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    CONNECTION




    How did the Rolling Stones achieve this curious headlock on our affections? If anything, it seems to get stronger over time. The 147 concerts they played between August 2005 and August 2007, known collectively, and with good cause, as A Bigger Bang, grossed them around $560million, making it comfortably the most lucrative rock music tour in history at the time. By then the Stones had already been in business for some forty-five years, which raises the question of how they would have felt if in 1967, the season of Their Satanic Majesties and sundry drug busts, the top international box-office draws of the day had been Rudy Vallée and other Jazz Age crooners who sang through a megaphone. Or to give it another twist: fifty years have elapsed since the group’s commercial debut in 1962; someone looking back then that same amount of time in to the past might be reminiscing about the loss of the Titanic. There’s a school of thought that believes that hitting the road again in their mid-sixties is the single most outrageous thing the Stones have done – far eclipsing all the stories about Mars bars, coke, and Margaret Trudeau. It’s not just that the band refuse to grow up. They seem actually to live in a time warp; in an era when most modern rock stars dress like they work at Ryman and offer a relentless diet of screwed-up nihilism and phoney salves, the Stones are still out there in their skimpy, Day-Glo T-shirts and leather pants chasing lingerie-clad babes, or at least they are in their videos (politically incorrect before the term was invented), serving up great, meat-and-potato rock songs garnished with lyrics about sex and cars.




    And that’s surely the core attraction. Like it or not, there’s a vicarious buzz in seeing these old codgers behaving badly. Because they’re so brazen, so funny, and so astonishingly up-front about it, they’ve gradually acquired special status as the officially tolerated moral slobs of the middle class. On some fundamental level, we need the Rolling Stones, if only as a living reminder that one of rock music’s chief initial functions was to act as an emotional pick-me-up for a weary public. We want to be entertained by stories about them swaggering around crashing their cars and snorting drugs off the enormous bare breasts of their groupies. What a sad lot most of today’s stars are by comparison. No sooner have they made it than they start slagging the very people – the public and press – who got them there in the first place. The Stones love the sound of a crowd. They’ve heard its roar perhaps more often than any other men alive, and in some choice locations too.




    Once, in August 1998, in Moscow’s Red Square, some 30,000 people squeezed on to special buses, jammed the metro station and pressed through the streets and out on to the cobblestones in front of Lenin’s tomb to become part of a giant parade in honour of the visiting Brits. Workers from a local colliery with pictures of pit-boys on their banners, two grandmotherly women with the unsarcastic slogan ‘ROLLING STONES FRIENDS OF THE PEOPLE’ on theirs, jack-booted militiamen, bearded young journalists, excited schoolkids and an officially delegated government honour-guard, ‘massive in physique, black suited, unsmiling, walking solidly and steadily four abreast like a firing squad’, to quote Time magazine, the curious and the disturbed, all swarmed around the four mildly bemused-looking dignitaries. They had come to welcome what the Tass agency – until six years earlier, the official news outlet of the Soviet politburo – called ‘a truly heroic liberating force for all time and all mankind’, an effusion which seemed to echo the banners held aloft by the two elderly women, and many others. In their Russia democracy hadn’t yet been perfected, but here among them were the very men who had apparently been at the forefront of the great social upheaval in the West thirty years earlier. On one side of the square by the Kremlin wall, near Stalin’s bones, a huge, brightly coloured poster of the Stones in the middle of a row of billboards filled with dire government warnings and statistics adorned the scene like a jewel in the head of a toad. The point couldn’t have been made any more clearly. First in Britain and then globally, the Stones had led a movement that Tass called ‘a beacon of light for all [who] sought to live in personal, political and artistic freedom. The Rolling Stones are the cultural liberators of the world!’




    Or, that’s one theory. Another explanation of the Stones’ appeal is their sheer longevity: you visit them as you might a once magnificent stately house, still historically vital whatever its current state of ruin. The Rolling Stones have been with us so long that even the jokes about how long they have been with us seem slightly old. Melody Maker is thought to have begun calling them ‘the Strolling Bones’ around 1973, while unflattering references to the group’s physical appearance have been doing the rounds almost as long. The antiquity and the air of mild dissipation hovering around the band have their own showbusiness forerunner, a great posthumous favourite today and one I can never think about without recalling the happy likeness. Watching the Stones perform, those with long memories will instantly make the connection to four other late-middle-aged men lurching around the stage, haranguing the audience from behind their Jack Daniel’s, and ogling their broads. Any resemblance of the band to the Ocean’s Eleven-era Rat Pack is purely intentional. The notion, in particular, that Frank Sinatra’s touch of macho swagger and Dean Martin’s endearing slur might have been handed down to, respectively, Mick Jagger and Keith Richards seems only fitting, while Sammy Davis Jr visibly lives on in the hammy, spindly legged Ron Wood. Music, history, marketing – it’s enough to turn a band in to an institution, and it has. But only in retrospect do the Stones’ phenomenal endurance and commercial pull seem inevitable. It’s one of the intriguing facts about the group that for long stretches of the last fifty years their basic story has been one of unbridled professional and personal tension between Jagger and Richards, as well as among their respective women, employees and fixers, with periodic truces brought about only by the financial bonanza of their latest tour. To give just a flavour of the core relationship: when Jagger released his solo album Goddess in the Doorway in 2001, many of the press broadly agreed with the eminent BBC critic who described the record as ‘a gutsy Big Statement, showcas[ing] Mick’s ever-deepening interpretative skills and use of subtle phrasing techniques to broaden the scope of even the simplest lyrics.’ Keith, by contrast, called it ‘dogshit’.




