are killing jazz.




  Bilk, Welsh and Colyer know very well that their agents limit the number of clubs in which they place the band in any area, and know the promoters are also co-operating along the same lines.




  What is killing jazz then?




  (1)  Too many so-called “festivals” where the public can see and hear all the bands they are likely to meet in their local jazz club over a period of months IN ONE DAY.




  (2)  Too many gimmicks being used to “sell” trad, your infamous swimming pool photo being an example.




  (3)  Far too many radio and TV appearances. It is the bands who are being greedy and trying to cash in on the alleged “boom” who will themselves murder their own golden goose,

  unless they cut down their mass audience appearances.




  Ralph Peters (Ashford, Catford, Cheltenham, Chislehurst, Crofton Park and Woking jazz clubs) (July 1961)




  THE TIME THE PLACE – AND BRADEN




  Well said, Bernard Braden on your ITV programme, “The Time,




  The Place and the Camera” (24/9/61).




  At last someone, without so much as a flicker of an eyelid, has so frankly denounced the rubbish that dominates the present “pop music” scene.




  The very people who patronise it and call the appreciators of good music “squares” are, to quote Bernard Braden: “as square as a cube of sugar.” It’s high time they

  realised just how much they are being exploited by the peddlers of this rubbish.




  D. White (semi-pro bandleader), Kingston-upon-Thames, Surrey (October, 1961).




  A WORD OF ADVICE FROM – THE ROCKERS!




  We rockers can claim a higher degree of musicianship in our own field of music than the traddies, and also show them a thing or two when it comes to versatility.




  For our choice of numbers varies from Darin-style swingers and modern Jazz instrumentals to Presley rockers and even trad items such as “Samantha” and “Mississippi Mud”

  (try asking a trad band to play “Hound Dog”).




  What is more, we take our own brand of music seriously, progressing steadily instead of playing the same old worn-out King Oliver clichés every night.




  I hope that in time the trad bands will broaden their musical outlook and start playing seriously instead of squabbling among themselves and trying to “get rich quick”.




  Unless that time comes soon, the trad fad will die the death and rock artists will have the popularity stakes to themselves again.




  Mike Tobin and the Magnettes, Bishopston, Bristol 7 (November, 1961)




  IT MADE MY BLOOD REACH BOILING POINT!




  I don’t often get worked up over the letters in Mailbag, but my blood reached boiling point when I read Mike Tobin’s letter last week. What “traddie

  Jazz” and “worn-out King Oliver clichés” have in common I have yet to find out. While he tears up King Oliver, I’d like him to remember that although his Magnettes

  may remain popular for two or three years, King Oliver’s jazz has remained popular for 35 years and will continue to be popular for another 35.




  He suggested asking a “trad” band to play “Hound Dog”. The fact is, it couldn’t. But try asking his Magnettes to play “West End Blues” or “King

  Porter Stomp”!




  Christopher Mead, Storrington, Sussex (November, 1961)




  THE END!




  I thought I heard all there was to hear of the stupid utterings of the “pop” fraternity, but now we have come to the absolute end with Mr John Leyton’s bland

  statement that Frank Sinatra is a square (“Juke Box Jury”, 11/11/61).




  If Sinatra is a square, then a word has not yet been invented to describe Mr Leyton’s miserable efforts in the vocal field.




  A. Foster, Cowley Road, Oxford. (November, 1961)




  PANIC




  With reference to the two letters regarding musicianship, rockers and King Oliver, some lesson may be learned from the following, which occurred to my colleagues and me:




  We play in a dance band that tries to carry out the operative word – dance. One night we played a supper dance, and a well-known rock group in this area was the alternative band.




  Halfway through, panic suddenly struck the rockers. It was realised that they would be playing the last session. Under normal dance band circumstances this would not cause the lifting of an

  eyebrow. Not so here.




  For the rockers could not close the dance due to the fact that they could not play the primary commercial standard in a dance band pad – the National Anthem!




  Harold K. Elmey, New Marston, Oxford. (November 1961)




  OLD MOORE WEEDON




  On what does Bert Weedon base his prognostication that the end of the trad boom would come about in the next six months? And what does he mean by “trad”?




  Is he referring to the bandits and opportunists who have attached themselves to traditional jazz? If he is, then let me join him in wishing their speedy departure.




