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PROLOGUE


‘Goodbye, England’s Rose’


Westminster Abbey, London, 6 September, 1997


THROUGHOUT Elton John’s career there have been times when his natural politeness and humility have given way to outbursts of infantile temper known as ‘Elton’s Little Moments’. But his life is far more notable for Big Moments, when he has risen further and still further above the attitudes and aspirations usually expected of a pop star. We are about to see Elton’s Biggest Moment ever.


For six days the nation has been in shock. Diana, Princess of Wales is dead – killed along with her Arab playboy lover Dodi Fayed when their chauffeur-driven car crashed in a Parisian underpass while apparently fleeing from paparazzi. Now, on a Saturday as golden as her hair, as balmy as her smile, she is to be laid to rest. In death, even more than in life, she will present Britain with some of the strangest, most unsettling scenes it has witnessed in this or any century.


Diana made royalty even more of a spectacle than Elton John made rock music. Before she came along in 1981, Britain’s Royal Family received almost no media coverage outside the plodding, dowdy routine of state ceremonial and overseas tours. Thirty years ago, who could have imagined royalty transformed into an endlessly mesmerising romance-cum-tragedy-cum-farce that would make the behemoths of pop culture seem dull and predictable by comparison? In 1995, the surviving Beatles announced the reunion for which billions had waited almost a quarter of a century, with Paul McCartney, George Harrison and Ringo Starr overdubbing accompaniment on some ‘lost’ vocal tracks by John Lennon. Alas, its release happened to coincide with the BBC Panorama interview in which Diana exposed the sham of her ‘fairy-tale’ marriage and gave her husband, the future king, a flaying of such subtlety as had not been seen since the Spanish Inquisition. In competition with that, even the Beatles’ Second Coming was doomed to be an also-ran.


Now she has gone, which means she is more ubiquitous than ever, filling every TV screen with that 18-carat mop, those sky-blue eyes, that oddly asymmetric nose, those long legs, that halting, childish voice, and all those endlessly contradictory phases of her sixteen years in the spotlight. Here is the creamy-faced bride under a virginal veil . . . the Eighties sloane in frills and Laura Ashley prints . . . the fun mum, plunging down theme park water-chutes and sprinting without her shoes on school sports days . . . the sumptuous fashion-plate dressed by Versace and Lacroix . . . the angel visitant, unafraid to pick up a maimed African child or cuddle an AIDS sufferer . . . the effortless beauty who looked her most sensational after being drenched with rain during Pavarotti’s Hyde Park concert . . . the worrier about her own supposed physical defects, who exercised obsessively and forbade photographers to shoot her in profile . . . the exquisitely tailored, lonely figure on a bench in front of the Taj Mahal, palpably wishing for a husband who’d love her a millionth as much . . . the hater of media ‘intrusion’ who couldn’t live without cameras . . . the shopaholic, the hysteric, the bulimic . . . the helpless, the cunning . . . the classy, the vulgar . . . the crassly foolish, the idiotically brave . . . the totem of shrink-speak and victim culture . . . the exploiter even of her own children in pursuit of public affection . . . the campaigner against landmines . . . the unhealthily fascinated observer at surgical operations . . .


For these all too human flaws as well as her near-divine radiance the world came to love Diana as no star, certainly no princess, was ever loved before. Only those who remember the death of King George VI, forty-six years ago, have seen public grief on such a scale in Britain. People cling together and weep in a way familiar among warm-blooded European races but hitherto anathematised by chill, reserved Anglo-Saxons. People of all ages, all classes, all ethnic origins, cling and weep. Some of it is for the benefit of hysteria-hungry television crews, all of it may be the result of watching too much Oprah Winfrey and Jerry Springer, but it is undeniably, overwhelmingly, sincere. At Kensington Palace, Diana’s former London home, the floral tributes left at the gate have become a plastic-wrapped ocean that almost fills the surrounding park. Queues stand patiently, day and night, to sign the books of condolence.


In the suicide-rush of her life, she made the House of Windsor wobble. With her death, she rocks it to its very foundations. The Prince of Wales stands condemned long since as a cold, selfish twit whose rejection of his adoring young bride and inexplicable preference for his weatherbeaten mistress, Camilla Parker Bowles, have cast grave doubts on his fitness to inherit the throne. Throughout various unbecoming imbroglios that have beset the Royal Family over the years, the Queen herself has always remained immune from criticism. But no more. There is audible anger that in the days following the accident she and Prince Philip remained sequestered at Balmoral, their Scottish estate, offering no word of grief for their former daughter-in-law or of sympathy toward their stricken subjects. The new Prime Minister, Tony Blair, is forced to intercede, like Disraeli with the reclusive Queen Victoria 150 years earlier, persuading his sovereign to appear on television and pay tribute to Diana, however grimly, ‘from my heart.’


The funeral is an uneasy compromise between the will of the people and the ill-will of the establishment. Multitudes line a two-mile processional route from Kensington Palace to Westminster Abbey; massed television cameras wait to beam the event to a worldwide audience calculated at 2.5 billion. But the full military honours of a state funeral are withheld. The cortegè consists of a single antique cannon and horse-drawn limber from the Royal Horse Artillery’s King’s Troop whose gold-braided gunners fire ceremonial salutes on royal birthdays. The gun bears Diana’s coffin, an artefact weighing 40 stone, wrapped in a Union Jack and topped by a spray of lilies. Her sons, William and Harry, walk behind, Victorian-style, with their father, grandfather and uncle. There is eerie quiet, broken only by the rhythmic tolling of a bell, the jingle of horse harness, shrieks of un-British anguish from the onlookers and, bizarrely, periodic bursts of clapping.


Inside the abbey, things get even heavier. Diana’s brother, the young Earl Spencer, rails at the monarchic chilliness and insensitivity he holds responsible for hounding her to her fate, and pledges that her ‘blood family’ will be the one to shelter and nurture her boys. It is as if a gauntlet is being flung down in some Shakespearian tragedy. The Queen sits, frozen-faced, watching the dynasty she has worked so long to maintain being pilloried in the very place where, forty-four years ago, she received her sacred anointing and had the crown lowered on to her head. At this moment, there is only one Queen of England and her name is not Elizabeth. Despite the muffling thickness of the abbey’s thousand-year-old walls, the crowds outside somehow sense what is happening. Every new lance thrust by the hot-headed earl unleashes further distant bursts of applause.


There is perhaps only one person alive who can save the day. He rises from among the massed VIPs, a familiar stocky figure wrapped in a plain dark suit of ultimate cost, his puggy features set in a resolute frown, his eyes masked by tinted glasses that on this occasion are doubly needful. As he walks towards the grand piano specially placed in the abbey nave, a moment that was unreal beyond conception becomes like so many others back through the chaotic decades to his childhood in Pinner, Middlesex. A voice whispers in his ear as irresistibly as when he was a resigned but dutiful eight- or nine-year-old and it was his mother speaking. ‘Come on, it’s up to you . . . They’re waiting . . . You can’t let them down . . . Be a good boy.’


At the beginning of the Nineties, Elton John seemed to have enjoyed – or, at least, experienced – every Big Moment conceivable. After meeting Elvis Presley, Mae West, Liberace, Elizabeth Taylor, Katharine Hepburn and Groucho Marx, after duetting on record with John Lennon, after seeing Los Angeles declare an ‘Elton John Week’ and planting his footprints among those of his greatest idols on Hollywood Boulevard, after bringing his football club, Watford, from obscurity to the Wembley Cup Final, after playing tennis with world champions like Billie-Jean King, Jimmy Connors and Martina Navratilova, going out to bat at Lords, taking tea at the White House and jiving with the Queen at Windsor Castle, what could possibly be left for a fat boy from Pinner to dream?


As a songwriter and performer, he seemed to have reached a similar plateau, albeit one of Everest-like altitude. At the turn of the decade, he made good the one flaw in an otherwise peerless recording career when ‘Sacrifice’ became his first-ever number one single in Britain (solo single, that’s to say, as distinct from ‘Don’t Go Breaking My Heart’, his chart-topping 1976 duet with Kiki Dee). Were he never to have sold another record or concert ticket, his place was secure in pop music’s tiny topmost echelon alongside Presley, Dylan, the Beatles and the Stones, that little coterie of world conquerors instantly identifiable by just their Christian names – Elvis, John, Paul, Mick, Keith, Bob, Elton.


Even amid the hyper-inflated numbers of Nineties pop, his achievement still made eyes dilate and jaws sag. No one else, singer or band, had equalled his mid-Seventies run of seven consecutive American number one albums, four of them at number one simultaneously in America and Britain. Of the thirty-odd albums he had released since 1969, twenty-four were certified to have ‘gone platinum’ with sales of more than one million copies. His total record sales were hazily estimated at around 100 million. One music paper calculated that he accounted for 3 per cent of all singles, albums and tapes sold annually throughout the world.


But here was no mere sacred rock-relic, content to exploit the nostalgia for songs like ‘Rocket Man’, ‘Bennie and the Jets’, ‘Goodbye Yellow Brick Road’ and ‘Daniel’ with which he personified the glorious shoddy glitter of the Seventies. In advancing middle age he remained as determined to stay at the cutting edge as he had been in his twenties at the high tide of Glitter Rock. Other great figures from his era, like the ex-Beatle George Harrison, might rail at the modern charts like curmudgeons from their chimney corner. But Elton kept up with every style and fad, enjoying the best – and worst – of whatever was around. Newcomers to the business revered him, freely acknowledging his influence on their look and sound. At any premium gig he would probably be backstage, hugging and kissing all the latest golden boys and girls and being hugged back by them as if to do so was like touching some lucky talisman.


When I spoke to him at length in 1991, he seemed to have resolved every part of the troubled inner life that had always existed in ironic counterpoint to his outward triumph. He had netted one million pounds in out-of-court libel damages from The Sun over its allegation that he consorted with rent boys, not only forcing the paper to publish an apology as its front page lead (‘SORRY ELTON’) but putting the fear of God into any other tabloid that ever considered publishing unsubstantiated dirt about a rock star. He had ended the painful charade of his marriage to his former recording engineer, Renate Blauel, and, at long last, had emerged from the camouflage of so-called bisexuality to come out as 100 per cent gay.


He had beaten his ghastly full hand of addictions: drugs; drink; sex; the eating disorder that for years had led him alternately to gorge and starve himself. He had found true love with Hugh Williams, the manager of a Baskin-Robbins ice-cream parlour in Atlanta. Then he had found it again, seemingly for good this time, with a 30-year-old Canadian advertising executive named David Furnish. He had vowed that all his old Elton craziness was behind him: the spectacles fitted with windscreen-wipers or Venetian blinds; the shopping trips through Cartier with a supermarket trolley; the split-second mood swings from wild exuberance to black misery; the imperious demand that someone make the wind outside his hotel suite blow a little more quietly; the suicide attempts, including one in front of his own assembled family.


He had even solved the age-old problem of his hair loss, finally abandoning the expensive but largely fruitless transplant operations with which he had so long tormented his unlucky scalp. Not since the late Seventies had he been seen in public – or, indeed, in performance – without a camouflaging hat. Now the myriad straw boaters and bowlers and trilbies and jewelled Nehru caps were cast off to reveal a thick reddish thatch, like an expensive feather duster, fringed in modish retro-Beatle style. The rejuvenating effect was uncanny: we could almost have been seeing his teenage self back in the mid-Sixties when he was still plain Reggie Dwight, pounding his Vox organ in a no-hope band called Bluesology.


In short, it was a totally new Elton, grown up and toned down, with the ability that had always eluded him to count his extraordinary blessings. Enough of the old Elton remained, however, to keep him in the headlines as consistently as he had always been. Despite his reformed lifestyle and promises of a new asceticism, he continued to show pop’s rising generations that no one could flaunt it, spend it and camp it up quite like he could. For his fiftieth birthday in March 1997, he spent £300,000 on hiring the naffest possible venue, the old Hammersmith Palais ballroom in West London, for a fancy dress ball whose guests included Lord Lloyd-Webber as a footballer, Sir David Frost as the Phantom of the Opera and Shirley Bassey as Cleopatra. Elton’s own silver brocade Louis XIV costume, three-inch heels and two-foot tall powdered wig were so unwieldy that he had to be delivered to the party in an articulated lorry and lowered from it to the ground on a pneumatic lift.


In 1991, he had said he felt the time had come for him to get off the album-making, concert-giving treadmill and ‘take time to smell the roses’. But, of course, it didn’t happen. The touring went on unabated, the albums kept coming out. He also realised his longstanding ambition to compose music for films and the theatre. In collaboration with Sir Tim Rice he wrote five songs for Disney’s The Lion King, which was to be first a blockbuster animated movie and video, then a smash hit on both the Broadway and West End stage. A song from the film, ‘Can You Feel the Love Tonight?’, won him and Rice an Oscar in 1995. Even more rarified recognition seemed increasingly on the cards as, one by one, pop’s other good boys were rewarded with knighthoods – Cliff Richard, Paul McCartney, the Beatles’ former producer George Martin. Elton’s long history of charity work, stretching back decades before such things were fashionable, made him a natural candidate for the sword touch on the shoulder, although it was to be delayed until the Queen’s New Year’s Honours list of 1998.


Elton, of course, had been into royalty long before it was the stuff of tabloid headlines and Hello! magazine Princess Margaret and the Queen Mother became devoted fans as far back as the early Seventies. After we learned that the newly created Princess of Wales spent her leisure time roller skating the Buckingham Palace corridors, listening to pop music on a Sony Walkman, it was clearly just a matter of time before she took over the Buckingham Palace branch of the Elton John Appreciation Society. They met at a Windsor Castle ball when Elton arrived early, found the princess there by herself and the two danced the Charleston alone for twenty minutes. Thereafter they met frequently through charity works, especially the AIDS organisations in which both, for different reasons, were deeply interested. It became a genuine friendship from much in common: their shared experience of broken homes, sham marriages, media persecution, eating disorders and depression; their two global followings; their two lost souls.


They overlapped additionally as top trophy clients of the same flashy unisex Italian couturier. Gianni Versace dressed Diana in the most brazenly effective of her gowns and also provided Elton with the mutedly eccentric wraparound suits of his later ‘mature’ period. (While other celebrity Versace clients expected to be outfitted gratis in exchange for publicising the label, Elton conscientiously paid for everything, spending up to £250,000 at a time.) On one famous occasion the tables were turned, and Elton modelled glitzy Versace frocks for a Richard Avedon fashion spread. It was perhaps his strangest incarnation yet, lounging in décolleté sheaths and strappy shoes, his copious body hair planed away, his skin as unnaturally smooth and shiny pink as glazed pink marzipan.