    There aren’t many groups whose looks, clothes, moods, rap sheets, even their in-house tiffs and derogatory remarks about each other’s private parts regularly occupy the ‘people’ pages in everything from Vibe to the Wall Street Journal. Unfold the personal-finance section of the New York Times, and as likely as not there’s a front-page article about the Stones’ canny use of Dutch-based trusts to allow them to pay only a modest 1.6 per cent in tax on earnings of over $100million annually. Turn to the health supplement of the Sunday Telegraph and there’s an item about Jagger’s discreet use of an oxygen tank backstage to help him get through those gruelling live shows, as well as one about Charlie Watts’ battles with cancer. Flip to the gossip columns of the Daily Mail and there’s the seemingly never-ending saga of Ron Wood’s trips to rehab, and associated girlfriend woes. And over in the Guardian the featured heavyweight interview is with Keith Richards, who confides that he went ‘fucking berserk’ when in 2002 Jagger accepted a knighthood – an honour bestowed by ‘the Establishment that did their very best to throw us in jail and kill us’. Meanwhile, looming above it all – the subject of a six-page spread in Fortune magazine – is the ‘Plutonian offshore business empire’ which has recently proved itself more financially durable than some of the world’s longest-established consumer brands. After forty years, that tongue logo in particular is as well-known, and well-nigh as universal, as the Nike tick.




    Which just leaves the Stones’ music, in the best of which they took the blues and wrung out the grief and sadness until all that was left in most cases was a sense of fun (if, it has to be said, mildly demented or sadistic fun) which so thrillingly caught its time. Here, clearly, most of us have the same relation to the band as they do to their materially grim but essentially serene childhoods. The operative word is nostalgia. To hear ‘Satisfaction’ again, amid crowds cheering both the song and our own capacity to cheer, is to fleetingly warp back through the decades. As long as we’re experiencing the Stones in the flesh, we’re not old. The new stuff – anything since, say, the dog days of the Heath Government – may be a bit on the ropey side, but some of those 60s riffs and hooks, all shattering opening bolts and slurped vocals, reflected changing rock and roll styles so brilliantly that they became one. The prospect of seeing a bit of history keeps us coming back, tour after ‘last ever’ tour, while the Stones themselves appear to have escaped the artistic bankruptcy of repetitive slog and resultant loss of pride and morale that befell Elvis, for one. As Keith Richards has remarked, with unanswerable logic, ‘Why should we stop? It’s fun.’




    Of course it is. Who wouldn’t want to travel around the world and get treated like King Farouk while being paid a million dollars or so for every two-hour show you can perform?




    No band, to be sure, could endure a more searching test of its survival skills than the recurrent arrest of its three principal members on, it seems, largely spurious drug charges and the subsequent drowning of one of the three in still keenly debated circumstances. And with the pressure on Jagger and Richards to keep performing and turning out hits, the challenge sometimes seemed to get the better of them. The latter, in particular, would come to acquire a full set of rock-star accessories, including a thatched house in the country, a royal-born Bavarian financial adviser and an initially discreet but long-running heroin addiction.




    The late Tom Keylock, a friend and employee of Richards’ in the 1960s, offered a more nuanced view of Keith as a solidly English figure ambling around his green and slightly prim nook of West Sussex. Keylock added that, quite uncharacteristically, he’d snapped at his own wife while on the phone at Richards’ house one day in 1967. ‘Keith overheard me and I got a bollocking – it was all about “She’s your lady” and “show some respect”. I admired him for that.’




    By then, even so, Richards had perhaps seen rather more of life than the average 23-year-old English squire. On the Stones’ first American tour, in 1964, the group had been sitting around backstage in Omaha drinking whiskey and Coke out of paper cups when the police walked in and said, ‘What’s in that cup?’ Richards replied, ‘Whiskey, sir.’ A policeman said, ‘You can’t drink that here; it’s a public place. Throw it down the drain.’ Keith said, ‘No’. When he looked up again, a loaded revolver was pointed at his head. ‘It was,’ confirmed Tom Keylock, ‘all fucking heavy.’




    Who among the small if animated basement crowd shouting for the Rolling Stones at their debut performance in July 1962 could have possibly imagined that some of their grandchildren would be shouting for the same band, echoing back at them among the drink cans and soggy programmes of the world’s biggest sports stadiums, more than forty years later?




    The times certainly militated against any hopes of longevity the early Stones may have had for themselves. In 1962, even the sort of people who went to ‘jungle music’ concerts, as the press referred to them, seemed to belong to some Jurassic social order, with a taste in both sexes for shapeless, Utility-style clothes, stout shoes and goofy square glasses. It’s remarkable quite how many young men of their generation seemed to resemble Buddy Holly. To lend some historical context, Winston Churchill was still an MP and Harold Macmillan currently embodied the hopes of the Conservative Party, though he would be replaced the following year by the Earl of Home, a Scottish laird who made his predecessor look like Elvis; critics noted the gentlemanly self-deprecation, the faint suggestion of bumbling and the general air of one born to the ‘incestuous bartering-house for vested interests’ as John Osborne termed the ruling class, in a hint of the coming end of deference.