  But traditional jazz as played by Chris Barber and Kenny Ball (among the longer-established bands) and the music of Cyril Preston and Mike Cotton (among the new boys) will still go on being

  popular in 1962 despite Bert Weedon’s Old Moore act.




  Why? Because it contains the essence of all present-day success, namely JAZZ.




  Ken Wilson, Mitcham, Surrey (January 1962)




  IT’S TRASH, DAD!




  The film “It’s Trad, Dad!” ought to be retitled “It’s Trash, Dad!” How can pop stars John Leyton and Gene Vincent possibly be cast with a

  real artist like Kenny Ball?




  It’s sacrilege, Dad!




  Jean Pottinger, New Cross, London SE14 (April, 1962)




  TIRED – OR BIGHEADED?




  I have been going to one-night stand shows in Mansfield for two years, seeing all the big pop stars and newcomers to showbusiness.




  The big-headed establishment stars are too “good” to come and sign their faithful fans’ autograph books. Yet the “newcomers” do so willingly.




  When Cliff (Richard) and Adam (Faith) were newcomers they willingly signed. Now they are too big to do it for us.




  We, the fans, made them. We, the fans, can break them.




  They say they are too tired. The teenagers have this rammed down their throats. I am sure they are getting fed up with this fairy-tale.




  I, for one, have finished going to see these so called “pop stars”.




  Sandra Hussey, Mansfield, Notts. (April, 1962)




  POP POLLS ARE STAGGERING!




  The results of the Melody Maker Pop Poll are an appalling reflection on the standard of musical appreciation in this country, and an indictment of the youth of our

  society.




  One is staggered to consider that Cliff Richard is voted Britain’s top singer while a fine performer like Dickie Valentine cannot find a place in the top ten.




  “The Young Ones” has been chosen as the best vocal disc of the year. The inferior quality of this composition, and the puerile lyrics should have exposed the composers of this

  travesty to ridicule instead of bringing acclaim.




  The deterioration of musical values is best personified by John Leyton in his inane and stupid attack on that great artist Frank Sinatra.




  R. E. Bennett, Cardiff. (April, 1962)




  ORDINARY




  I thoroughly agree with D. Milne’s letter in last week’s Mailbag.




  It is time that jazz musicians were stopped being depicted as drug-taking weirdos by films, TV and other forms of entertainment.




  Jazz musicians are just ordinary people. They are not outcasts of the community.




  R. Coles, London N8 (May, 1962)




  DIG THIS!




  How I envy classical music lovers their seclusion from the commercialism now engulfing the British jazz scene.




  As a real jazz fan, I am appalled by the attempts to mix jazz with rock and pop on radio and TV programmes.




  If jazz is to survive as a true art, it must break all its ties with its idiot child, rock, and all other moronic forms of popular material.




  M. Baker, Brighton (July, 1962)




  POINTLESS




  I would be extremely grateful if any “M.M.” reader would tell me what is the point of traditional or “revivalist” jazz.




  Messrs. Barber, Bilk and Ball are blindly marching up a well-trodden path.




  Having nothing new to offer, they are merely presenting the New Orleans tradition in a diluted and commercial form.




  The original Jelly Roll Morton and King Oliver recordings were great.




  They were inspired, full of life and grasping towards what we now know as mainstream and modern jazz.




  To do this all over again just doesn’t make sense. Do today’s artists faithfully recreate cave-men drawings?




  Come on, tradmen, start playing something worthwhile instead of churning out the sloppy, mechanical rubbish which some laughingly call jazz.




  D. T. Handy, Jarrow, Co. Durham (July, 1962)




  PUZZLED




  I’m puzzled by readers’ attitudes towards jazz commercialism.




  We read of jazz musicians faced with grave financial difficulties and of bandleaders unable to pay their band at the end of the week. It is only logical for them to take steps to earn more money

  in order to eat regularly and to stay in business. I challenge the common assumption that by doing this they leave the world of true jazz forever.




  Let’s stop this snobbery among some fans before it takes hold in the one section of life – the jazz world – where such evils as class distinction, the colour bar, and all other

  forms of snobbery and discrimination have so far failed to gain a footing.