On 15 July, 1997, Versace was shot dead at the gate of his Miami mansion while walking back with the morning papers, ‘BLOWN AWAY IN HIS VERSACE FLIP-FLOPS’, as the Daily Mirror put it. Elton and Diana joined the chief mourners at his funeral and during the service were pictured clinging to each other and weeping like children robbed of a parent. Thus it is only natural that, in the numbed aftermath of this infinitely more shocking bereavement a month later, the world should turn to one person above all to mirror and express the universal grief.


Just who first had the idea that Elton should sing at Diana’s funeral service will never be absolutely clear. He himself will later say he was personally asked to do so by Diana’s elder sister, Lady Sarah McCorquodale. A contradictory account comes from the Virgin tycoon Richard Branson, another of Diana’s celebrity friends and a moving spirit in the funeral organisation. Branson will afterwards claim credit for approaching Elton, then securing the consent of the abbey choirmaster, the Dean, the Spencer family and finally – with Tony Blair’s help – the Royal Family itself.


The number that Elton first considers playing is ‘Your Song’, his first-ever hit from way back in 1970, a simple, sweet, poignant ballad but one whose first line (‘It’s a little bit funny . . .’) may not be quite suited to present circumstances. Far better in every way is ‘Candle in the Wind’, the ode to Marilyn Monroe from his 1973 Goodbye Yellow Brick Road album, a song articulating his passionate empathy with the woman who until now has been fame’s best-known golden-haired casualty. For years, it has been the farewell encore of every Elton John concert, moving the audience to strike matches and cigarette lighters and hold them aloft as in one huge, dark altar of frailly flickering candle flames.


To become Diana’s funeral ode, the original lyrics must be revised – not because they are inappropriate to her, one suspects, but because they are rather too appropriate. The story of Marilyn’s hectic rise to stardom and her poignant dying fall offers several analogies likely to grate on regal nerves. ‘They crawled out of the woodwork and they whispered into your brain/ They set you on a treadmill and they made you change your name . . . Loneliness is tough/The toughest role you ever played . . . Even when you died, the press still hounded you . . .’ The Royal Family have indicated that they are especially uncomfortable with that last line. Elton therefore contacts Bernie Taupin, the Lincolnshire-born poet, three years his junior, who has written words for the vast majority of his songs since 1967 and who now lives permanently in Los Angeles.


As collaborators, the pair have seldom known the pain of tortured creativity. Words drop from Bernie’s pen as obligingly as chord patterns form under Elton’s pudgy fingers. ‘Candle in the Wind’ was just one of twenty-three songs whose tunes he dashed off in three days back in 1973. It has already been a mega-moneyspinner for twenty-four years; now, with a few swift retouches, it is to ascend into the stratosphere.


So the good boy takes his seat at the piano, watched by the Queen, the Prime Minister, the massed dignitaries and celebrities and much of the planet. He flexes his hands and turns to the teleprompter he has requested in case emotion should blur even his meticulous memory. Those familiar tinkly opening chords echo in a vaulted space accustomed to the blast of huge organ pipes. The voice which for all its Latino tinge, all its studious Deep South enunciation, remains ineluctably redolent of English suburbia, floats up into the firmament of medieval arches and stained glass. Not the ‘Goodbye, Norma Jean’ that millions of lips involuntarily shape, but:




Goodbye England’s rose.


May you ever grow in our hearts.


You were the grace that placed itself


Where lives were torn apart.





The voice is brittle with anguish, but it never slips, never cracks, never falters. There is probably no other performer alive who could deliver such a rendition under such pressure. One has only to remember his Australian tour of 1986. Convinced that he had throat cancer, unable to sing without coughing up gouts of blood and mucus, he still went onstage. Dressed as Mozart.




You called out to our country


And you whispered to those in pain


Now you belong to Heaven


And the stars spell out your name.





Maybe it is in dubious taste for a funeral service to be turned into live gig, and a Glam-Rock song about a dead film star to be heard in Britain’s premier place of worship. Maybe it does show the sad state of the culture which once raised this sublime edifice, that it can now only understand emotions filtered through Hollywood or pop music. Even so, Elton’s performance creates a highlight on a day oppressed with lowlights. For the few minutes it lasts, it dispels the weirdness and sense of embarrassed compromise that has tarnished the very sunshine. It seems to blow away the clouds of bitter reproach around the nation’s rulers and of dysfunctional grief among its subjects. In some barely explicable way, it restores sanity. And, like it or not, you know how much she herself would have loved it.




Your footsteps will always fall here


Along England’s greenest hills.


Your candle’s burnt out long before


Your legend ever will.





This afternoon, a single hearse carries Diana’s coffin out of London, through blizzards of thrown flowers, to her last resting place on an island at Althorp, the Spencer family estate. Elton, meanwhile, is at Town House Studios in central London, recording the tribute version of ‘Candle in the Wind’ under the supervision of Sir George Martin. It will then be rush-released as a single whose royalties will be donated to the fund established in Diana’s memory. The plan sparks a row between Elton and Richard Branson, still a record-company boss at heart, who thinks the track will benefit the fund more as part of an all-star tribute album. But – as so often in past years – Elton’s instinct is triumphantly vindicated. Sales of the single will eventually reach thirty-one million, taking it past Bing Crosby’s ‘White Christmas’ to become the best-selling song of all time. Fifteen months later, it will still be in some countries’ top 10 charts.


The Big Moment is still far from over. Tabloids that once revelled in anti-Elton smears and sneers now hail him as something close to a saviour of his country. The Sun, in particular, prints the new words of ‘Candle in the Wind’ in larger type than was ever granted any conventional Poet Laureate. When he appears at a Watford match, the 12,000 crowd give him a standing ovation. In a television interview with Sir David Frost, he praises the British for the way they have expressed their feelings for Diana. ‘So much love . . . and I am so proud of the way people responded . . . It’s up to everybody now not just to grieve publicly for a week and then forget about it, but to try to carry on what she was all about . . . ’ He also vows never again to perform ‘Candle in the Wind’ in public, except for Prince William and Prince Harry if they request it.


The week afterwards, he is in Florida to play in a fund-raising tennis tournament for his AIDS foundation. At a press conference, dressed in a multi-striped tracksuit, he finds his role has become that of national agony aunt. What advice does he have for the millions he has left still in anguish across the sea? He answers with the rugged good sense that even drug addiction, alcoholism, suicidal depression and wearing four-inch platform heels and necklaces of outsize bananas could never quite chase away. It’s time to end the tears, he affirms, and put one death, however shocking, into the context of a world of human tragedy. ‘Princess Diana would not want this sadness to continue . . . I’ve lost two great friends [Diana and Versace]. You have to grieve and you have to move on.’


‘ELTON JOHN TELLS NATION TO STOP GRIEVING’, runs one British newspaper headline. ‘Only’ rock ’n’ roll, did someone say?




I



MR FRANTIC





ONE


The Buttoned-up Boy


‘LIVERPOOL!’ Dick James the music publisher exclaimed quizzically on a famous occasion. ‘So what’s from Liverpool?’ His power of prophecy would have been still more profoundly paralysed by Pinner.


In 1930s Britain, the future advanced with audible tread. From grubby, cramped Victorian London, the brand-new suburbs ribboned out along brand-new carriageways, lined with brand-new factories making aeroplanes, motor cars, electric stoves and vacuum cleaners, punctuated by new shopping ‘parades’, recreation grounds, hotels, pubs and quasi-Elizabethan roadhouses. At regular intervals along the blowy way to a brave new world stood the monumental redbrick tower and circular portals of an Underground station.


It was the world named ‘Metroland’ after its vital artery and chief cultural influence, the Metropolitan Line. These were days when public transport was a public pride, and each Underground line gave a distinct character and voice to the area it served. Especially the Metropolitan Line, whose posters and brochures exhorted migration to the new Middlesex dormitory suburbs in an accent of deep-piled cosiness. If the London office-worker would choose Metroland, what best of all worlds would be his! In the morning, abundant trains could whisk him in no time up to his City desk. At night, equally abundant trains would carry him home to his Olde English Nirvana of leafy woods and quiet avenues, box hedges and box Brownies. Pipe, tobacco and plaid slippers before the Magicoal fire. Hot Horlicks or Bournevita, then up the wooden hill to Bedfordshire. English order and normality at its best!


Pinner lies on the Metropolitan Line’s north-westerly branch, where the station-names are like a row of leather-bound volumes in an Art Deco book-case. Before Pinner come Jane Austeny Northwick Park and Surtees-flavoured Harrow-on-the-Hill; after it come Wild West-sounding Northwood Hills, Enid Blytonish Chorleywood, the Walter Scott-like heraldic grandeur of Chalfont and Latimer. Three subsequent branch-lines extend into authentic countryside, penetrating Buckinghamshire as far as Chesham and Amersham, and Hertfordshire as far as Watford.


Though the future never did arrive, and the Metropolitan Line is sunken into squalor like all the rest, Metroland lives on a little in Pinner. There is still the broad shopping parade where fortunate Metrolanders foregathered on Saturday mornings for Camp coffee and Fuller’s cakes, ordered their Daily Sketch, Woman’s Weekly and Everybody magazine, purchased their Bird’s Custard, Symington’s soups and Bile Beans and entrusted their dry-cleaning to the winged pageboy on the logo of the Achille Serre company. Order and decorum endure in the police station’s neo-Gothic flourishes. Beyond lie wide verges and topiary-trim hedges, bordering the mock-Tudor gables and Art Deco apartment ‘courts’ of prewar Elysium.


Pinner Hill Road, where Elton was born and spent his earliest years, is an ascending way, as long as the avenue where two hooded and gaitered toddlers walked in the old Tube-wall poster for Start-Rite Shoes. On the left stands a tall, dark clock tower, remnant of some local squire’s ‘folly’ back in the pre-commuter dark age. Isolated among the gabled roofs and neat gardens, it seems to feel Pinner’s crushing disapproval of anything ostentatious or flamboyant.


A hundred years ago there was no fast train between Chesham and Pinner, nor any but the most limited concept of social mobility. The place you were born was the place where you died. Your station – especially if it was low – bound you eternally to a horizon of a mile or two.


The Dwight family first surfaces up there in Buckinghamshire, in the vast permanence of the late nineteenth century. William Dwight, Elton’s great-grandfather was – by a coincidence the future platform-heeled wonder would appreciate – a shoemaker, of Waterside, Chesham. His wife Jane, née Palmer, like many a dutiful Victorian wife, was unable to write her own name. An X marks her signature on her marriage lines and the birth certificate of her son, Edwin.


The quickened industrial pace of the early twentieth century was what finally set the Buckinghamshire Dwights in motion, though still not towards leafy Metroland. Elton’s grandfather Edwin Dwight, a cable factory worker, moved forty-odd miles due south to join the cable firm of Callander’s in Belvedere, Kent. Callander’s was an old-fashioned patriarchal employer, solicitous for the recreation as well as sweated labour of its workforce. The firm had a name for music, boasting a brass band that won many a silver cup and rosette in inter-factory competitions. It also offered good facilities for sport, especially football, a passion with all Dwights, past and to come.


Edwin and Ellen Dwight – he, small and inoffensive; she, large and voluble – had six children, five sons and a daughter. Their youngest son, born in 1925, was Elton’s father, Stanley.


The household at 6 Stapley Road was further increased by family tragedy. Edwin and Ellen’s son Ted lost his young wife after the birth of their daughter, Susan; then Ted himself fell mortally ill with tuberculosis. He and his two small sons, Roy and Dave, came to live at Edwin’s tiny house, where the only place to nurse an invalid was a couch in the walk-in living room. When Ted died, aged only thirty-four, his sons stayed on with their grandparents.


For Roy and Dave, growing up with old people, themselves not in the best of health, could occasionally be dull and stifling. The consolation was their uncle Stan, still living at home and young enough to seem more like an elder brother and ally than a censorious adult.


Stanley Dwight was a stockily-built young man with bushy eyebrows, a strong chin and a modest, reserved manner which – like his son’s in later eras – concealed a romantic and an extrovert. His father, Edwin, played soprano comet in the Callander’s company band, and had taught Stanley to play trumpet. He performed with several local amateur swing bands and grew proficient enough to be asked to sit with classy professional outfits like the Lou Praeger Orchestra. His nephew Roy remembers often hearing him ‘have a blow’ in his bedroom, the notes mingling with the sound of a circular saw in the neighbouring woodyard.


Stan was as keen on football as all the family, and shared their intrigued realisation that young Roy seemed a better than ordinary player. Money being too short to buy him proper equipment, he would turn out with books pushed down his socks as shin-pads. His grandfather Edwin – who repaired all the family’s shoes – fitted some leather strips under his boots to make up for the absent metal studs.


In those days, Stanley Dwight seemed an archetypal young man of his class. After leaving Dartford Grammar School, he had gone to work for a boatbuilding firm named Walkers in Rickmansworth, Hertfordshire, proving so neat and efficient that he became personal assistant to Mr Walker, the company’s owner. The Second World War was then at its height and in 1942, when he was 17, Stanley volunteered for the Royal Air Force Naval Reserve. He was accepted for aircrew training to fly on bombing missions but, again, was quick to show superior qualities. Within only months of joining up, he was selected for officer-training. Despite being a model recruit, trumpet-playing remained his passion, and he formed his own band in the service under the name ‘Stan Wight’. One of his early postings was near Lord’s cricket-ground in north London. He would later recall how he persuaded friendly sentries to let him sneak back on base in the small hours of the morning after gigs at local night-spots.


One night in 1942, not long after joining up, 17-year-old Stanley was sitting in with the Eric Beaumont band at an hotel unalluringly called the Headstone in North Harrow. Among the audience was a 16-year-old-girl named Sheila Harris whose petiteness belied the strenuous wartime job that had fallen to her. With so many men away in the forces, young women everywhere were having to fill occupations never before considered possible for a female. Sheila Harris was delivering milk for the United Dairies company.