    The period in Britain from around 1944 to 1960, when most of that first-night audience were growing up, was probably the hardest of the twentieth century. Even for a relatively pampered boy like Mike Jagger, it was an era characterised by icy nights in gaslit rooms, initially to the accompaniment of German rocket attacks, of whale fat and tinned beef – the comically vile ingredients of a serious sacrifice he never forgot. Clothing coupons and food queues long remained a way of life; fourteen years of rationing ended only in July 1954, and even then luxury commodities like butter and petrol were hard to come by. It’s true that, within eighteen months of the Rolling Stones’ debut, Terence Conran’s brightly coloured, brilliantly packaged Habitat had become a flagship of hip, officially declaring the traditional three-piece suite ‘grotty’ and ‘far too boring’ a concept. Instead customers would be buying a basic cotton-covered Larnaca sofa with a couple of related beanbags. Other, similarly enterprising retailers would compete to introduce the UK to such exotic concepts as fresh fruit and shops that stayed open until after five in the afternoon. John Stephen and Mary Quant were soon showing that you didn’t need to go to Savile Row or Bond Street for fashionable tailoring; out went old fogeys in sensible suits, in came ‘with it’ young professionals in flares and miniskirts. Finally, and by a lucky bit of timing, the rapid availability of the contraceptive pill happened to coincide with the arrival of that other defining symbol of swinging bedroom etiquette, the duvet.




    No such air of sexual possibility appeared to imbue that first-night audience in 1962. It was a sober-suited crowd of some eighty men and thirty women, among whom the ambient smell was of boiled cabbage ground deep in to worsted jackets, and the ubiquitous Players Weights cigarettes. No one there conspicuously appeared to be part of any revolution under way against the Britain of Hancock’s Half Hour, with its grinding conformity and identical redbrick houses furnished just like grandmother’s. It seems fair to say that ‘jungle music’ took its place against a normal existence, for them and millions of others, of cricket, knitting and pottering about the garden. A night out at The Sound of Music followed by the Berni Inn Family Platter remained the height of most middle-class Britons’ aspirations. The Rolling Stones were not exactly pushing at an open door.




    For most young people in early-60s Britain, life was barely distinguishable from the 1940s. While the war may have ended seventeen years previously, there were still reminders of it everywhere in the capital’s bombed-out streets, as well as in the pinched appearance of many of its citizens.




    The movement of men’s fashion was glacial, and while the modern woman might risk an experiment with her hemline, six inches was still the orthodox clearance from the ground. It would also be fair to say that the average observer of the time would have had little difficulty differentiating the sexes. In 1962, short-haired women, like long-haired men, were associated with dangerous radicalism, if not with free love.




    British society was also more sharply divided than it is now. For those passing the eleven-plus exam there was grammar school, with its prospect of university, the professions or the civil service. The alternative was the secondary modern, and a likely unqualified arrival on the job market at the age of fifteen. So an eighteen-year-old might, like Jagger himself, be diligently studying for a degree course, or he or she might be screwing caps on to bottles on a provincial assembly line for a take-home wage of two or three pounds a day. In either case, they would almost certainly never have heard of Concorde, colour TV or Bob Dylan, of Neil Armstrong, home computers, ATMs, flower power, Abbey Road, Muhammad Ali, the Kray twins, the Vietnam war, Dr. Who, gay rights, valium or Charles Manson.




    The Swinging Decade lay before them.




    Young people were, however, already creating a certain amount of consternation. Not the romantic violin but the barbaric saxophone now dominated the orchestra, and to its passionate crooning and wailing the dancers moved in what the Archbishop of York reprovingly called a ‘syncopated embrace’. Perhaps inspired by Hank Marvin and the Shadows and their string of five British hits in 1962 alone, things were also looking up for the electric guitar. In just one such case study, a somewhat tragic secondary modern student living in suburban Ripley, Surrey, pleaded with his grandparents to take him to the local musical supply shop on his seventeenth birthday that March and buy him what he later called the ‘coolest thing I’d ever seen’ displayed in the front window. The instrument in question was a Kay ‘Red Devil’ guitar; the teenager was Eric Clapton.




    There were other signs, too, that a revolt against the accepted cultural order was at least tentatively under way. After enduring The Music Man’s dire season in 1962, a young person could have enjoyed an unusually rich bill of fare at the cinema – Lawrence of Arabia, Dr. No and Marlon Brando’s Mutiny on the Bounty were all out that autumn – or bought the first edition of A Clockwork Orange, published in November at 16 shillings (80p). That summer, meanwhile, the Beatles had signed for George Martin and his Parlophone label, hitherto the preserve of easy listening and comic-dialogue LPs, but not yet released their debut single. The company brass at Parlophone’s parent EMI had fallen about laughing when Martin told them the name of his new act, assuming that the man behind such fare as Peter Sellers’ Songs for Swinging Sellers was having another of his ‘Goon jokes’. But set against this were the 2,471 licensed places of entertainment in London noted by the 1961 census, of which an estimated 300 catered in one way or another to those groups busy evolving from ‘trad’ jazz to American-style rhythm and blues in a not always seamless transition. One such venue was the Marquee Club, which opened downstairs at 165 Oxford Street in April 1958 and which was now hosting a variety of impromptu blues and pop performances. It was here that the Rolling Stones first confronted an audience.