  Keith Tinker, Munster, Germany (September, 1962)




  TRASH




  I disagree with Mailbag correspondent Mike Wilkinson who thinks that most Radio Luxembourg programmes are trash.




  Luxembourg produces shows for all tastes and as perhaps most of its listeners are teenagers who like Hit Parade music, the programmes are to suit them.




  It’s nice to hear occasional programmes featuring Sinatra, Peggy Lee, etc, but they are hardly recognised by most teenagers as pop music.




  Janice Tupper, Englefield Green, Surrey (October, 1962)




  NO GUTS




  Who has taken the guts out of British jazz? Why is it that since 1958, there hasn’t been group who can produce hot, honest, swinging jazz?




  Out of all Britain’s groups, no one can compare with the Humphrey Lyttelton Band between 1954 and 1956. Why is Chris Barber cold – arranged music instead of the stuff he knew in the

  days of £8 a week and patched trousers?




  Where today are the thousands of fans who packed London’s Royal Festival Hall to hear the Lyttelton Band and similarly jammed the doors at Cy Lawrie’s club? Remember the spirit there

  used to be?




  They were great days. The music had vitality and excitment and knew where it was going.




  It was afraid of nothing and didn’t pander to agents and did what it liked. It was MUSIC.




  Well. The writing’s on the wall. Come on, Kenny Ball, Chris, Terry Lightfoot and others – take us back to the days when you could raise the roof and a thousand fans would jump and

  howl with delight at something that was great.




  Johnny Boulton, Shepherds Bush, London (January, 1963)




  SIMPLE




  Pop music may be in poor taste, but you can’t walk out of a jazz concert whistling a tune.




  Whereas, pop being simpler music, you can. And who hasn’t been attracted by at least one pop tune?




  F. Kirby, Twyford, Berkshire




  TRASH?




  We often read in MM about the pop scene getting better all the time. Is it?




  Even the pop disks of a few years ago, such as Bill Haley and Carl Perkins and the first Presley records, were much better than the trash dished up today.




  R Harrison, Great Yarmouth (May, 1963)




  GREAT JOB




  Are fans going to forget the Shadows, Tornados and other groups now the Beatles have arrived?




  Many people I know say the Beatles are the best group – but the others are doing great jobs too. Let’s not forget.




  Carol Sherer, London E1 (May, 1963)




  THE MERSEY BEAT’S BEEN DONE TO DEATH




  How many more Northern Beat groups must we endure? Liverpool apparently has a monopoly on the disk market at the moment.




  And let’s face it – the same old stuff is being turned out as a “new sound”.




  That Merseyside sound, so distinctive, so original, so individualistic, has been exploited too much.




  The Beatles were original. They, as the first, will be the only ones to last.




  That “new sound” has now gone. It disappeared under a welter of Pacemakers, Dakotas, Flamingos, Dreamers and others.




  Liverpool now has nothing new to offer to Beat fans. Let’s have something different – it’s time for a change!




  Michael Bates, London N22 (June, 1963)




  EFFORT




  The fact should be faced that pop music is very seldom listened to. It is used almost exclusively as a background and is enjoyed as such because it requires no effort to listen

  to it. David G. Jakes, Cambridge (June, 1963)




  BUT – I JUST CAN’T TELL A BEATLE FROM A SHADOW!




  Perhaps I’m just getting old, but when kids talk about “a new sound” and “originality” it makes me laugh.




  I can tell Stan Getz from Wardell Gray from Zoot Simms from Dexter Gordon.




  But what distinguishes the Dakotas from the Hollies from the Shadows from the Beatles beats me. And to speak of “talent” in relation to these Beat groups is ludicrous.




  Personality, if you like. But not talent.




  Brian Thomas, Plymouth (July, 1963)




  TRADITIONAL




  As MM has now broken the news that traditional jazz is once again a minority interest, please refrain from using the terms “trad” and “traddies”.




  These objectionable diminutives are an insult to many fine, creative and dedicated musicians.




  Steve Duman, secretary, London Traditional Jazz Society (August, 1963)




  (Well-informed readers will know that the young Mike Tobin went on to spend many years in the music industry, working for such labels as Virgin and R.C.A., hosting his own

  radio programmes, and managing “the greatest band that Bristol ever spawned”, Stackridge.)