Sheila came of south London stock. Her father, Fred Harris, served with the Welsh Guards in World War I, afterwards becoming groundsman at Hatch End Tennis Club, Middlesex. For the sake of the job, Fred’s guardsmanlike figure cycled forty miles each day, from home in Peckham to Hatch End and back again. Eventually, with his wife Ivy and three children, he migrated to Middlesex, living first at Kenton, then Hatch End and finally Pinner Green.


The Harris family home was 55 Pinner Hill Road, a semidetached council house in the row just south of that Victorian clock tower which looks over Metroland. In the style of late-Thirties municipal housing, number 55 was solid, even spacious, with a back garden that Fred lovingly tended, along with two vegetable allotments. Beyond the hedge lay the green turf and metal scoreboard of Pinner Cricket Club.


Stanley Dwight’s courtship of Sheila was a slow and characteristically decorous affair, lasting almost three years. He had his RAF duties and Sheila had joined the ATS, working as a clerk at Coastal Command’s complex at Northwood in Middlesex. They were married at Pinner Parish Church in January, 1945, and moved in with Sheila’s parents at 55 Pinner Hill Road. Finding a place of their own was a problem for any young couple in the immediate postwar years. Besides, Stanley’s service duties frequently took him away from home. Sheila needed the company of her parents, her younger sister, Win, and her brother, Reg.


Stanley Dwight’s RAF commission was not merely a temporary thing, as with so many other young men in wartime. At the war’s end, he stayed on in the service, a sign of indispensability confirmed by rapid promotion. By 1947, when his son was born, he had become a flight lieutenant. Sheila, now pregnant, did not like his frequent absences from home, and for a time Stanley thought seriously of leaving the RAF and returning to his former job at Walker’s boatyard. His elder brother Percy, however, told him he’d be a ‘bloody fool’ to give up the RAF with its allowances and security, and take a job at much lower pay. For the sake of the baby, Sheila agreed it was best that he remain in uniform.


They had only one child, Reginald Kenneth Dwight, the future Elton Hercules John, born at his grandparents’ council house, 55 Pinner Hill Road, on March 25, 1947.


The profound bitterness which Elton would afterwards cherish against his father can be traced right back to what he believed a slight on his very birth. The story – still capable of making the millionaire superstar boil over in resentment thirty years later – was that, when Sheila went into labour, Stanley was absent overseas on RAF service. ‘I was two years old when he came home. Mother said “Do you want to see him?” He said “No, I’ll wait till morning.” He’d been in Aden or somewhere, and he came home after two years, after not seeing me born or anything.’


In fact, Stanley Dwight was then on a home posting, with the RAF’s Number 4 maintenance unit at nearby Ruislip. He was in the house when Reggie was born, and registered his son’s birth on the following day. For almost the first year and a half of Reggie’s life Stanley was stationed at Ruislip but living off-base: he would return home to his wife and baby each evening just like any normal Metroland commuter.


It was well-known in the family that Sheila had really been hoping for a girl. Baby Reggie very nearly granted her wish. Early photographs show an infant of radiant beauty, with massed golden curls that Shirley Temple might have envied. Sheila was a devoted and also fastidious mother. The baby possessed innumerable changes of outfit.


In 1949, Stanley Dwight received a two-year posting to Basra in Iraq. His family doubtless could have accompanied him, but Sheila elected to remain with 15-month-old Reggie at her parents’ house in Pinner Hill Road. Though certainly a dedicated career officer, Stanley seems to have been heartbroken by the long separation from his toddler son. For their first Christmas apart, he arranged with Hamley’s, the West End toyshop, for an expensive pedal car – the first of many future flash motors – to be delivered to Reggie.


The world Reggie first saw about him was anything but a colourful one. Though the war had been over for two years, Britain remained in the grip of food-shortages and rationing, a chill, grey place under officially prescribed ‘austerity’ where any self-indulgence or surfeit was accounted downright sinful. In ordinary households, the only respite was ‘the wireless’, from which the BBC Light Programme poured out an unrestricted supply of morale-boosting variety shows, like Stand Easy and Workers’ Playtime, and the turbaned housewife’s mid-morning portion of Music While You Work.


Among the future superstar’s earliest memories was to be his parents’ collection of big, breakable 78 rpm records, and the American stars of that pre-pop era: Guy Mitchell, breathy and good-humoured, on ‘Red Feathers’ or ‘Truly Fair’, Kay Starr, lovelorn and lingering on ‘Wheel of Fortune’, Les Paul and Mary Ford, a girl whispering in harmony with what few people then could identify as an electric guitar. Almost before Reggie learned to read, he could recognise all the different record labels. He also possessed the aesthetic sense that many children have at a young age, but can find no words to express. He still remembers vaguely resenting the dull, muddy liveries most of the labels wore and his pleasure in the one great exception, MGM’s bright yellow and black.


With his father away in Iraq, Reggie lived in an almost wholly feminine atmosphere until he was four, cossetted equally by his mother and adored ‘Nan’, Ivy. A neighbour in Pinner Hill Road, Jacky Reppington, remembers him as an overprotected toddler, not allowed to run riot with other children on the field behind the council houses. He would usually be in the garden by himself, playing with his many toys, carefully and decorously.


Like many ordinary households in that pre-television era, the Dwights had an upright piano. As the future superstar would one day recall before a Hollywood audience, it was his grandmother, Ivy, who first encouraged him to play, picking him up and depositing him on the piano stool with cheery words of encouragement when he was no more than three. He took to it instantly, and would bang away at the keys while his mother did the housework. One day – the family legend goes – he astonished her by suddenly starting to pick out the melody of ‘The Skaters’ Waltz’.


The family talent that had drawn his grandfather to the soprano cornet and his father to the swing trumpet was manifest in a perfect musical ear. Even as a toddler, Reggie Dwight could hear a piece of music just once, then sit at the piano and replicate it note for note.


At the age of four he started at the local state primary school, Pinner Wood Junior and Mixed Infants. After only a year he was taken away and sent to Reddiford School, a small private academy of about a hundred pupils run, in their back garden, by an elderly man named Mr White and his spinster sister. By the age of six, he was also having piano lessons from a Pinner woman named Jones, whose husband was an accomplished classical musician. A Reddiford classmate, David Lewis, remembers walking home with Reggie one day and asking him what he wanted to be when he grew up. ‘A concert pianist’ was the firm reply.


The life of a small boy who plays the piano is, to a large degree, pre-ordained. At school he is a celebrity, older than his years as he arrives with his adult briefcase full of music, grave in his demeanour as he settles down to perform. His skill is frequently co-opted by authority, to show the school off at concerts and open days, perhaps even play the hymn for morning assembly when the music teacher is indisposed. Preoccupied with his staves and rests, he has little time or opportunity to be other than utterly conformist and conventional. The small boy who plays the piano tends to be a very good boy indeed.


To his family he is a live-in entertainer, called upon whenever grown-up conversation falters. The first of many times this happened to Reggie was when he was seven, at the wedding of his grown-up cousin Roy Dwight. ‘Stan was my best man,’ Roy remembers, ‘and Reggie was a page boy. After the wedding breakfast we’d got a band booked, but they were a bit late in turning up. So Reggie was put on the piano in his little white tail suit and bow tie. He kept things going until the real band arrived.’


An early snapshot – destined to be many times reproduced – sums up everything that could possibly be said about his early childhood. A plump small boy with a round pug face sits at an upright piano, hands poised on white notes, looking over his left shoulder. Even at seven or eight his chubby-cheeked smile has the resigned quality of the pro who must perform whether he feels like it or not. There is an implicit air of celebrity but, even more, of virtue. Hair neatly slicked down and parted where other boys’ would be tousled. Plump knees peeping from traditional flannel shorts where other boys would demand blue jeans. Neat white shirts and starched handkerchieves. Socks correctly pulled up and polished shoes. Framed certificates and silver cups. His name in the local paper every now and then. A very, very good boy.


In 1953, at the young age of 28, Stanley was promoted to Squadron-leader and posted as service supply officer to Lynam in Wiltshire. Sheila and Reggie moved down to join him in a ‘prestige’ four-bedroom house provided by the RAF. Reggie seemed to settle in well enough, so Stanley believed, but life as a service wife did not suit Sheila. He later said she had objected to the ‘snobbery’ of an RAF officer’s life, even though he had already been an officer when they first met. Within a short time, she had taken Reggie back to her mother’s in Pinner, and Stanley had moved into the officers’ mess.


The future superstar would portray his father as a cold, unloving disciplinarian who continued to behave like an officer in his own family circle and treated his son as little more than a despised parade-ground malingerer. He would describe the strict code of behaviour and table manners that Squadron-leader Dwight imposed, the petty rules and regulations about not making noise or kicking his football around the garden in case it damaged the rose bushes. Most rancorously would he describe his own dread of his father’s homecomings from abroad, and the overpowering gaucheness and clumsiness that always affected him under Stanley’s gaze. The abiding, awful image is of Reggie being afraid even to bite into a stick of celery in case his father objected to the crunch.


The portrait was to mystify Stanley in later life as much as it hurt him. He was certainly a strict, old-fashioned parent, requiring the same order and discipline in his home as he did as a senior supply officer. On his visits home, he also felt a need to counteract the otherwise wholly feminine influence on Reggie, and his resultant tendency to be a bit of a pampered mummy’s boy (a vice he would freely admit on television almost half a century later).


No outsider can possibly know the truth or plumb the complexities of a father–son relationship. Only Elton can be the judge of how he felt as a child. But Stanley seems to have been very far from cold. On his postings abroad, he kept a picture of Sheila and Reggie beside his bed, and wrote home almost every day. A photograph exists of his solitary service bedroom in some desert waste or other; it is as meticulously neat and well-ordered as his son’s mansions would be one day. To assuage his loneliness, he would organise sports and swimming lessons for the children of his service colleagues. Towards the sad end of his life, he would recall how, on those visits home to Pinner, he would try to make it up to Reggie for the months they had been apart. He remembered them on pre-Christmas walks, seeing who could count the greater number of Christmas trees in neighbours’ windows. A photograph of them both on a beach, taken when Reggie was about nine, could not show a more idyllic-looking Fifties ‘Dad and his lad’.


Indeed, as Stanley would eventually confess, he was often the one to feel rejected. In 1956, he received a further posting to Iraq, where he became caught up in the chaos following the assassination of King Faisai, and then moved on to Aden and another high-level administrative job. In 1957, he was accidentally electrocuted, suffering a paralysis that required many months in hospital. In February 1958, he was flown home to Britain for a three-month recuperation period. During all that time, Stanley would later say, he was not visited once by Sheila and Reggie.


On his recovery, he was appointed to the Headquarters Signals Group at RAF Medmenham in Marlow, Buckinghamshire. This long-term home posting meant he could at long last settle down in one place with his wife and son, although Sheila still would not move too far away from her mother. The answer was a small detached house in Potter Street, Northwood, just a couple of miles from Pinner. So uncomfortable were to be the associations of this modest villa that later, when Reggie’s past life became of interest to journalists, he would always omit it from the chronology. Stanley and Sheila had by now both recognised that there was an irreconcilable gulf between them, but agreed to stay together ‘for the sake of the child’. One has to have lived in such a house to know what a chill wind always blows.


The consolation for Reggie was a large and loving family circle. His mother’s side of the family all lived around Pinner – his Nan in Pinner Hill Road, his namesake Uncle Reg and two cousins, John and Cath. The circle increased when Sheila’s younger sister, Win Robinson, returned from overseas, bringing her baby son, Paul. They were the kind of family that always got together at Christmas and even took their summer holiday together. One such perfect Fifties box Brownie scene was a camping expedition to Ilfracombe, Uncle Reg in charge, Sheila and Win hooting with laughter together, baby Paul bedded down each night on the back seat of the car.


Reggie was just as attached to Stanley’s side of the family, especially his grandparents, still living in Belvedere, Kent. He loved to sit on this grandfather’s knee and play with the watch-chain on which hung two medals that Edwin had won for cornet-playing. The musical Dwights were especially delighted by his prowess on the piano. He would entertain them by singing and playing a current pop hit with a certain prophetic quality – ‘I’m a Lonely Little Petunia in an Onion Patch’. He had inherited the Dwight love of football and, like his father, became a passionate supporter of Pinner’s local team, Watford. Some of the happiest moments Stanley would remember were on the terraces at Watford’s Vicarage Road-ground, with Reggie curled up inside his father’s service greatcoat.


The family’s interest was further sharpened by what had happened to Roy, the orphan nephew whom Stanley had befriended in prewar days down in Kent. At the age of fourteen, while playing in a kickaround on Dartford Heath, Roy had been spotted by a talent scout for Fulham, the celebrated Second Division club. After a probationary period on Fulham’s ground staff, he had turned professional (signing on the same day as future England manager Bobby Robson). In his debut season, he had been picked to replace Bedford Jezzard in the star centre-forward spot. He had scored in each of his first eight games, culminating with a four-goal tally against Sheffield United.


In mid-Fifties Britain, professional footballers were national pinups – none more so than Roy’s Fulham colleague Johnny Haynes, who combed back his hair with a smug smile in advertisements for Brylcreem. Reggie’s greatest excitement as a small boy was to be taken to see Haynes and Co. play in their brilliantine and baggy shorts at Fulham’s Craven Cottage ground. Sometimes as a special treat Roy would arrange for him to watch the match sitting on the touchline.


Break-time games in Reddiford School’s garden had shown that Reggie himself, though keen and energetic, possessed no comparable spark. He was more useful at tennis, for which many openings existed in leafy Metroland. But, most of all, he was a boy who practised long hours alone, whose briefcase bulged with grown-up names like Chopin and Brahms, and whose puggy, patient face was turned towards the next, more arduous grade examination set by the Royal Academy of Music in London.


Whether or not under his father’s influence, Reggie had become a boy of almost painful self-restraint – careful, neat, methodical and anxiously polite. His nature was considerate and thoughtful, punctilious about writing Christmas and birthday thank-you letters and buying gifts for his mother and family. His only fault was a tendency to temper tantrums, usually arising from the stress and fatigue of piano practice. These would blow up in a moment, and usually disappear as quickly as they had come.


Radio – and now television – presented his chosen instrument in very different guise. It was the great age of star piano entertainers: Semprini with his Viennese charm, Joe ‘Mr Piano’ Henderson with his oleaginous charm, Russ Conway with his dour charm. Most of all, beamed from America, Liberace with the oozing charm no one yet recognised as high camp; his lace ruffs, duck-egg-sized diamond rings, piano-top candelabra and violin-playing ‘brother George’.