    They were officially billed for the occasion as ‘Mick Jagger and the Rollin’ Stones’, though the lead vocalist, it was agreed, was by no means their most compelling personality. Jagger, Richards and the self-styled ‘Cheltenham Shagger’ Brian Jones (who’d recently come up with the group’s name) were the front line. Mick wore a striped sweater and corduroys, Keith a funereally dark suit, and Brian is just remembered as ‘pogo-ing up and down, leering at the women’. Behind them was the already comically deadpan rhythm section, which for now consisted of Keith’s art-school friend Dick Taylor on bass and the future Kinks drummer Mick Avory, who sat in for the night. A 23-year-old shipping clerk named Ian Stewart, or ‘Stu’, stood to the side, occasionally munching a pork pie with one hand while playing piano in a loping, barrelhouse style with the other.




    The fifty-minute show that followed was paced at the speed of booze – the tempo of scotches and brandies they all downed throughout to calm their nerves. Dick Taylor recalled that there had been some initial catcalls from the house, possibly due to the band’s apparent unfamiliarity with their chosen repertoire of southern American blues. (The next week’s Melody Maker seemed to confirm this theory, reproachfully noting the Stones’ ‘very suspect tuning and internal balance’.) After three or four more ‘well-meaning but interminable songs about sharecroppers’, things then suddenly picked up with a loud, catalytic burst of ‘Down the Road Apiece’, played in the style of Chuck Berry. At that, some of the young men in their worsted jackets started to dance. According to the set-list Stu jotted down in his diary, the band went on to pack nine more numbers in to their remaining thirty minutes on stage, finishing big with Elmore James’ ‘Happy Home’. Even then they took their sense of urgency not from the singer, but from the chap-faced second guitarist, dressed completely in black, who called out each title and encouraged the drummer both by hammering one spindly leg up and down and yelling ‘Fuck you! Faster!’




    Not coincidentally, the Stones had great rhythm.




    After the show everyone went up in to the foyer of the tiny cinema above the club, walked down the street unrecognised and had a drink in the Tottenham pub, leaving Brian Jones’ friend Dick Hattrell to hump their gear upstairs and eventually load it on to a passing bus. They split the thirty-guinea performance fee six ways, which somehow meant that Brian got six pounds ten shillings and everyone else got a fiver. The mood was generally upbeat, even so, although no one there would have guessed that the Stones were twenty-first-century bound, least of all the band themselves. They seemed unlikely to survive until Christmas.




    Later that night, Brian Jones took the Northern Line back to Hendon, where he currently shared a room with his on-off girlfriend Pat Andrews, the third of the three young women he’d impregnated so far. Their son Julian Mark had been born in October 1961. When not rehearsing with the Rolling Stones, Brian was officially working at the local Civil Service clothes shop, where he regularly augmented his wages by helping himself from the till. Keith Richards was in the throes of leaving the parental home in Dartford, shortly before his father, Bert, made a similar decision to decamp. After that Keith and Brian would pool their resources to share basement digs in London’s Powis Square, until a visiting bailiff put an end to the arrangement. Mick Jagger went home to his mum and dad. He would have to get up the next morning and take the train back to attend his lectures at the London School of Economics. Before they parted for the night, everyone had a last drink with a professional acquaintance who happened to have been in the audience at the Marquee, and who wandered in to the pub afterwards. He thought the Stones ‘had an obvious appeal for the kids that wanted to dance. My band was a joke to look at, but this lot crossed the barrier. They actually looked like rock stars.’ A dapper, 21-year-old layout artist and weekend drummer whose family called him Chas Boy, they knew him as Charlie Watts.




    Lewis Brian Hopkin-Jones, born in to a displaced Welsh family in February 1942, was not one of those pupils to have worried unduly about the eleven-plus. After passing effortlessly in to Cheltenham Grammar School, Brian seemed to be an intelligent and musically gifted boy who could casually pick up an instrument and master it by ear. ‘Then, all of a sudden,’ his father Lewis recalled, ‘he became very difficult. He started to rebel against everything – mainly me.’




    Adolescence proved a stormy period for the Cheltenham Shagger, later effectively run out of town for theft, multiple impregnations and playing noisy blues guitar. Music, at least, seems to have given Jones a degree of self-confidence, without puncturing his formidable reserve or involving him in any real responsibilities. In time it also provided him with something else he needed, an audience. At fifteen, Brian had been in the vanguard of those trading in their classical instruments for a saxophone. His parents were appalled by the move, fearing that it would become the starting point for a broader moral decline. It did. At first this took the form of a headlong dive in to jazz and the blues, with a matching zeal for their practitioners. Far away the most important was Charlie Parker, the troubled but inimitable genius of the alto-sax, who had died in 1955 at the age of thirty-four; then there were Champion Jack Dupree, Sonny Boy Williamson and Jimmy Reed; Elmore James, whose name Brian took for a while; Julian Adderley, for whom he named his first three sons; and many others. Those who had known Brian as a lively and outgoing boy with freckled, Milky Bar Kid good looks on entering grammar school noticed a marked change a year or two later: he became sullen and uptight, preferring to slope off on his own, or, failing that, with one of the numerous ‘birds’ he seems to have attracted with a mixture of soft-spoken charm and latent sadism. ‘Brian possessed a hidden cruelty,’ Mick Jagger would later remark admiringly, ‘which in its way was very sensual.’