  

     

  




  1963: The Beatles On Tour




  Michael Braun




  

    

      Psychologists have been trying to discover why the Beatles send teenage girls into hysterics. One of them came up with this explanation:




      “This is one way of flinging off childhood restrictions and letting themselves go.”




      “The fact that tens of thousands of others are shrieking along with her at the same time makes a girl feel she is living life to the full with people of her own age.”




      “This emotional outlook is very necessary at her age. It is also innocent and harmless. It is a safety valve.”




      “They are also subconsciously preparing for motherhood. Their frenzied screams are a rehearsal for that moment. Even the jelly-babies are symbolic.”




      News of the World


    


  




  

    The Beatles have been on a tour of one-night stands for almost six weeks. They arrive in a new town at about four in the afternoon and are rushed under cover to the

    dressing-room of the theatre, where they remain until the show. After the curtain goes down they rush out of the stage door and are driven to their hotel. Since most English hotels outside the

    large cities stop serving dinner at nine o’clock, the Beatles’ evening meal has more than once consisted of cornflakes eaten in their hotel bedroom. The next day they are up around

    noon and the routine begins again.


  




  The Beatles were in Lincoln. After the press conference Ringo developed a severe ear-ache. A woman doctor was summoned, and it took her twenty minutes to talk her way through

  the suspicious guards. In the midst of her examination Aspinall came in and asked her just what she thought she was doing there, then hastily apologized.




  It was finally decided to bring Ringo to the hospital before the show. Dressed in an oversized coat, a hat pulled over his eyes, and glasses, he looked like Brecht being smuggled out of Germany.

  As he left the theatre a photographer took his picture.




  At the hospital the doctor starts to examine him. The assistant area manager for ABC theatres is sitting on a bench outside the consultation room. “He has to be on stage in fifteen

  minutes,’’ he says. “Everybody’s in a merry flap. You have to take charge. I like a drink and parties as much as the next fellow but there’s a time for

  everything.’’




  The nurse comes out. “It’s a Beatles’ occupational disease,’’ she explains, “all that hair getting in their ears.’’




  Coming out, Ringo offers cigarettes to everyone. The doctor declines. “He’s a throat man,’’ explains the nurse. At the door the chief porter asks for an autograph and is

  warned not to say anything to the press.




  At the cab a man walks over and announces: “Daily Express. Are you ill or did you come to see a friend?’’




  ABC man: “He’s come to see a friend.’’




  Express: “What’s wrong with him?’’




  Ringo: “Don’t know. He’s still under observation.’’




  Returning to the theatre, he is greeted by shouts of “Ringo’’, “Ringo’’, and “Operation Ringo’s Ear’’ is over.




  In their dressing-room the Beatles are shaking their heads like dogs after a swim, preparatory to going on stage. On Ringo’s dressing-table is a fresh tube of Yardley’s Shampoo for

  Men, to which someone has appended “ – and Ringo’’.




  In the front of the house they are clearing the last stragglers from the first show. “Search the toilets,’’ says the manager. An assistant goes into the

  Men’s Room. “No, you sod, I mean the Ladies!’’




  In the manager’s office beneath citations for “Good Management and Public Relations’’ two assistant managers are talking.




  “I’d make a pot if I was doing the booking,’’ says one.




  “They wanted them to leave by helicopter in Nottingham but I said where would you land? On top of those old theatres?’’




  “The police are competing against one another to see who can get them out the quickest.’’




  After the show they were rushed, still wearing make-up, to police headquarters, to change clothes. As they were about to leave the police chief came over to their car, which was surrounded by

  about twenty policemen.




  “I hope you don’t mind,’’ he says, “but my daughters will kill me if I don’t get your autograph.’’




  They sign their autographs and as the car pulls away Paul rolls down the window, sticks his head out, and says, “Ta, thank you, thank you very much.’’




  “Dirty sods,’’ says John.




  They were to spend the night at a hotel on the outskirts of Doncaster. As they drove, the car kept lurching over to the right-hand side of the road.




  “Uh, hey, driver,’’ says John, “we’re not on the Continent. This is England, where we drive on the left.’’




  For the next twenty minutes the car kept weaving on the road. John and Paul began to mumble prayers, and at one point Ringo began reciting the Lord’s Prayer. Paul, sitting in the front,

  wrote “Help!’’ in the frost on the window. Gradually the car came to a halt. The driver had forgotten to fi ll the tank with petrol.