The performer of later life would owe a manifest stylistic debt to Liberace. But more influential still was Winifred Atwell, an amiable black entertainer who, in the middle and late Fifties, enjoyed a string of massive piano hits like ‘Coronation Rag’ and ‘The Poor People of Paris’. All Reggie liked that was both extrovert and good-natured seemed to be in that glossy, overflowing figure – on Jack Payne’s TV show, or Billy Cotton’s – switching from Bechstein grand to her honky-tonkish ‘other piano’, smiling and roguishly winking as her jewel-studded fingers dashed to and fro.


The one instance of outrageous live performance his childhood witnessed was at a Saturday night variety show at the London Palladium, starring the ‘Red Feathers’ man Guy Mitchell. ‘At the end of his set, he took off his sock and whirled it round his head. I thought, “What a funny guy!” And, do you know, I always remembered that.’


When rock-’n’-roll music first hit Britain in 1955, Reggie Dwight was not yet nine years old. He was far too young – and, in any case, Metroland saw little of those first surreal moments when close-cropped and tweed-jacketed English youths suddenly grew sideburns like Mississippi cardsharps, put on cylindrical coats with velvet collars, thick-soled ‘brothel-creepers’ and bootlace ties, and mumbled their knee-trembling worship of an unfathomable American song entitled ‘Houn’ Dog’. Nor, as a pianist, was he swept up by the related skiffle phenomenon, when English boys – who hitherto would sooner have disembowelled themselves than be caught singing in public – rushed to form groups with cheap guitars, tea-chest basses and kitchen washboards, and discordantly chorus hobo and work songs written by impoverished black men half a century earlier in the obscurity of America’s Deep South.


Like most other British adults – and all with any claim to professional musicianship – Stanley Dwight at first found the new music bafflingly raucous and shapeless. The future superstar would sardonically recall that on his ninth birthday, in the year of Bill Haley’s ‘Rock Around the Clock’ and Lonnie Donegan’s ‘Rock Island Line’, his father gave him an LP record by the jazz pianist George Shearing. But, to be fair, Shearing’s silky modern jazz style was youthful and hip in 1955. And Shearing standards like ‘Roses of Picardie’ and ‘September in the Rain’ would nurture the superstar’s musical imagination as much as rock ever did.


It was Sheila Dwight – then only just turned thirty – who became the household’s prototype rock-’n’-roll fan. The first Reggie knew of it was when his mother brought home two new 78s – ‘Houn’ Dog’ by Elvis Presley and ‘ABC Boogie’ by Bill Haley and his Comets. The boy with the doggedly virtuous face and the head full of theory listened in amazement to these wildly pulsing and pounding intimations of how different a piano-player’s life could be.


In September 1958, he joined the brown-blazered throng at Pinner County Grammar School. A boy named Peter Emery sat next to him in the first music lesson when the teacher, Mr Stoupe, asked each pupil in turn about his musical interests and attainments. ‘A few of us said we played the piano,’ Peter Emery remembers. ‘One or two said they’d done Junior Royal Academy to Grade 5. When Mr Stoupe got to Reggie, he said he was Grade 8. Stoupe didn’t realise what he’d said at first – he carried on for a moment, then did a huge double-take.’


Pinner County Grammar was another perfect manifestation of Metroland. Built in 1937, its streamlined frontage and square central tower epitomised Art Deco futurism and environmental progress for all. Save that boys and girls occupied segregated quarters, its air was more that of an American high school. No more cinder playgrounds, pothooks and squeaky slates but a veritable campus amid the trees and bulbous Morris Minor cars of Beaulieu Drive.


Behind the Norman Rockwell façade lay an ethos more like that of some exclusive fee-paying school: a heraldic badge of a stag rampant with the motto ‘Honour Before Honours’; a house and prefectorial system; a sixth-form club, The Stag, owing something to the Pop fraternity at Eton; even pointless but rigid ‘traditions’, like that forbidding all but sixth formers to cross the frontage from girls’ side to boys’. The headmaster, Jack Westgate Smith, was a teacher of the best old-fashioned sort, a stern but just disciplinarian with the gift of maintaining order through affection rather than fear. Pinner County Grammar could boast a record of scholastic and sporting achievement second to none among Middlesex state schools. It was also a tolerant place, free from bullying and with no hidebound view that all children ought to be the same. Under Jack Westgate Smith, the singular or eccentric pupil received equal interest and encouragement.


Music was one of the school’s greater strengths. Mr Westgate Smith was himself a classical pianist, a frequent performer as soloist or in duet with the music teacher, W. G. Stoupe. The history master, Bill (‘Scruff’) Johnson was a blues enthusiast, a friend of the music historian Paul Oliver. The school’s concerts and recitals were famous throughout the district. Among its proudest possessions was the Steinway grand piano in its assembly hall.


R. K. Dwight of Downfield House initially seemed set fair to add further lustre to Pinner County’s musical prestige. At the age of eleven, he had been interviewed at the Royal Academy of Music in London for possible enrolment on its Junior Exhibitioners – i.e. part-time scholarship – scheme. Not only did he win the scholarship but the course director, Margaret Donington, recommended him to Sub-professor Helen Piena as a piano student of special interest.


Helen Piena taught him at the Royal Academy of Music for the next four years. The classes were every Saturday morning at the Academy’s Gothic building in Marylebone Road: schoolroom tuition in theory and composition, choir practice and a forty-five-minute individual lesson.


The first thing Helen Piena noticed – and set out firmly to thwart – was his astounding natural ear. ‘I remember once playing him a prelude by Handel, four pages long. As soon as I’d finished, he played it straight back to me just like a gramophone.’


That annoying facility aside, she remembers him as a model pupil, hard-working, punctilious and polite. ‘I always called him by his full name, Reginald. But he was very affectionate, too. He’d send me letters with kisses on the bottom. Once he sent me an embroidered skullcap from Switzerland, where he’d gone on holiday with his school.’


At Pinner County Grammar, he was making no such mark. Fifteen years later, when his flashing reincarnation bestrode the world, the same astonished question would be asked by almost everyone who had known him at school. ‘That can’t be Reg Dwight, can it?’


Then he was a boy of such averageness and conventionality as to be almost invisible. Though imaginative and quick-witted, with an excellent memory and wonderously neat handwriting, he did not shine in class. Even with his best subjects, like English and languages, he followed a line of least resistance, doing only just enough to satisfy his teachers and get by in examinations. ‘Satisfactory’, ‘Of average achievement’, ‘Not particularly distinguished’ were common judgements in his end-of-term reports.


His fondness for sport was hampered by the school’s pretensions. At Pinner County Grammar they did not play football, but the more upper-class game of rugby. Where Reggie longed to dribble the ball like his famous cousin Roy, his small stature and bullet head made him a natural for hooker in the thick of the set scrum. There, at least, his dogged determination earned some notice. ‘He’d come out, looking like a chewed-up monster,’ Peter Emery says. ‘But he’d always go back in again for more.’


Even his musical talent and status as a Royal Academy exhibitioner did not win him unstinted praise. Mr Stoupe the music teacher – a New Zealander afflicted with an unfortunately appropriate stoop – seemed almost resentful of this extracurricular distinction. When Reggie produced composition homework better than anyone else’s, and instantly hummable, he would risk censure for having done it too easily; the schoolmaster’s crime of being ‘casual’.


Musically, too, he preferred to be just one of the crowd. In a typical school concert, R. Dwight’s rendering of ‘Les Petites Litanies de Dieu’ by Groylez was buried in a full programme that also included Patricia Corry’s violin performance of Bach’s ‘Gavotte in D’; M. Wheeler’s cello rendering of Mozart’s ‘Ave Verum’; T. White’s trumpet solo, Allegro from Haydn’s ‘Concerto in E flat’; and Messrs Stoupe and Westgate Smith’s piano duet in Arthur Benjamin’s ‘Jamaican Rumba’ and the Polka from Weinberger’s ‘Schwanda the Bagpiper’.


In appearance he was equally unexceptional, a neat, orderly boy whose school uniform bore no trace of the Teddy-boy flourishes that even Metroland youth was starting to sport. It was to be another bitter charge laid at the door of his father that he was allowed none of the trendy flourishes that could be added even to school clothes, like tapered trousers, a leather waistcoat or socks in any colour but regulation kitbag-grey. The ‘in’ footwear for British youths in the late Fifties were suede shoes called Hush Puppies, whose trademark was a doleful-looking basset hound. The future superstar would one day recall – with an expression every bit as doleful – how even Hush Puppies were denied him under Squadron-leader Dwight’s strict dress code.


A school group photograph, taken when he was about thirteen, shows a boy no longer just chubby or plump, but unequivocally fat, his hair mousy dark, his round pug face resignedly studious in half-frame glasses. He wore glasses not because he needed them but in homage to Buddy Holly, rock music’s first four-eyes, who died in a plane crash in 1959. Alas, in Reggie’s case the resemblance would often seem closer to Billy Bunter, the Owl of the Remove in Frank Richards’s stories of Greyfriars school. But he persisted in imagining himself Buddy, not Billy, and in the process managed to make himself genuinely myopic.


By now, like virtually every other blazered and cricket-capped British schoolboy, he was possessed and besotted by rock ’n’ roll. One has to have been there to fully appreciate its brilliant presence amid the boredoms of adolescence in late-Fifties Britain. On the one hand, Mr Macmillan and Mr Gaitskell; on the other, Elvis Presley’s ‘King Creole’. On the one hand Purchase Tax and the Motor Show; on the other, Danny and the Juniors’ ‘At the Hop’. On the one hand, Prince Philip inaugurating International Geophysical Year; on the other, Marvin Rainwater’s ‘Whole Lotta Woman’. On the one hand, black-and-white TV, red phone boxes, brown GPO vans and beige Austin saloon cars. On the other, Johnny Otis and his Three Tons of Joy. Disapproving adults used to condemn rock ’n’ roll as sexually suggestive, but actually it was utterly childish; the ultimate form of play, with its silly names, silly voices, silly words like ‘bop-shoowop’ and ‘rama-lama-ding-dong’. Reggie Dwight, in Pinner, was one of the generation it would spare from ever having to grow up.


The taste in Britain now was for softer pop, like the hiccupping Buddy Holly parodies of Adam Faith. But Reggie remained true to the prototypes his mother had first brought home. Reggie – not entirely fashionably – was a true rock-’n’-roll fan.


His idols were the two wildest, freakiest stars of the genre, both brilliant piano players as well as inimitable vocalists. He had all Little Richard’s records: ‘Tutti Frutti’, ‘Long Tall Sally’, ‘Lucille’ and ‘Good Golly Miss Molly’ – stentorian shrieks of joyous gibberish accompanied by manic pounding on innocent keys. As well as the madness, he loved the theatricality of the tiny dervish figure with its lounge-lizard moustache and wobbling drape suit. He managed to see it ‘live’ just once, in a package show at Harrow’s Granada cinema. As Little Richard jumped over his piano, the virtuous fat boy had a spellbinding thought: ‘I wish that was me.’


Even his switched-on mother drew the line at Jerry Lee Lewis, whose 1958 British tour was cut short when it emerged that he had married his thirteen-year-old cousin. The ‘Killer’ was rock-’n’-roll outrage personified with his permed hair, his cherry-red suit, his habit of concluding a session at the piano by dousing it in petrol and setting it alight. Reggie was entranced by Jerry Lee Lewis, and struggled to stretch his own small hands into the same wicked rippling runs that tore up piano keyboards like rotten linoleum.


Other teenagers could socialise over music at youth clubs and coffee bars. But Reggie was cut off from most friends and after-school activities by his parallel career at the Royal Academy of Music. With school and piano practice every day, the Academy on Saturdays and homework on Sundays for the next Monday morning, he scarcely had an hour to himself in the whole week.


Almost all his spare time was spent in his bedroom at 111 Potter Street. He would be hours up there alone, tending his record collection, already considerable. Each single, LP and EP had its own protective brown-paper cover and was meticulously catalogued. As much as the music, he loved records as physical things: their labels and covers, back as well as front; the madly hip language of their meagre liner-notes, even the addresses of the pressing plants, like EMI, Hayes, Middlesex. The shine of the velvety blackness as it turned, the playing-arm’s little click as it moved across, were almost living things, keeping him company. As the future stupendous hoarder of possessions would admit, ‘I grew up with inanimate objects as my friends.’


Loneliness combined with obsessiveness made him a born fan, able to derive almost complete happiness and fulfilment from following and extolling the achievements of others. As well as a rock-’n’-roll fan he was a sports fan, mad about cricket and tennis, and a football fanatic like all males on the Dwight side of his family. After music, he gave greatest fervour to supporting his local team, Watford, attending as many home games as possible at the modest Vicarage Road ground, using their triumphs and disasters, their ups and downs in the Football League, as a surrogate for his own uneventful, unexpectant life.


The only small fame he seemed destined ever to enjoy was as cousin to a famous footballer. For Roy Dwight was still going from strength to strength. Having helped take Fulham to the FA Cup semi-final in 1957–8, Roy had been signed by First Division Nottingham Forest for the then hefty transfer fee of £15,500. Among the trophies of his growing fame was a wallet autographed by Hollywood’s blonde bombshell, Jayne Mansfield. ‘I was judging a beauty contest in Mansfield, Notts., and they somehow got Jayne Mansfield to judge it as well.’


The 1958–9 season began as a magic one for Roy Dwight. Not only did he score four hat-tricks in as many matches, but at the end came the climax of which every player dreams. Nottingham Forest made it through to the FA Cup Final, playing Luton at Wembley Stadium, watched by the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh.


Roy, at outside-right, scored in the ninth minute, confirming his reputation as an audacious goal-snatcher. Then in the thirty-third minute, he was heavily blocked by Luton’s full back, Brendan McNally, and rolled on the Wembley turf clutching his right leg. When his team trainer attempted to manipulate the leg, Roy gave a yell of agony. His tibia, the shin bone, had sustained a compound fracture.


Rushed to a local hospital, Roy showed his own measure of Dwight doggedness by refusing to be X-rayed until he had seen the remainder of the match. Still in his player’s gear, he was put in a wheelchair and pushed into a ward to join a circle of astonished old men round a TV set which, only minutes before, had shown him being carried from the Wembley turf.