    After a premature departure from Cheltenham Grammar, Brian found himself working a variety of dead-end jobs in London. For a while he gravitated between a room with Pat Andrews and the baby, and crashing at the small Bayswater flat of a woolly haired, blues-playing bohemian named Alexis Korner. Music ultimately won out over domesticity. Performing with Korner in a dank cellar club in west London, Brian met Mick Jagger and Keith Richards, up for the night from Dartford with their friend Dick Taylor. By the following week, they were rehearsing together. Most of the early try-outs took place in dusty rooms above various Soho pubs like the White Bear or (after the Bear’s landlord caught Jones pilfering) the Bricklayer’s Arms. This was where musicians drifted in, sat around and played a few Muddy Waters songs, and where Brian, in keeping with his long-standing policy, insisted that each pay him a ‘session fee’ for their trouble. The first to audition was Ian Stewart, a breezy, no-bullshit Scot with a vast Cro-Magnon jaw and a generous beer gut. Stu, a true pub piano player, was in. He joined Jones, Jagger, Richards, Dick Taylor and anyone they could find on drums. Brian was after Charlie Watts, but he was too expensive for them.




    This would be the line-up, Jones announced, that would ‘change the face of British music’. After the laughter had died down, Brian also insisted that they join the Jazz Federation to boost their (Jones admitted) only fair prospects of work. He brought the papers in to the Bricklayer’s on 2 July 1962. At the line marked ‘title of artiste’, Brian, in Keith’s words, ‘looked down: there’s a Muddy Waters record, and the first song on it was “Rollin’ Stone Blues”.’ Later, Stu thought the name made them sound like ‘a bunch of fucking Irish acrobats’.




    It was to take Mike Jagger several years longer than it took Brian Jones to acquire a comparable sense of direction. By July 1960, when he turned seventeen, Jagger was still studying diligently at Dartford Grammar School, where they had high hopes for him as a future schoolteacher or civil servant. In December of that year, the headmaster, one ‘Lofty’ Hudson, wrote a report noting:




    

      

        

          Michael Philip Jagger has been a pupil at this School since 1954. His general record has been satisfactory. In the sixth form he has applied himself well on the whole and has shown a greater intellectual determination than we had expected. He should be successful in most fields though he is unlikely to do brilliantly in any of them.




          Jagger is a lad of good general character though he has been rather slow to mature. The pleasing quality which is now emerging is that of persistence when he makes up his mind to tackle something. His interests are wide. He has been a member of several School Societies and is prominent in Games, being Secretary of our Basketball Club, a member of the First Cricket Eleven and he plays Rugby Football for his House. Out of school he is involved in Camping, Climbing, Canoeing, Music and he is also a member of the local Historical Association.


        


      


    




    As a result of this encomium, Jagger won a place at the London School of Economics. His tutor there, Walter Stern, found him ‘very shy, very polite and obviously nervous at being at university . . . He announced his intention of going in to business but was worried about mathematics . . . Figures were his weak point.’ They addressed each other respectively as ‘Mr Jagger’ and ‘Sir’. Although some of his fellow undergraduates displayed a taste for radical politics, Jagger seems not to have been interested: his academic reports continued to describe him as respectful, friendly and hard-working, if a bit pedestrian. A grammar-school master named Walton Wilkinson remembers seeing Jagger in October 1961, ‘standing on the platform at Dartford station, in a grey suit, reading the Daily Telegraph. He looked like a young fogey.’




    But unknown to the academics, Jagger was also leading something of a double life. Like Brian Jones, he too had discovered the thrilling, primitive strains of what he admiringly called ‘jungle music’. In March 1958, Jagger and Dick Taylor had taken a bus to the Woolwich Granada, where Des O’Connor, the compere for the night, oozed on to introduce a bespectacled young Texan who went by the name of ‘Buddy’ Holly. Taylor remembers how his companion seemed to come alive during Holly’s brisk rendition of ‘Not Fade Away’, ‘jumping around with his hair puffing over his eyes’. Not long after that Jagger began his own crash course in pop and blues, fixating briefly on the home-grown (or Scots) figure of Lonnie Donegan, the inspiration for the skiffle boom with household utensils pressed in to service as instruments and a role model for British kids who, like Donegan himself, took songs from the American South, dusted them off and shook them inside out until they were as clean and crisp – if not as starchy – as a freshly laundered sheet. The influence wasn’t just musical, either: every British teenager had read the story of how Donegan had taken half an hour to record his hit ‘Rock Island Line’, and his first quarterly royalty cheque had been for TWENTY-SEVEN THOUSAND POUNDS – always in capitals. Jagger wanted some of that. One day in 1960 Dick Taylor asked his friend what he wanted most in the world and, without batting an eye, Mike said: ‘A pink Cadillac.’