  Aspinall climbed out and after a few minutes managed to hail a lorry. The four Beatles clambered into the cab with the surprised driver.




  “As soon as we get to the hotel I’m ringing up Brian about this driver,’’ says George. It was then 1.30 in the morning. By 10 a.m. the Beatles had a new driver.




  A mixture of sounds is coming through the window of the dressing-room at Sunderland – the wind, as it slices off the Tyneside, and the screaming of hundreds of girls in

  the alley below.




  In the room the Beatles are talking with a priest. Paul is asking him, “Why are there so many big churches in countries where people are starving?’’ The priest doesn’t

  answer.




  Ringo pours himself a Scotch and Pepsi-Cola and offers one to everybody in the room. The priest takes one and George jokingly asks if he is allowed to drink. John quips about Aleister Crowley

  and black masses.




  Paul starts to discuss the financial aspects of Catholicism. The priest says he is paid only a small salary. Paul replies that the Beatles are paid only “the going show-business

  rates’’ and that if the priest wishes they can entertain at his church for nothing.




  To convince them that money is really unimportant to him the priest tucks a ten-shilling note in Paul’s pocket.




  Aspinall sticks his head in the room and announces it is almost time to go on stage. The Beatles rush around getting dressed.




  “I wish I had time to convince you fellows about the benefits of religion,’’ says the priest. “We ’d have a real bang-up fight. Naturally, I wouldn’t say the

  same things to you boys as I say to my parishioners.’’




  “Why?’’ say Paul and John simultaneously, as they run out of the room. The priest doesn’t answer.




  The Beatles managed their escape from the Sunderland Theatre by rushing through the darkened auditorium to the fi re-house next door and sliding down a fi re-pole. Then, while

  engine number one clanged out as a decoy they rode off in a police car.




  At the hotel they gathered in John and George’s bedroom for a call from Australia. They were being recorded by a disc jockey in Melbourne. As they talked to him several girls standing

  beneath their window began throwing stones at the glass. Paul walked over and told them to stop because they were talking to Australia.




  The stones stopped. When the call was finished they turned the lights out and spent a few minutes looking at the girls through a slit in the curtains before going to bed. The next morning as the

  Beatles left Sunderland several girls were still gathered in front of the hotel, huddling against the winds blowing from the North Sea.




  The De Montfort Hall in Leicester is set deep in a large park. Around the perimeter is a high iron fence with many gates. Tonight they are all with one exception locked. The

  audience all file through this one gate.




  The hall inside resembles a large meeting-room rather than a theatre. There is no proscenium arch on the stage. The performance takes place on a large platform in front of flats masking the

  pipes of a giant organ. Before the performance begins, a girl in the front row, with “Beatles’’ written in gold on her red jacket, has to be forcibly held down by her friend in

  the next seat.




  Backstage, Paul is playing the piano with a sweater over his head. Ringo and George are putting on make-up, and John is ostentatiously removing the glasses he constantly wears offstage.




  “Mustn’t spoil the image,’’ he says. They come on to the platform, and the screaming begins.




  Paul announces the numbers and the girls sit with their hands clenching their faces as if they have just seen a vision. John makes threatening gestures to the audience with his fi st. It brings

  more screams. “In sweet fragrant meadows’’ sings Paul, nodding his head angelically. “With a love like that,’’ sing Paul and George, and a blonde woman starts to

  rush the stage. The policewomen in the aisles move in and lead her away. “Twist and shout,’’ bawls John. “C’mon, work it all out.’’ The sound is deafening.

  Hordes of jelly-babies are thrown on stage. Several autograph books, a doll, a shoe, and an umbrella wind up there also.




  As they finish, a girl in a red sweater is reaching for the stage, shouting “John, John’’. “The Queen’’ starts. She is comforted by her friend. As the anthem

  ends she walks out limply.




  The house lights start to dim. On the littered stage is a plush doll with a note addressed to “John Lennon – the most fabulous Beatle of them all’’:




  

    

      Leicester




      Dear John,




      Although all the Beatles are “fab” in every way and form, you are the “fabbiest” of them all. I love you, John, so much that I bought you this cuddly toy, which is

      what I think of you as.
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