One Saturday, during Reggie’s piano tutorial with Helen Piena, he told her he might have to give up his scholarship at the Royal Academy. Naturally perturbed, Helen asked him why. Reggie answered that his parents were about to get divorced.


Stanley and Sheila Dwight had, in truth, been divorced for years in everything but name and strained outward appearance. The void at the centre of Reggie’s life was as familiar to him as sleeping or waking. Low-burning chronic unhappiness is, however, infinitely preferable to unhappiness dragged out under a spotlight and minutely examined. A home in any state is better than one finally and irrevocably broken.


The unhappy family ménage at 11 Potter Street, Northwood, where Reggie felt afraid to bite into celery or kick his football, had been of mercifully short duration. In 1960, Stanley was posted by the RAF to Harrogate in Yorkshire, this time with no question that his wife and 13-year-old son might accompany him. Reggie could settle back into the indulgent care of his mother and grandmother with no male disciplinarian to upset matters – although, by Stanley’s later account, he enjoyed travelling up to visit his father during school holidays.


A few months into his posting, Stanley later said, he was rung up by Sheila and told that she’d met someone else and wanted a divorce. The ‘someone else’ was a local builder and decorator named Fred Farebrother whom she had first met during the war. The decree was granted in 1962, on the grounds of Sheila’s adultery with Farebrother.


In a passionate outburst almost a quarter of a century later, the superstar would accuse his father of making Sheila pay the costs of the divorce and taking almost all their combined assets, even though he, too, had been having an affair at the same time. To set the seal on young Reggie’s feeling of rejection, Stanley quickly married his new love and had four sons with her in rapid succession. What further proof could there have been that he’d never really wanted Reggie in the first place and was delighted to be rid of him now?


From Stanley’s side, however, came a rather different story. He said he paid all the costs of the divorce and gave Sheila half the proceeds from the sale of 111 Potter Street, plus their car and all the furniture and contents except for two silver-framed photographs of Reggie – which he was to keep beside his bedside until the day he died. He continued to support both Sheila and Reggie until the divorce, and went on supporting Reggie until he left school. Stanley’s version also sheds interesting light on his supposed strict refusal to let Reggie wear trendy clothes. He said he opened an account at a West End Branch of Home Brothers, the outfitters, where Reggie was free to go and choose whatever clothes he wanted. He even arranged for a kindly member of the Home’s staff to take his son to football matches now that he himself would no longer be able to do so.


In Harrogate, Stanley had, indeed, met someone else in his turn, a 33-year-old lab technician named Edna Clough, who was there recovering from the recent death of her elderly mother. But he did not begin seeing Edna until 1962, when his divorce from Sheila was about to be made absolute.


The first response of almost any child in such circumstances tends to be naked self-interest. How will it affect me? Can I still play football next Tuesday? Or in Reggie Dwight’s case, would he have to give up his scholarship at the Royal Academy of Music? To his teacher, Helen Piena, he confided another, related anxiety. His parents had always said that, if he really buckled down to his studies, they would get him a new piano to replace the rather battered upright he had been using. But, with all their money going on lawyers, presumably he could forget about that now.


As a musician himself, Stanley had been immensely proud of Reggie’s Royal Academy scholarship and (as even the future superstar would not deny) had always encouraged him to work hard and acquire the most thorough possible musical grounding. Stanley was quick to reassure Reggie, and also his teacher, that there was no question of his leaving the Royal Academy and that he could still have his piano. A receipt from Hodges & Johnson’s music store of Romford, Essex, proves he was as good as his word – £68 paid on 26 February 1963, for a ‘secondhand upright pianoforte by Collingwood, walnut finish’.


Far from swanning off into the blue with his new wife and family as legend has it, Stanley seems to have taken pains not to make his son feel rejected and to maintain a relationship with him. Reggie had been given the choice of living with him or Sheila but, unsurprisingly, chose Sheila. Stanley then gave in his notice to the RAF in order to move back down south to be near his son. His northern-born second wife, Edna, agreed to the migration, realising how important it was to him. Stanley served out his RAF time at the Air Ministry in London, with occasional liaison duties in Yorkshire. Then he and Edna took a small toy and stationery shop in Chadwell Heath, Essex, far enough away to forget his unhappy former home but near enough to stay in regular contact with Reggie.


Stanley’s letters to Edna reveal a man who was anything but cold, who worried about his son’s feelings over the divorce and was hugely relieved when Reggie seemed to harbour no resentment about his remarriage. Witness this, dated 2 December 1962: ‘In the afternoon I met Reggie and told him about us, pet, and he was very pleased. Indeed, he was really delighted. He took the news exactly as I said he would, dear, and said that all he wanted was for me to be really happy and now he is really looking forward to meeting you – especially as you play the piano. He saw your photographs, pet, and said “Yum! Yum!” Cheeky imp! Ha! ha!’


And on 17 December: ‘This weekend Reggie came over [to Stanley’s sister Ivy’s house in Kent] and brought us a nice magazine and newspaper holder for our wedding present, dear. I took him to the cinema last evening to see Constantine the Great, which was quite good. Yesterday, Ivy, Henry [Stanley’s brother-in-law], Reggie and I went to see Dartford play Wisbech and beat them 5–2.’


After Stanley and Edna’s wedding, Reggie wrote his father a four-page letter in his neat handwriting, thanking Stanley for a gift of 10s (50p) and reiterating his feelings about the event. ‘I am glad you had a nice honeymoon but you didn’t mention anything about your new wife. I was rather hurt, because you know that I do not mind you getting married again . . .’


The letter also mentions hintingly that Reggie’s white mackintosh is ‘in a disgusting condition’ and that he is ‘desperately in need of a new one’ as well as of new tennis shoes. He has just taken his mock GCEs and come top in English language with 73 per cent, but is afraid he has done ‘terribly’ in geometry. ‘I also know what I want to do when I leave school,’ he adds. ‘Actually I have known for a long time but I have never said so before because I thought everyone would laugh at me. I want to entertain – that is, to sing and play the piano. I know that it is not easy to become an entertainer and I appreciate that it takes a lot of hard work and of course luck, but I know I would really enjoy doing it. I hope you don’t think I’m foolish but I thought I’d tell you anyway.’


Reggie, Sheila and the Collingwood upright grand had now set up home with Fred Farebrother, the builder and decorator, who was himself leaving another family behind. Fortunately for Reggie, there was to be no awkwardness about sharing his mother or fitting in with her new partner. Fred was a simple, homely character who took pains to be a friend and ally to Sheila’s boy at a time when he was plainly upset and disoriented. He was, indeed, more like an elder brother, enthusiastic about pop music, liberal with pocket money and lifts in his ex-Post Office van, unfailingly amused when Reggie addressed him as his name spelt backwards, ‘Derf. Very quickly Reggie took to describing Fred as ‘my dad’, even though he and Sheila would not marry for 10 years yet.


Their home was in Frome Court, one of the colonies of maisonettes on the long, leafy road between Pinner and its adjacent suburb, Northwood Hills. Although technically an apartment block, Frome Court was like a double-winged Metroland villa with stained-glass heraldic devices set into its windows and front doors of mock-Tudor design. Derf, Sheila and Reggie lived in flat number 30a, on the ground floor to the left.


Moving to a new home and new neighbourhood increased Reggie’s solitariness. His world was still mainly his bedroom – an even smaller one now in the tiny Frome Court maisonette. His best friends remained his records in their brown-paper covers, his books on sport and the movable counters of his Football League chart.


He was fond of his Auntie Win’s son Paul, a cheerful little boy who used to bring Sheila her newspapers every Sunday. Paul would be allowed into his room to look at his League table and hear about a wonderful new group called the Beatles. ‘He said they were the greatest thing there’d ever been,’ Paul remembers. ‘We’d sit there with an album-cover and he’d tell me which one was John, Paul, George and Ringo.’


He was galvanised by the Beatles, their energy and humour and also the extraordinary possibilities they opened up to all such bedroom-bound British youth. The songs with which they turned the charts upside-down were not cover versions of American hits, but had been written by two of them, Lennon and McCartney. It was a transfixing thought to a boy with a musical ear that had always made tunes spontaneously dance in his head. With everything else, the Beatles were themselves record fans, acknowledging a debt to backwaters of American blues and soul known only to serious aficionados like Reggie Dwight. In particular he watched the Beatle named John Lennon, whose shadow of a cynical smile first hinted to him that rock-’n’-roll performance need not be entirely in earnest.


‘He took me to a Beatles concert once,’ his cousin, Paul Robinson, remembers. ‘We’d gone up to London to see a schoolboys’ exhibition. That was boring, so Reg said, “Do you fancy seeing The Beatles?” They were doing one of their Christmas shows at Hammersmith Odeon.’ Another great eye-opener was to see John, Paul, George and Ringo prancing around the stage in pantomime fancy dress, even coming on in drag. No one had thought of putting pop together with slapstick fun before.


He was unusual in liking female pop singers, a tiny faction then. His particular favourite was Dusty Springfield, who left a folk trio to find solo success in 1963. Not since Winifred Atwell had a female performer so interested Reggie. Along with a smoky gospel-edged voice went over-the-top Barbie Doll glamour: spun-up bouffant hair, bow-tied balloon-skirt dresses and enormous black-smeared eyes. Despite apparently singing straightforward love songs to straightforward men, she also projected a curious sense of uninvolvement and aloneness. Reggie had pictures of Dusty Springfield, cut from Reveille magazine, pinned all round his bedroom wall.


The usual pains and tensions of puberty seemed to trouble him remarkably little. He had the advantage of attending a co-educational school, where girls were a daily fact rather than, as for so many English boys, distant figures of fantasy and speculation. Despite his podgy build and puggy, four-eyed face, he had a good rating on Pinner County Grammar girls’ grapevine. He was funny and interesting; he possessed the unusual attributes of good manners and politeness, and the still more unusual one of knowing how to be friends with girls. Going on a date with Reg Dwight was totally free of the usual physical unease. He was happy to see a film or a pop show, walk his partner home, then say goodnight. Girls were relieved to know someone with whom they could spend an evening, free from the ultimate dread of a spotty lunge and a knee driven among their layered petticoats.


Julie Westaway, the daughter of his English teacher in the fifth year, was one of several such regular female ‘mates’. Another was Janet Ritchie, who had known him since they both started at Pinner County. Reggie was a regular visitor at both their houses, approved of for his punctilious good manners. Even in 1963 it was becoming rare to find a boy like this, who got up when a lady entered the room, and addressed all older men as ‘sir’.


Janet became a particular mate because her uncle was secretary of Chelsea Football Club and she a comparable football enthusiast. Reggie and she would go together to Chelsea matches and to pop shows at the Harrow Granada. She also was one of the few school-friends, of either sex, he ever liked and trusted enough to invite home to Frome Court. He even took her into his room to show her his precious brown-paper-covered record collection and the meticulous cataloguing system that went with it. But he’d never lend a record, even to Janet, for fear it might come back scratched.


At school, she was one of a clique who went in for Goonish humour and conversed in a private vocabulary largely invented by Reggie. A favourite trick was to drop initial letters, so that the class lookout would signal a teacher’s approach by a hiss of ‘She’s ’oming’. Anything good was termed ‘dos muchos’, ‘diode’ or ‘small’. The height of understated enthusiasm was to look momentarily shamefaced, as Reggie did so well, and apologetically murmur ‘small hyperbole there’.


He also was a gifted mimic, able to bend his light, accentless voice to almost any timbre, male or female. He could recite whole segments of TV and radio comedy shows back through his childhood: The Goon Show, Hancock’s Half-hour, Round The Horne, Take It From Here. Most of all he loved Steptoe and Son, Galton and Simpson’s classic sitcom about a genteel rag-and-bone dealer, his disreputable old father and their patient horse, Hercules.


He seemed to have got over the trauma of his parents’ divorce, and to be just as comfortable with his father’s new partner as with his mother’s. His stepmother, Edna, remembers him coming to stay with them in the flat above their Chadwell Heath shop, and being always affectionate to Stanley and friendly and immaculately well-mannered toward her. Stanley continued to write to him, take an interest in his musical studies and answer his desperate SOS messages for new clothes. When a ‘classic’ raincoat bought for him by his father was not acceptable, Stanley and Edna took him to Home Brothers in London and let him choose one in the new shortie style. Whatever reservations Stanley may have had against trendy clothes seemed to have vanished by this point. One colour snap taken of Reggie on a visit to Chadwell Heath shows him in a shirt with thick vertical yellow and black stripes. Another shows him playing miniature golf in a Robin Hood trilby and what look suspiciously like Hush Puppies.


‘Reggie enjoyed himself when he came to stay with us,’ Edna remembers. ‘We were both busy a lot of the time in the shop, but he seemed quite happy upstairs, playing my piano or picking out letters on a portable typewriter we had. One day I saw that he’d typed over and over again, “Stan Dwight is my father, Sheila Dwight is my mother.” I felt a great sense of sadness that at such an impressionable age a boy should be separated from one of his parents, and wondered if this had been preying on his mind as he sat there typing.’


Thanks to his more stable home circumstances, Reggie became noticeably more relaxed and happy during his last two years at Pinner County Grammar. In his fourth year, one of the Downfield House sixth-formers was a girl named Gay Search, later to become a successful journalist and broadcaster. ‘Yes, Dwight – I can see him now with his blazer buttoned across his chest and his bum sticking out. He had a walk that I won’t put an adult gloss on and call “mincing”, but it was an odd little walk, special to him. I remember him as being totally different from the general rabble of younger boys. He had an air of being far more grown-up, more civilised. He wasn’t a sycophant, he didn’t creep, but as a fourth-former he was someone a prefect or sixth-former could talk to on equal terms.’


Pinner County Grammar now knew R. K. Dwight for something other than ‘Les Petites Litanies de Dieu’. That beautiful Steinway piano in the assembly hall felt a very different pressure on its immaculate keys. To the amazement of his peers, the earnest Royal Academy student also could play like Jerry Lee Lewis, or nearly, rippling with a manic index finger to and fro, kicking away the piano stool to stand there and hammer, his duck-like rear thrust out under his blazer hem. To still greater general astonishment, the buttoned-up fat boy revealed he could sing, and even sing while playing just like the crazy drape-suited figures up on the cinema screen in High School Confidential and Disc Jockey Jamboree. It was the last kind of voice anyone had expected from that shy dumpling face – keening rock-’n’-roll gibberish in a flamenco-high tenor, bursting every tight stitch of his former self-consciousness and reserve.