    In the autumn of 1961, Jagger ran in to a childhood friend who was standing at Dartford station waiting for the same train: Keith Richards. The reunion had an immediate and intoxicating effect. Later that morning, Walter Stern remembered a tutorial in which an ‘unusually excited’Jagger ‘proceeded to extol the “jazz scene” at some length’. According to Stern’s diary note of their meeting, ‘Mr Jagger sat with his boots resting on the low table in between us. That was new. Apropos music, he remarked that he hoped to be “doing some blowing”’ – a gnomic utterance he delivered with a ‘Cheshire-cat grin’. A week later, he reappeared to inform his tutor that from now on he wished to be called ‘Mick’, not a name automatically associated with probity. In the course of that winter, says Stern, Jagger went from a ‘scrupulously polite boy from the provinces’ to ‘a Ted’, who ‘lounged around and smoked his way through our appointments’. In time Stern came to think of him as two people: ‘shy, polite and intelligent one day, a cocky sod the next’.




    Some disparity exists between the raised-by-wolves legend of Keith Richards’ upbringing and the reality, with its emphasis on duty, rank and sound traditional values. Richards’ paternal grandparents were both well-respected councillors in the London borough of Walthamstow, where his grandmother served as the first female mayor. His maternal grandfather, Gus Dupree, was a First World War hero who subsequently fronted a popular dance band. Keith’s father Bert, a private in the Bedfordshire & Hertfordshire Regiment, was among the first to storm the Normandy beaches on D-Day and was badly wounded as a result. He was later cited for conspicuous gallantry. Showing a vein of 1950s traditionalism, Keith himself was one of the lucky few chosen from some 3,000 applicants to sing in the children’s choir at a concert following the present Queen’s coronation. He was also a model Boy Scout, as well as a dab hand at most sports. Years later in Jamaica, Mick Jagger would challenge Richards – then deep in his ‘elegantly wasted’ phase – to a game of tennis. Sir Mick appeared for the contest dressed for Wimbledon; his opponent sported ragged jeans and kept a butt-end clamped to his lip throughout. Keith won the match 6–1.




    Around 1960, it’s true, Richards had embarked on a path that was to deviate appreciably from this background of service and asceticism. Having made an early exit from Dartford Tech, he was then studying at Sidcup Art College. ‘We were both on a pretty steady diet of speed and other stuff,’ Dick Taylor notes. ‘Right across the street was this little wood with an aviary that had a cockatoo in it. Keith liked to go over and feed it pep pills. When he was bored he’d bung the bird another leaper and watch it flap around on its perch.’




    Another day, Taylor would recall, Keith tossed a well-aimed match in to a bath of flammable silk-screen wash. ‘When I think of him at Sidcup, I think of cockatoos and stuff burning.’ In time the drugs and pyromania (both something of a Richards forte in later years) completed a caricature role as the school misfit. When Sidcup’s graphic design class went on a field trip to Heal’s, the London furniture store, Keith sat down on a leather sofa and dropped hot cigarette ash on it. For half an hour.




    Keith’s musical tastes, too, were already sharper than those even of a Jones or Jagger. It wasn’t just that his imagination ran wilder, or that his sense of rhythm was deeper. It was more magical: his flashes of inspiration on the guitar seemed to come from out of the blue. Like Gus Dupree, Keith heard the sounds in his head first and learned how to play them later. ‘He wasn’t one of us,’ a young Dartford musician (and future Anglican vicar) named Ron Simms remembers fondly. Once when visiting Richards, Simms forgot himself and played him the Shadows’ ‘Apache’, then well on its way to selling its first million, and widely considered essential listening for most musically inclined teenagers. ‘Fuckin’ awful,’ Keith said immediately the record finished. ‘They’re just wanking around.’ He then picked up his guitar and, in Simms’ words, ‘played a beautiful blues run, the simplest kind possible’. Right there in his poky council-house bedroom, Richards began improvising a song, accompanying himself in a reedy but, to Simms, ‘spine-tingling’ voice. He embodied the blues so hauntingly, ‘it suddenly seemed possible to imagine you were thousands of miles away, riding that lonesome freight-train through the night’. As Simms reeled back on to the street he found he was strangely moved.




    ‘The way Keith played, he could literally bring tears to your eyes.’




    ‘He wanted to stand out,’ another Dartford friend adds. When reporting for their first day at art college, each new student was called upon to write his or her name on one of the two blackboards that flanked the main drawing studio. The other ‘freshers’ wrote their names small, and just the once; for six or seven weeks, whenever Keith appeared he’d reach up and scrawl his name in capital letters so huge that they took up not one but both blackboards. His classmates can remember today – fifty years later – that vast self-introductory KEITH on the left blackboard and RICHARDS on the right.




    Three years later, in the spring of 1962, Keith left college with an impressive knowledge of the blues, and a role as the anchorman of a locally popular combo named the Sidcup Trio (currently down to just two members), but no other tangible qualifications. With a few rare exceptions, staff and students had long since learned to give him a wide berth rather than stop to chat. Hardened educators declined to enter in to the briar patch of teaching him, and classmates blanched when they saw him coming down the corridor, ‘all fag ash and spots’, as one of them recalls, lugging his new Hofner guitar. At Bert’s insistence, Keith later took his portfolio to the top London designers – including the man soon to do the titles for Goldfinger, Robert Brownjohn – but all of them declined his services. (In 1969, Keith would commission Brownjohn, one of the few to be civil to him, to design the cover of Let it Bleed.) Apart from one or two friendly hipsters who talked to him about music, most couldn’t wait to get the pill-chewing young punk out of their offices, at least until four or five years later, when some of them suddenly began remembering him and ringing him back. As Keith said, ‘A kick in the nuts from those guys – that counted as a warm hello by their standards.’ With a certain inevitability, he later burned his portfolio.