He would perform at end-of-term socials and at odd moments in term-time when the sacred Steinway was unsupervised. In these dull interludes of school, any entertainer is highly prized. And Reggie did not just entertain. He astonished. He excited. He drew crowds. It was an authentic marvel, how dumpy R. K. Dwight had somehow emerged from his bedroom, spinning off ‘Great Balls of Fire’.


A star among his classmates, he now found himself against the grain of authority for the first time in his life. Mr Stoupe the music master had a loudly-vented hatred of all pop music, and bitterly upbraided him for so wasting his abilities. Bill Johnson the history master, and blues buff, was more sympathetic. ‘I remember at one end-of-term party he wanted to rig up a microphone at the piano. I found him a bit of wood that he could nail it to.’ The first in a multitude of increasingly long-suffering roadies.


As rock ’n’ roll took stronger and stronger hold, his interest in his classical studies dwindled to vanishing point. In his Royal Academy class with Helen Piena, the once model pupil grew casual and slapdash. Some Saturday mornings he would leave home with his briefcase, but never arrive at the Academy. As the superstar would admit in later life, ‘I’d come up to Baker Street, get on the Circle Line and stay there for three hours, then go home again.’


In his fourth year, a school group including Janet Westaway, Peter Emery and Reggie went on a trip to Annecy in France. During the week of educational visits, their itinerary somehow became combined with that of some girls from a French lycée. ‘These lycée girls literally used to clamour to be on the same coach as Reg,’ Peter Emery remembers. ‘I can see him now, sitting at the back, with French schoolgirls all round him, beating out rhythm on the seat-back and singing Elvis Presley songs.’


George Hill was among the most go-ahead landlords in the chain of pubs operated by Benskins brewery. He and his wife, Ann, had made such a success of the Hare, at Harrow Weald, that Benskins offered them a place more than twice as large, though not as immediately attractive. In 1961, therefore, with many misgivings, George and Ann Hill accepted tenancy of the Northwood Hills Hotel, just outside Pinner.


The Northwood Hills bore little resemblance to their previous idyllically pretty country inn. Situated immediately opposite Northwood Hills tube station, it was a large detached building, in size and gloomy aspect more like some abandoned Rural District Council offices. It had, indeed, been built as a hotel in the years of Metroland expansion, but all the room-and-board side had long ago vanished.


Within were three enormous bars lined in dark Olde English oak panelling, with heavy, knobby furniture and drab brown industrial linoleum. Six sad cheese rolls under a plastic dome represented the only catering. When the new tenants arrived, trade was so slight that one person could easily tend all three bars at once.


George and Ann Hill set out to change all that. They reopened the defunct dining-room, putting on special lunches for employees of the nearby headquarters of Vehicle and General Insurance. For the evenings, George saw he must appeal to the growing teenage element. He therefore decided to have live music in the saloon bar on Friday and Saturday nights.


Among the benefits of the Hills’ previous pub had been two highly popular saloon-bar pianists. ‘One was an old lady who used to play the honky-tonk style,’ George Hill remembers. ‘Then we had Bob. He was an albino who just turned up one day with his white walking-stick. But he was a marvellous pianist – and a real showman. He used to jump up and down, get really carried away. The customers loved him.’


Bob followed the Hills to their new pub, played there a couple of weekends, but said he’d have to stop as the travelling was too much for him. George still had not found a satisfactory replacement when a man he had not seen before came into the saloon bar and asked for a word with him. ‘It was Reggie’s father. He asked me if I needed a pianist, because his boy wanted to have a go. I said, “All right. I don’t mind having a look at him.” ’


Reggie’s ‘father’ was, in fact, Sheila’s man-friend Fred Fare-brother, who not only got Reggie his try-out at the Northwood Hills but also delivered him there, along with a rudimentary microphone system to augment the saloon bar’s decrepit upright piano.


The initial impression was hardly that of a Saturday-night show-stopper. ‘He was only about fifteen, still at school,’ George’s wife, Ann, remembers. ‘His hair was cut very short. He wore a collar and tie, and grey flannel trousers. And this Harris tweed sports jacket that was a kind of gingery colour. He was very shy. But he did tell us he’d written a song that was called “Come Back, Baby”.’


Picture the scene, that inaugural night in the Northwood Hills saloon bar. The sprawling old bar, still more full of echoes than people, with its dingy panelled walls and faded lampshades, its brown lino worn by generations of feet and supine dogs. The brightly lit bar counter with a go-ahead new husband-and-wife team, pulling Benskins pints or turning for push-ups at the spirit optics. A few incurious eyes turn to the piano, where a bespectacled boy in a ginger tweed sports jacket is setting up some kind of microphone and loudspeaker, helped by a man and a petite, vociferous woman, plainly his mother. Man and woman retire to a side table, leaving boy alone. Dogged bespectacled face nerves itself as for plunge into cold swimming-bath. A sudden passionate salvo from the yellow piano-keys. A voice from the loudspeaker fabric, keening the lovelorn words of Ray Charles’s Country and Western classic:




Take these chains from my heart and set me free.


You’ve grown cold and no longer care for me . . .





To begin with, the customers didn’t appreciate it. ‘They gave him terrible stick,’ George Hill remembers. ‘They’d shout “Get off!” or “Turn it down!” He’d have empty crisp packets and ashtrays thrown at him – we only had tin ones, so they didn’t hurt. Or somebody would sneak up and unplug the leads of his PA system. I think he had quite a few pints emptied into that piano as well.’


But, with the ringside support of his mother and Fred Fare-brother, Reggie stuck it out. And after a few nights, the hail of scrunched-up crisp packets and tin ashtrays was somewhat moderated. The leads from the mike were left alone, and the piano innards spared their baptism of Benskins best bitter. Here and there, under a knobby oak table, a foot began to tap on the old brown lino. Hands even loosened their grip on pints and gin glasses to clap along in time.


Enormously in the boy’s favour was that he did not only do ‘modern stuff’. Like his early exemplar Winifred Atwell, he would play anything his listeners showed the smallest signs of liking. If he could not reach them with Ray Charles or Jim Reeves, then he would try with English bar-room evergreens like ‘Roll Out the Barrel’ or ‘Bye Bye Blackbird’. Some nights, he would be joined in performance by the amateur vocalists every English pub can produce. ‘There was one old girl from the East End, called Mary Whitmarsh,’ George Hill remembers. ‘She used to like to get up and do all the traditional Cockney things, like “The Old Bull and Bush”. And there was a bloke named Toby Barry, who really fancied his voice. He’d play the spoons on his knee as well, or beat time on a tray.’


After a few weeks, George was forced to admit he had found an attraction at least the equal of albino Bob. ‘But I still don’t think Reggie was as good a piano-player,’ he insists to this day. ‘As far as I’m concerned, Bob was the one who ought to have become a star.’


George Hill’s object of drawing ‘the young crowd’ worked, if anything rather too well. ‘It was quite a hard pub, actually. We used to get this crowd in from South Ruislip who had a scrap every Friday night. I remember a punch-up starting one night while Reg was playing. There was a window near the piano, and he just went out through that like a flash.’


Reggie was the Northwood Hills’ weekend pianist for almost two years. His pay was thirty old shillings (£1.50) a night, plus the collection which Mary Whitmarsh, the old Cockney lady, would make for him on a glass-ringed tin tray. In all that time, he did not ask for a rise, or for his name to be displayed outside the Northwood Hills Hotel, as indeed it never was.


While the boy in the Harris tweed jacket pounded the yellowed piano-keys, Britain was in the grip of Beatlemania and its vast cultural backwash. If Liverpool could have an internationally popular and commercial sound, then why not any other hitherto remote, unfashionable British city or town? Consequently, there was soon a Manchester Sound, spearheaded by the amiable, sub-Beatle-ish Hollies. There was a Birmingham Sound, represented by the Applejacks, with their amazing novelty of a girl bass-player. There was even a Tottenham Sound, briefly incarnate in the white-trousered Dave Clark Five. There were potentially Scottish, Irish, Welsh and West Country Sounds. But never in the keenest entrepreneurial eye the smallest glimmer of a Middlesex and, especially not, a Pinner Sound.


To date, Reggie Dwight’s home area had produced only one pop musical attraction, of somewhat special appeal. This was Screaming Lord Sutch, a Medusa-haired rock maniac whose stage properties included Viking horns, a coffin and a Jack-the-Ripper-style Gladstone bag, and whose family home was in Northolt Road, Harrow-on-the-Hill.


It was in these decorous London suburbs, however, that the next great musical generation was taking shape. Across in Ealing, in a packed club room under the ABC teashop, Alexis Korner’s Blues Incorporated presented a roster of unknown young vocalists including Rod Stewart and Long John Baldry. In front of the grandstand at Richmond’s Old Deer Park, corduroy-clad boys and girls jazz-stomped to an unregenerate rhythm-and-blues band called the Rolling Stones. Southward, at the Wooden Bridge Hotel, Guildford, you could hear Rhode Island Red and the Roosters, featuring Eric Clapton. At the Railway Hotel, Harrow and Wealdstone, just down the road from Pinner, one would soon be able to catch the Mann-Hugg Blues Brothers, later Manfred Mann, and a wild West London Mod group called the Detours, soon to be transmogrified into the High Numbers and finally the Who.


In his fourth year at Pinner County Grammar, Reggie had gained admittance to a local amateur group named the Corvettes. Its founders were two Northwood Secondary School boys, Stuart Brown and Geoff Dyson, on guitar and bass respectively. The drummer’s father ran a pub, The Gate, near Mount Vernon Hospital. Their name was inspired by the Chevy Corvette sports car driven by two young freebooting heroes in an American TV series, Route 66.


The Corvettes played a mixture of blues and rock ’n’ roll. Stuart Brown, who had a huskily soulful voice, did the blues numbers. Reggie Dwight, at the piano, did the Jerry Lee Lewis ‘shouters’. Their celebrity was not great. The most Geoff Dyson ever remembers them being paid was £2 a night at the youth club in St Edmund’s Roman Catholic Hall, Pinner Road. ‘Reggie had to play whatever piano was there, which nearly always would be horribly out of tune. Stuart and I used to try to tune our guitars to the piano. The other thing I remember was how dapper and conventional-looking he always was. While the rest of us would be in jeans, he’d be in grey flannels.’


The Corvettes disbanded after a few unspectacular months, and Geoff Dyson took his bass guitar to another local group, the Mockingbirds, good enough to ‘open’ for big-time R & B bands like the Yardbirds. Then he met up with Stuart Brown and Reggie Dwight again. They told him they were starting afresh, with a new name and new serious intent. They were now Bluesology, in homage to a number by the gipsy jazz guitarist Django Reinhardt.


Geoff Dyson agreed to rejoin them on bass guitar, though there was another role in which he could be still more useful. While with the Mockingbirds, he had played at glamorous Soho music venues like the Marquee Club. With his contacts there, he could act informally as Bluesology’s booking manager.


Not that Bluesology would show much sign of promise, for quite a long time yet. Most of its personnel were more interested in chasing girls and fooling around. ‘But we always knew Reg was going to make it,’ Geoff Dyson says. ‘He’d look at the rest of us sometimes, and say “Oooh, you lot! But I’m going places.” ’




TWO



A Bit of Outrage



HE had reached that stage of school life when a Careers Advisory Officer arrived in the late afternoon period to conduct individual interviews amid piles of helpful literature about opportunities in banking, insurance or the Forestry Commission. For male Grammar School leavers in those monochrome early Sixties, official advice was virtually always the same. A good all-round GCE, followed by college or, at least, technical college. Your place thus assured on the morning platform for the Metropolitan Line train up to town. Work, a cheese roll lunch, and more work. Home at five to your pipe, slippers and Ovaltine in Metroland.


Among the new generations of prospective commuters there were always a few renegades, inquiring about offbeat jobs for which the Careers Advisory Officer possessed no official literature. One such at Pinner County Grammar School was a portly fifth-former named R. K. Dwight, who had announced that he wanted to go into the ‘music business’.


Viewed from rural Middlesex in 1964, the ‘music business’ was a mystery as remote and impenetrable as the diplomatic service or the BBC. Music was not, as it is today, a visible, pullulating industry. Pop was a barely emancipated part of a tiny professional enclave, ruled by dynasties and nepotism and centred on a couple of streets in London’s West End. As with the film business, you got in by grabbing any opening, wherever it occurred. Being in that old-fashioned music business for Reggie Dwight could have meant managing the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra or selling pianos in a department store. It could have meant cutting records in a factory, etching sheet music or filing and cataloguing in the BBC Gramophone Library.


He had turned several other possible careers over in his mind, including the possibility of following his father into the RAF. There, doubtless, his neatness and efficiency would quickly have gained him a commissioned rank like Stanley’s on the bureaucratic side. Stanley, of course, knew of his half-shamefaced wish to become ‘an entertainer’ and, as a former semi-pro trumpeter, understood better than most what an unstable basis that was for a career. One of his post-divorce letters to Sheila – destined to be chuckled over many years later – urged that Reggie be talked out of this implausible wish to become ‘a star’. Even so, Reggie thought enough of his father’s wisdom to suggest Stanley should sit in on his forthcoming interview with the Careers Officer.


He had sat his GCE Ordinary Level exam at sixteen, passing in only four subjects: English Language, English Literature, French and Music. It was the typical result of the clever but torpid pupil who had done next to no work, merely getting by in those subjects where he possessed innate ability. Even in Music, he had reached only the lowest pass grade. He was now in the sixth form, the only one in his year to be studying music at A-Level. But his teacher, Mr Stoupe, complained that he wasted his ability – and unconscionable amounts of study-time – in messing around with a pop group. Clearly, not a boy destined to set the world alight. A boy who might possibly get his wish and find a minor niche in some office, shop or outlet connected with music. But where?


Of all unlikely people, it was Reggie’s footballer cousin Roy who found that elusive opening. Roy’s 1959 Cup Final accident had put paid to his stardom, though he played on for a while, first with Fulham, then under Jimmy Hill’s management at Coventry. From playing he would move into coaching, and tireless work with young people in several departments of sport which continues to this day.


Roy had stayed on friendly terms with Sheila Dwight after her divorce from Stanley, and had good-naturedly promised to help Reggie if possible via his many contacts in the sporting and showbiz world. It happened that a football friend of Roy’s knew Pat Sherlock, who worked for the West End song publishers Mills Music. Roy arranged for Sherlock to interview Reggie, and himself conscientiously accompanied the lad up to town for the occasion.


‘I can see him now, sitting in my office,’ Pat Sherlock remembers. ‘I remember thinking what small hands he had for a piano-player. He had this nervous mannerism of pushing his glasses back up his nose. And a funny little pouting look.’ Reggie was, of course, an excellent interviewee with his shy and studious air and his habit of addressing older men as ‘sir’. A further interview with Mills’ managing director, Cyril Gee, confirmed the favourable impression. He was offered a job as Mills Music’s office boy at a starting salary of £5 per week.


His decision to leave school in early 1965, a term before his A-Level exams, caused universal protest. As well as being the school’s only A-Level Music pupil, he had also been due to take English, a subject in which he could be brilliant when he chose. With two A-Levels added to his four O-Level passes, he could have competed for admittance at several redbrick universities, if not the Royal Academy of Music. His Academy tutor Helen Piena was particularly dismayed at what seemed a perverse squandering of promise, academic as well as musical. ‘I remember sitting with him for about three-quarters of an hour, trying to talk him into going to university. All he said was that he wouldn’t because no one in his family ever had before.’


Stanley Dwight, predictably, was most unhappy about the decision, and bitterly reproached his nephew, Roy, for setting up the Mills Music interview without consulting him. It was in fact to be a watershed in his relations with his son, although Stanley did not realise it at the time. He still prided himself on maintaining a good relationship with Reggie and kept him supplied with clothes and pocket money, even though frequently short of cash himself. Reggie seemed fond of his stepmother, whom he called ‘Aunt Edna’, and had been delighted when she bore the first of his four half-brothers, Stanley, in April 1964. ‘How is the new baby and how is Aunt Edna?’ he asked his father excitedly on the phone while Edna was still in hospital. ‘Send her my love and tell her I’m really looking forward to seeing my baby brother.’


But Stanley, as was made clear to him, had no say whatever in his son’s career choice. His widow now remembers it as a culmination of many signs that Reggie no longer felt the same respect and affection for him and that his place – even as a provider of clothes and pocket money – had been usurped by the easygoing rough diamond, Fred Farebrother. So rejected and disillusioned did Stanley feel, Edna now says, that he gave up trying to compete with Sheila and Farebrother for Reggie’s affection. Not long afterwards, he sold his stationer’s shop in Chadley Heath and he and Edna moved back to her part of the world, the Cheshire Wirral.


A far more serious stumbling block to Reggie’s plan was Pinner County’s stern head, Jack Westgate Smith. Reggie broke the news to him in trepidation, well aware that Mr Westgate Smith had the power to jinx the plan if he chose. ‘He asked me if it was really what I wanted to do,’ the star would remember later. ‘I said “Yes”, and he said “All right. You have my blessing.” I was flabbergasted.’


R. K. Dwight’s last recorded attendance at Pinner County Grammar School was on 5 March, 1965. Bill Johnson, his history master, delivered a philosophical farewell. ‘I told him if he really wanted to be in the music business, this was probably the most sensible way. “When you’re forty,” I told him, “you’ll either be some sort of glorified office-boy or you’ll be a millionaire.” ’


Denmark Street, London’s version of Tin Pan Alley, is a brief thoroughfare between Charing Cross Road and the sour, windy wastes under the Centre Point skyscraper. When Reggie Dwight arrived there in 1965, the days were long gone when songwriters in poky offices would try out a tune on any old ‘tin pan’ or rush into the street to see if some passing tramp could instantly whistle it back (hence ‘the old grey whistle test’). But Denmark Street remained the hub of what was still not quite the British music industry.


Here, as half a century before, any composer must come to have his work published, in sheet-music form, the words even of wildest rock-’n’-roll numbers written below the notes with archaic hyphens and accents. Here, before the age of private recording studios, aspiring groups must come to make their ‘demos’ in eggbox-lined confessionals at £5 per hour. Here, among shades of Music Hall and Variety and smells of jangly upright pianos and violin-dust, the next week’s teenage Top 10 was still put together by men in their late forties and early fifties, chain-smoking Player’s or chewing on wet Wills Whiff cigars.


In barely a hundred yards could be found all one needed to get on in pop music. Publishing houses like Southern, Pickwick, Grosvenor, Mills and KPM. Recording studios like Regent Sound, where the first ever Rolling Stones sides were cut. Promotion men like Brian Sommerville, who had first taken the Beatles to America. Film and variety agents like Lipton and Andy Lothian. Not to mention L. Lennox, the music-engravers; the Tin Pan Alley Club; and Musical Exchange with its window full of Fender and Gretsch guitars, black Vox amps, organs and zebra-skin-covered bongo drums.


Though thrustful new Tin Pan Alleyites were to be seen everywhere in their Carnaby Street clothes, the monarchs were still figures embodying continuity and tradition. Of these none was greater than Dick James, once a small-time danceband crooner, now the Beatles’ music-publisher. It had been in Tin Pan Alley, or not many yards away, that Brian Epstein had been stood up by another publisher, then walked into Dick James’s hole-in-the-wall office to find James fortuitously at his desk. Since then, of course, Dick James had risen to far more sumptuous offices, in nearby New Oxford Street. But his regal promenades through Denmark Street and his regular court at the Gioconda coffee bar remained a symbol and affirmation of just how lucky a man in this business could get.


Mills Music was an American firm, born in New York’s original Tin Pan Alley, whose catalogue included such illustrious names as Fats Waller, Duke Ellington and Leroy Anderson. Its UK catalogue, though more modest, covered the spectrum of British pop, from Cliff Richard’s ‘Move it’ to ‘Side Saddle’, ‘Snow Coach’ and other piano hits by the dour Russ Conway. Not that Reggie Dwight put so much as a toe on the ladder to such things. His job was in the warehouse at the rear of Mills’ premises, in Denmark Place, filling casual orders for sheet-music, brewing tea, packing parcels and wheeling them on an old-fashioned hand-barrow to the Post Office depot in Kingsway. His closest brush with celebrity would be when he was sent with a piece of music or a message to the Regent Street office of the veteran bandleader Joe Loss.


On his Tin Pan Alley bosses he seems to have made scarcely more impact than on his schoolteachers. Cyril Gee, the managing director, was aware only of ‘this podgy kid’ who persisted in calling him ‘sir’. ‘I remember him coming to me one day and asking if he could play one of the arrangers’ pianos in the lunch hour.’ Even his original mentor, Pat Sherlock, knew little about him, save that he played piano at every moment he was not packing parcels or hunting for something or other among the dusty catalogue shelves. ‘That Christmas, we had a party in the office, with a lot of Chelsea football players. We kept Reggie back after work, playing a lot of Cockney things like “The Old Bull and Bush”.’ Cousin Roy’s wedding all over again.


As well as being poorly paid, menial, boring and submerged, the job entailed frequent leg-pulling from the far more sassy and streetwise boys who constituted Tin Pan Alley’s messenger class. One such was Caleb Quaye, office boy for Paxton’s wholesale music-delivery firm in Old Compton Street, who used to call at Mills every day on his rounds. The son of prewar bandleader Cab Quaye, himself flashily proficient on guitar, piano and drums, Caleb at this stage spotted no fellow spirit in Reggie Dwight. ‘I just used to laugh at him because he looked so much like Billy Bunter.’


But Reggie was starting to change. His girl ‘mate’ Janet Ritchie received another privileged invitation into his bedroom at Frome Court to try on some new things he had bought in the trendy boutiques and second-hand clothes shops around Carnaby Street. ‘I remember, he’d got a fur coat. One of the short ladies’ ones all the boys were starting to wear. And a Mickey Mouse T-shirt. I’d never seen such way-out stuff before. “I like a bit of outrage,” he said.’


Meanwhile, his new group, Bluesology, struggled in continuing birth pangs. Their style was meant to be cool, sophisticated and worldly, something like the hugely popular Georgie Fame and the Blue Flames. Putting aside simple rock and even simple blues, they experimented with the more complex, less cheerful repertoire of Mose Allison and Jimmy Witherspoon. As the star himself would later admit, this was usually far over the heads of teenage audiences at dances in the Pinner area. ‘We were always playing the wrong stuff, trying to appeal to minority tastes. Bluesology were either two months too late or three years too early.’


Despite being largely held in church halls and British Legion clubs, their gigs were not immune from excitement or physical danger. One night at South Harrow British Legion, a squad of black-clad rockers rode their motorbikes into the club and demanded that Bluesology call a halt to Jimmy Witherspoon and do some old-fashioned rock-’n’-roll. On that terrifying occasion, the least terrified was Reggie Dwight. He did not mind at all going back to being Jerry Lee Lewis. And he secretly loved the ‘bit of outrage’ that turned the flag-hung war veterans’ hall into a scene Marlon Brando might have played in The Wild One.


Bluesology now numbered five. With Reggie on piano and Stuart A. Brown on guitar and vocals, there was Mick Inkpen on drums and Rex Bishop, replacing Geoff Dyson, on bass. Emulating the Blue Flames, they also acquired a tenor-sax player named Mike, somewhat older than the others, as brass sidemen then tended to be. In nearly every teenage R & B outfit there would be one member who looked like the others’ big brother, if not father.


With the elder Mike among them, blowing lustily if erratically, Bluesology now felt ready to move up another notch. They began to enter for the amateur talent contests that, in the beat-group craze of 1965, were frequently put on by dance halls and clubs. Though large entertainment chains like Mecca did offer alluring prizes – even recording contracts – most were simply a wheeze to get five or six hopeful bands to perform free of charge. Bluesology entered one contest at the Wimbledon Palais, another at Rory Blackwell’s club in Islington. In both they were beaten by more practised groups with material more accessible than Jimmy Witherspoon.


On Sunday afternoons they would meet to practise in the big back bar of the Northwood Hills Hotel. Though ready enough to grant that favour George Hill remained deaf to any hints that he might allow Bluesology to augment Reggie’s weekend piano spot, or possibly put up money for new equipment. ‘I never knew what went on when Reggie brought them all in,’ Hill remembers now. ‘I just knew there was always a hell of a noise.’


Georgie Fame’s number one hit ‘Yeh Yeh’ had made the electric piano massively popular. Geoff Dyson remembers that at the Wimbledon Palais talent contest, one of the groups who trounced Bluesology already possessed this treasure. ‘Reggie was allowed to have a go on it. He thought it was wonderful.’ Shortly afterwards he approached George Hill at the Northwood Hills and asked for the loan of £200 to buy an electric piano for Bluesology. ‘I had to say “No”,’ Hill remembers. ‘I hadn’t got two hundred pounds to lend him.’


A more serious patron was acquired through their drummer Mick Inkpen, who worked as an apprentice to a jewellery manufacturer in Bond Street. Inkpen persuaded his employer, Arnold Tendler, to come and see Bluesology at one of their Pinner church-hall gigs. ‘After having had my arm twisted to go and see them, I was really bowled over,’ Tendler remembers. ‘At the piano there was this little roly-poly boy in clothes even I called square. But when he played, he was marvellous. Even then he used to kick away the piano-stool and play sitting on the floor.’


Arnold Tendler became Bluesology’s first real manager, putting up money for new instruments, stage uniforms and a Ford Thames van. At the same time, using every penny of his savings and pub earnings, Reggie managed to raise the price of a Hohner ‘Planet’ electric piano and amplifier.


Between Bluesology’s good-looking vocalist and its owlish tweed-jacketed one, there was no contest as far as Arnold was concerned. ‘No matter what he looked like, Reg was the one who made that group. Stu Brown had a good voice, but it could be flat. And it always took him a bit of time to get going. Whereas Reg just had to open his mouth, and there it was.’


Despite being well into his thirties – an almost prehistoric age to sixteen- and seventeen-year-olds – Arnold Tendler entered into the spirit of Bluesology, accompanying them on most of their outings to disappointing talent competitions. ‘And I used to go down and watch Reggie play at that pub in Northwood Hills, even though there’d be a fracas most weekends. At the time, I remember, he had a girl friend with red hair, called Gipsy.’


The jeweller’s money also financed the making of a two-side demo record at a studio in Rickmansworth operated by the son of bandleader Jack Jackson. On one side Bluesology did Reggie’s song ‘Come Back, Baby’, with the composer himself on vocal. The other side featured Stuart Brown’s soulful voice in Jimmy Witherspoon’s ‘Times Getting Tougher Than Tough’. Armed with this, Arnold Tendler made the rounds of the London record companies. He struck gold – or, at least, rolled gold – at Philips, whose head of Artist and Repertoire, Jack Baverstock, was sufficiently impressed to offer a recording contract with Philips’ associated label, Fontana.


Tendler had not pulled off such a marvellous coup. In that post-Beatlemania spring of 1965, record companies would sign up virtually anything, so long as it featured long hair, hipster trousers and guitars. Bluesology were just one of hundreds of amateur bands from all over the United Kingdom, contracted on royalty rates of fractions of a penny and run quickly through the system, like baggage through an X-ray machine, to see if they might be a Fab Four, Five or Six.


But for the band concerned, it was still a thrilling moment. Most thrilling was it for Reggie Dwight, who would feature on the A-side of the debut single, singing his own song, ‘Come Back, Baby’. To complete his triumph, ‘Come Back, Baby’ was also accepted for publication by his daytime employers, Mills Music.


Actually, it was a measure of Fontana’s perfunctoriness merely to let Bluesology re-record the two sides they had cut as demos in Rickmansworth. The recording took place at Philips’ London studios, under Jack Baverstock’s supervision, on 3 June, 1965. It speaks volumes for Reggie’s self-effacing manner in those days that Baverstock does not remember noticing him during the three-hour session.


The future Elton’s debut on record is a half-pint ballad, full of the sidelong chords and macho wistfulness of the Merseybeat era. Its lyric is lifted complete from the songwriter’s phrasebook: ‘Come back, I’ll treat you right. Come back, I’ll hold you tight.’ The voice is recognisably Elton’s, clearer and higher than almost any dared be in those days, holding together the cheap blur of sound and Mike’s lone, off-key saxophone. The piano chords give the good value one would expect from a Royal Academy junior exhibitioner. Key changes are heralded by emotional pounding, as in the very best of Bobby Vee. The B-side version of ‘Times Getting Tougher Than Tough’ might have been thought marginally more commercial in those rhythm-and-blues-crazy days. Stuart Brown’s husky café-au-lait voice has more than a touch of Georgie Fame. Reggie is represented by piano boogie infillings and a long middle solo in the groove of a Northwood Hills Saturday night.