    On 15 March 1962 – the ides – Keith was browsing through the interminable jazz reviews in New Musical Express, when out of the haze a small ad brought him awake:




    

      

        

          Alexis Korner Blues Incorporated


          The Most Exciting Event of the Year


          Ealing Broadway Station


          Turn left, cross the zebra and go down steps


          between ABC teashop and jewellers.


          Saturday at 7.30pm.


        


      


    




    Jagger, Richards and assorted alumni of the Sidcup Trio would make it to west London – there’d been some trouble raising the fare – on Saturday 7 April. The Ealing club had no pretension to elegance. An iron gate gave on to sixteen foul-smelling steps, the stone worn to the thinness of paper, leading down to a sort of crypt. This Stygian pit shook whenever a train passed by, and rainwater frequently seeped through the brickwork. A canvas tarp was strung up under the skylight to prevent the musicians from electrocuting themselves.




    Nine o’clock on Easter Saturday and six or seven middle-aged men were milling about playing instrumental blues, along with a smattering of ‘trad’ standards. Korner himself was sitting on an office chair, strumming a Spanish guitar. He looked arresting, with his aura of black fuzz, sweat-rag and Rupert the Bear check trousers, a 33-year-old exotic whose enthusiasm exceeded his, frankly, meagre ability. In fact, Korner barely played audibly at all, leaving most of the heavy lifting to a hunched figure at his side named Cyril Davies, a big Welshman who worked in a junkyard and more pertinently blew a lusty, Chicago-style harmonica. There was a bit of amplified grunting and some groaningly banal whistling and finger-snapping to accompany the faster numbers. But otherwise, Korner’s fragmentary contributions were limited to a few semi-spoken lines in the manner of Rex Harrison.




    After half an hour or so, Keith had just turned to Mick with the verdict ‘This is a wank’, when his attention was drawn to something occurring on stage. Korner came forward. ‘This’ – he indicated a blond bouffant in the shadows – ‘is Elmo Lewis. He’s come from Cheltenham to play for you.’ The individual in question bowed and did a jig, a cigarette sticking out of a sardonic smile. For the next ten minutes, Korner’s group performed like a Ferrari swiftly being run-in. An Elmore James medley of ‘I Believe’ and ‘Dust My Broom’, with stinging bar-slide guitar, ended to wild applause.




    A kick in the groin couldn’t have affected Keith more powerfully. When Jagger and Richards beheld Elmo Lewis – in reality, Brian Jones, capering around the stage like an oversexed chimp – they knew what it was to, quite literally, feel the earth move. Backed by a tube-train percussion, Brian’s guitar slithered and swooped, slicing through any last vestige of Dixieland.




    ‘Fucking hell,’ Keith whispered to his companions, ‘that guy’s a star.’




    And Mick Jagger, who not only remembered, but more than once had recourse to quote that line in the years ahead, went up to introduce himself.








  



    




    
2





    WOULD YOU LET YOUR SISTER GO WITH A ROLLING STONE?




    The Dartford Jagger and Richards grew up in had a mixed reputation. The town, around 15 miles southeast of London, enjoyed a long history of religious, industrial and cultural achievement; the Romans built roads here, the medieval monks founded hospitals, and a series of paper mills, pharmaceutical plants and munitions works flourished from around the mid-nineteenth century until the Great Depression eighty years later. By 1944, when the two future Stones were a year old, most people would have regarded Dartford as a dull, dispiriting place – not to mention a dangerous one, as the first of Hitler’s V1s, the so-called miracle weapons, began to fall. The local Chronicle for that June and July conveys the horror: ‘Flying bombs Night and Day . . . Parents, Daughter and Cook Killed . . . Old Tavern Blasted . . . Child Killed Running for Shelter . . . Tragedy of Two Sisters.’ Of its kind, Dartford followed a classic history among southeastern English communities: in the 1930s the Depression set in like a chill North Sea fog, and lifted just in time for the Luftwaffe. Much of the ancient market town was already lost by 1945. The civic planners soon finished the job, throwing up entire prefabricated neighbourhoods on old bomb sites or green fields. ‘Clearance’ was the word, the result a gaudily modern facelift whose chief physical characteristics were endless one-way systems, roundabouts and mortuaries. Visiting the ‘Thames Gateway’ today one finds a Stalinist monstrosity built out of giant glass eggshells adjoining a pristine Norman church, which in turn sits next to the concrete slab of a multistorey car park. The incredible visual patisserie of Dartford’s timbered past and modern tat is symbolic of a town that seemingly lost its soul in the 50s, and then for decades found itself forced to endure the lingering acidic reek of its vanished chemical factories, like an industrial phantom limb after an amputation.