The single came out in July, in company with the cream of the British and American beat boom. Also released, that twangling Op-Art midsummer, were the Rolling Stones’ ‘Satisfaction’, the Hollies’ ‘I’m Alive’, the Animals’ ‘We Gotta Get Out Of This Place’, the Byrds’ ‘Mr Tambourine Man’, the Kinks’ ‘Set Me Free’, the Yard-birds’ ‘Heart Full of Soul’ and the Who’s ‘Anyway, Anyhow, Anywhere’.


The star still remembers the thrill of hearing his voice crackling on a car-radio, when ‘Come Back, Baby’ got its first play on Radio Luxembourg. After that, it rapidly sank under the thousand-watt tank-tracks of the Yardbirds and the Stones. There was not even the faintest seismic hint of an appearance in the charts.


Nevertheless, a watershed had been reached. Bluesology were no longer an amateur group, playing for school hops and Catholic socials. As ‘Fontana recording artists’, they could aspire to serious London R & B venues like the Last Chance and the 100 Club. When they played, it was in the uniform of dark blue pants, red polo shirts and blue-and-white blazers bought for them by Arnold Tendler at Irvine Sellars’s Carnaby Street boutique.


On 22 July, they received their first national publicity – a story in the trade paper Record Retailer and Music Industry News:




Bluesology, a group of five talented young musicians, take their name from the tide of a record by the famous French jazz guitarist Django Reinhardt. Their first Fontana record release was ‘Come Back, Baby’, composed by the group’s singer-pianist, Reg Dwight. ‘We play blues music mainly after the style of Jimmy Witherspoon, Memphis Slim and Muddy Waters with, dare I say it, a slight jazz flavour,’ says spokesman drummer Mick Inkpen (17).





Above was a minuscule picture of the talented young musicians – four of them slim, hollow-cheeked and fashionably handsome, the fifth bespectacled, his face set in the glower of a Bunter who has just learned that the Greyfriars tuck shop is out of cream buns.


Arnold Tendler was successful in getting them bookings, though of a somewhat variable and unpredictable kind. One was at the Phoenix Theatre, in Charing Cross Road, supporting Eric Burdon and the Animals. ‘The audience threw so much stuff at the stage that Eric had to go out, sheltering behind a dustbin lid, and threaten no one would play if it didn’t stop. Another time, I got them in at the restaurant on top of the Hilton Hotel in Park Lane. When we arrived, the lady in charge said “We like it very quiet.” So the lads played just one number, “The Girl From Ipanema”, making it last about twenty minutes.’


Towards the end of 1965 Pat Higgs, an experienced dance band trumpeter, read in a music press ad that an up-and-coming blues band sought recruits for its newly inaugurated horn section. The only slightly disconcerting thing was that auditions were to take place in Pinner, Middlesex.


Pat Higgs made it out to Pinner, and found Bluesology. They told him they had to get a proper brass section before they could make their next record. Though several years older than any of the personnel, Higgs thought he might as well join up. The same auditions produced tenor saxophonist Dave Murphy, another noticeably older recruit whose previous experience had been mainly in theatre orchestra-pits.


The expanded Bluesology’s first major foray was to a talent contest-cum-audition for bands, run by a contact of Arnold’s named Trevor Witchelo. The venue was the State, a huge circuit cinema modelled on New York’s Empire State Building in the heart of Irish Kilburn. After their three numbers, they were approached by a representative of the Roy Tempest Agency, which at that time handled a large number of touring pop package shows. The Tempest man asked if they would be interested in backing American R & B solo performers on tour in Britain. If they were to accept, it was obvious that Reggie Dwight could not continue in a daytime clerical job, as he had previously managed to do. He therefore turned fully professional, handing in his notice at Mills Music and exchanging a regular £5 pay packet for the excitement and uncertainty of life on the road. Little did he guess where that road would lead – or that he was destined never to get off it again.


The first American R & B artist to whom Bluesology were offered as sidemen was Wilson Pickett, born in Pratville, Alabama, singer of ‘Mustang Sally’, ‘In The Midnight Hour’ and ‘Land of 1,000 Dances’, most aggressive of the new funky generation on the Memphis Stax label, and a difficult companion in almost any circumstances.


Alas, Bluesology were not to experience life on the road with ‘the Wicked Pickett’. At the audition, his guitarist took against them and ordered Roy Tempest to find Pickett another backing band. ‘All those American acts used to be very organised,’ Pat Higgs remembers. ‘They’d have their song-arrangements all written out, and expect the backing band to be the same. Bluesology had never used arrangements. Before we went up for the next audition, I had to try to scribble a few out.’


Their first successful audition was with Major Lance, a high-register soul man, named in the grand tradition of the Duke of Earl, whose best-remembered song bears the title ‘Um Um Um Um Um Um’. Pat Higgs having got the horn arrangement down on paper, Bluesology were booked for their first fully pro tour in December 1965.


For Reggie Dwight, who naturally knew every word of ‘Um Um Um Um Um Um’, the next two weeks were unforgettable. Merely to shake hands with Major Lance was a thrill almost beyond expression by the shy, pug face. Never mind to travel and socialise with him and, each night, gamely try to reproduce his original arrangements on the stage of some noisy little club. The ultimate music fan had found a way of being closer to his idols than the very best seat in the front row. Twenty-five years later that same, undiminished music fan would still maintain, ‘Backing Major Lance was probably the biggest thing that ever happened to me.’


More idols followed, from the mainstream and also the backwaters of Reggie’s record-collection. During early 1966, Bluesology toured as backing band for the Drifters, the Ink Spots, Billy Stewart, Doris Troy and Patti LaBelle and the Bluebells – or ‘Blue Bellies’, as one provincial club poster announced them.


Working for the Roy Tempest Organisation was no rest cure. As well as importing genuine veteran US groups like the Drifters and Ink Spots, Tempest also put on groups of the same name who, at the most charitable estimate, were no closer than fourth or fifth cousins to the originals. Most of the groups stayed in a flat owned by Roy Tempest, for which they were charged a hefty rent. ‘Tempest used to con us, really,’ Pat Higgs says. ‘We’d be shown a two-week tour sheet with just a few dates, and proper rest days. Then when we started, all the spaces would have been filled in. We’d find ourselves doing two, sometimes three gigs in a day.’


The future star’s memory would also be of virtual slave labour. ‘There was one day with Billy Stewart we did four gigs – in London and Birmingham. We started off in the afternoon, playing an American servicemen’s club in Lancaster Gate, finished that at four, raced up to Birmingham and played the Ritz and Plaza there, then came back to London and played the Cue Club in Praed Street the same night. And we never had road managers in those days. At the time we didn’t think anything of it, humping our equipment up and down all the stairs.’


Arnold Tendler, the Bond Street jeweller, continued as their manager, patiently bailing them out when equipment was lost or stolen, even forking out for a new van when the other was wrecked on a trip to Norway. ‘I think Arnold was having a bit of financial trouble at the time,’ Pat Higgs remembers. ‘Still, he always paid us all right. Sometimes he’d open his car boot and it’d be full of watches. He’d dole out one to each of us, so that we could go off and sell that.’


Not all the American stars Bluesology backed had the cult status of Major Lance. The Ink Spots were the original late Forties vocal group, combining pre-doowop harmonies with an archaic comedy routine. ‘I remember we went with them to this really hip black club around Liverpool Street,’ Pat Higgs says. ‘Suddenly in the middle of the number, one of these Ink Spots starts taking his clarinet to pieces. The audience nearly pulled us off the stage.’


The star’s own fondest recollection would be of Patti LaBelle, who both mothered him with home cooking and took a small fortune from him at suitcase-top cards. And of Billy Stewart, another hero of Reggie’s for his gymnastic scat versions of ‘Summertime’ and ‘Sitting in the Park’. ‘He died very shortly after he left us – was shot to death back in America. An enormous man. I mean, I remember stopping alongside the motorway on the Ml, waiting for him to relieve himself, and it was like waiting for a train.’


In between, Bluesology would do gigs on their own at London clubs like the Cromwellian in South Kensington, or the highly fashionable Scotch of St James’s. At the latter, Reggie had a traumatic experience with his new acquisition, a Vox AC 30 electric organ, painted a lurid shade of orange. ‘In the very first number, one of the notes got stuck. I was so embarrassed. But later on, Eric Burdon of the Animals came up and said “Never mind, lad. That happened to us once, too.” ’


The Vox became hallowed on a later night at the Cromwellian, when Stevie Wonder, the Motown prodigy – then only just metamorphosed from ‘Little Stevie Wonder’ – borrowed it for an entire set. Reggie was still a starstruck fan above all, thrilled that music could smuggle him in to places like the Scotch, where the faint profile of a Beatle or, at least, a Gene Pitney, might glimmer through the high-priced darkness.


Bluesology’s second single for Fontana, recorded the previous November, was released in February 1966. The A-side, ‘Mr Frantic’, was another Reggie Dwight composition, a soul number rather oddly slow and tentative, befitting this nearest-ever approach to self-portraiture. The B-side was a traditional R & B boogie, ‘Every Day I Have the Blues’, sung by Stuart Brown. Despite the vastly fatter, more confident sound of the new horn section, airplay was minimal and chart-action nil.


At this point, something strange happened to Reggie Dwight. From being undisputed front man in the group he had co-founded, he was relegated – or relegated himself – further and further into Bluesology’s background. A mixture of chagrin and guilt at having failed to sing a hit seemed to undermine his confidence, his extrovert showmanship and determination to ‘go places’. The lead singer became merely the Vox organist, loyally backing up this or that American star, on solo gigs giving up his limelight to the handsome, husky Stuart A. Brown. That he still passionately wanted to sing could be divined by an anguished flash in his glasses whenever Stu Brown started giving it hot. But, in some obscure self-destructive mood, he felt he couldn’t, or shouldn’t.


It was enough for him to be in a busy band, with regular money and a full engagement book. In the new van financed by the long-suffering Arnold Tendler, Bluesology voyaged to Britain’s furthermost music venues, like the Whisky-à-Go-Go, Newcastle-upon-Tyne. With Doris Troy they even played the Cavern Club in Liverpool, dank subterranean birthplace of the Beatles. Reggie’s Pinner friend Janet Ritchie, who was doing teacher training in Liverpool, hitched a ride in the van and helped carry their equipment down the eighteen famous steps from Mathew Street.


In the six-strong line-up, fat Reggie was odd man out – quiet, neat and self-contained, inhabiting his own little patch of order amid the travelling chaos. Most indulgences of a blues musician’s life seemed to pass him by. He barely drank and didn’t smoke, either cigarettes or marijuana. He showed no interest in the girls who clustered at Bluesology’s feet as they played and followed them backstage or to the pub afterwards if they liked. Reggie’s only interest in girls seemed to be for conversation. ‘If nothing was happening, he’d just go to sleep,’ Pat Higgs remembers. ‘He had a special little pillow that he used to carry round with him.’


Within the group he was the comedian and clown, the one most likely to raise a laugh from their punishing itinerant life. On long road journeys he would entertain the others with streams of punning wordplay, or his wide repertoire of funny voices from radio and TV shows: Eric Morecambe, ‘Professor’ Stanley Unwin, Bloodnock and Bluebottle from the Goons. ‘And when we broke down – which was a lot – we’d say “Come on, Reg. Do us your little dance”,’ Pat Higgs remembers. ‘He’d get out and do this special little dance for us on the hard shoulder of the motorway.’


There was also the other Reggie, troubled, bashful and unconfident, buttoned up inside a mod jacket as tightly as he once had been in his brown school blazer. His hair had already become a problem, receding from the temples and thinning at the crown, so that his regulation Beatle busby required more and more elaborate maintenance with shampoo, hair-dryer and comb. In 1966 the idea of going bald was a pop musician’s ultimate nightmare. Ghastly to end up like the Hollies’ drummer, who was forced to hide his terrible affliction under a wide-brimmed cowboy hat.


The other torment was his chronic weight problem. He had chosen the very worst life to keep slim, eating as he most often did in pull-up musicians’ cafès like the Blue Boar, whose walls were like action paintings, zigzagged with the tomato and egg stains of late-night food fights. Not that he was gluttonous like the real Billy Bunter; as he often remarked bitterly, he had only to look at a doughnut for the pounds to pile on. In desperation, he started to take amphetamine slimming pills, the kind that promote weight loss by speeding up the metabolism. ‘He said he’d pinched them from his mum,’ Pat Higgs remembers. ‘He handed them out to the rest of us, too, to help us stay awake.’


Following the Beatles’ path, five years too late, Bluesology even did a stint on the Hamburg Reeperbahn, playing at the self same club, the Top Ten, where Beatlemania had first taken root. ‘Though Reg usually didn’t drink much, he did have a bit of a go in Hamburg,’ Pat Higgs says. ‘I remember him dancing among the traffic out on the Reeperbahn.’


It was the summer of 1966. The Beatles were far away from grubby Hamburg with their chastely black-and-white-jacketed album Revolver. Time magazine had dubbed London ‘The Style Capital of Europe’. England won the World Cup, snatching two goals from West Germany in the last seconds of extra time. Girls’ bumblebee-striped dresses climbed four inches above the knee. England was drunk with sunshine, football and sounds. Bluesology still couldn’t get a hit.


In a single day they did three London gigs, then drove straight down to the South of France to play for a month at the St Tropez Papagayo Club. When they arrived, the accommodation to which they were shown was a completely bare room. The club owner explained that his previous resident band had destroyed all the beds and furniture. ‘I remember the Papagayo because Reg electrocuted himself on his gear one night,’ Pat Higgs says. ‘He was out for quite a few minutes. We had to call a doctor to give him an injection in his bum. The rest of us stood round the bed and watched.’


Among British blues singers of this era, none was so distinctive as Long John Baldry. A London policeman’s son, six foot seven and a half inches tall, blond of hair and pink of face, he combined a voice oozing Southern molasses and hominy grits with a manner which, in either sense, could accurately be termed high camp.
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