    Michael Philip Jagger was not born here on 26 July 1944. The date, enthusiastically cited by the Rolling Stones’ publicist Les Perrin, was all but universally accepted throughout the 1960s and early 70s, when the group’s lead vocalist apparently already wanted to appear younger than he was. Jagger actually arrived with us a year earlier, in Dartford’s Livingstone Hospital, a small, redbrick wing attached to an imposing, castellated structure founded in 1866 as the ‘London County Lunatic Asylum’. His father was a soft-spoken, 30-year-old schoolmaster and physical-education buff named Basil Fanshawe Jagger, who went by the name Joe, which he told me he thought sounded ‘friendlier’. Joe’s own father had been a teacher, and his family, originally from West Yorkshire, had moved around the country following his various postings until they reached the Home Counties. Mick Jagger later conceded that he, too, had an inbred touch of the educator about him. In 1938, Joe took up a position at Dartford’s East Central School, and the following year met a pert, 26-year-old brunette named Eva Scutts. As a five-year-old, Eva had emigrated with her parents and four brothers from Australia on board the SS Rotorua, a vessel subsequently sunk by German submarines with the loss of the entire crew and most of its passengers. In Dartford, the Scuttses bought a small terraced home on Lowfield Street, a then cobbled lane running off the market square, where at sixteen Eva went to work as a hairdresser. The family was musical; most of them played an instrument, and they all liked to sing along to the big bands on the radio. The latter was their only substantial piece of furniture, a vast mock-teak box that could easily have doubled as a coffin. Joe Jagger told me that he’d been ‘a bit overwhelmed’ by the breezy, self-confident Eva, but he’d persisted. They were married on 7 December 1940 at Dartford’s Holy Trinity Church, whose windows had had to be blacked out thanks to the German bombs which had destroyed the County Hospital, with the loss of forty-two lives, only the night before. The first of the Jaggers’ two sons arrived early on a Monday morning nearly three years later. Joe liked the initials ‘MP’, which he thought augured well for ‘some sort of government career for the lad’. Eva chiefly remembered sheltering with the baby under the stairs during air raids, while ‘Mike screamed himself hoarse’ in terror.




    Even so, it’s widely agreed Jagger grew up with the all-important sense of inner authority that came from being the apple of his parents’ eye: the lovingly indulged elder son. He clearly inherited qualities from both sides of the clan, the chirpy self-confidence and musical bent of the Scuttses, and the dour application of the Jaggers. Etymologically, too, it was Mick’s lot to be torn evenly down the line. He later liked to tell people that his paternal surname came from the Old English ‘jag’, meaning to pierce or cut in tatters, although to balance this it might be added that seven or eight centuries ago, a village youth who was considered unduly shifty or timid was apt to be called a ‘scutt’ – a term originally used of the tail of a hare, particularly noticeable when the animal was fleeing.




    On 9 January 1951, Mike Jagger became pupil 112 at Dartford’s Wentworth County Primary School. Several contemporaries there remember him both for his intense, almost manic energy and for the pocket chemistry set with which, he announced gravely, he intended to blow up the world. A friend named Peter Holland recalls him as a slim but large-headed boy with bushy brown hair and a dazzling grin that ‘lit up like the smile of a model in a toothpaste ad’. In 1954 the Jaggers moved to suburban Wilmington, where they bought a four-bedroomed detached house called Newlands. It was ‘a bit of the posh’, recalled Joe, now commuting to London as a lecturer and PE instructor, and describing himself as a ‘technical representative’, while Eva became a part-time cosmetics demonstrator. Later that year, Mike passed his eleven-plus and entered Dartford Grammar School, cycling up West Hill in his new uniform of gold-edged maroon blazer and cap.




    The portrait of Jagger that most often emerges from those closest to him around 1953–56 is of a boy who was long on graft and determination and less so on raw intellect. Even some of his later admirers had their doubts about his mental candlepower, although, as at school, no one who knew him ever questioned his perseverance or attention to detail. He was about the first Dartford boy anyone can remember to have picked up, in the summer of 1955, on the American epidemic called rock and roll. It reached England – specifically, the Rialto, Dartford – in the form of Blackboard Jungle, a teen drama dealing with student anarchy, whose local audiences ‘cheered and actually danced in the aisles’, as the Chronicle put it reproachfully. Jagger saw the film six times. From there the 12-year-old began listening to the likes of Elvis and Little Richard, flirted with a school skiffle group whose surviving promotional flyer describes him as providing ‘Miscellaneous background noises’, and eventually began sending away for hard-to-get rhythm and blues albums from Chess Records in Chicago, carefully making a note of the discs’ matrix numbers in his diary in order to swap these with friends. ‘Even then, Mick was the organised one,’ Dick Taylor recalled.




    We forget how paranoid they were in the 50s about young people and their music. The Times was to harrumph that the portly, cheroot-sucking figure of Bill Haley was ‘inciting our boys to riot with his primitive tom-tom thumping’. In 1957, Dartford Council banned local screenings of the film Rock Around the Clock, which of course boosted its popularity. Even then, Mike Jagger was by no means immune to the inchoate stirrings of a postwar ‘youth culture’ he later partly came to embody. Aged fifteen, he airily informed a classmate named Clive Robson that ‘the States are where it’s at’ – memorable for one who had never been west of a family package-holiday in Marbella. Jagger later declared his ‘first screw’ to have occurred around this time ‘with two teenage skirts in a garden shed’ (an account Robson felt ‘unlikely, to say the least’). Life wasn’t all suddenly Durex and Chuck Berry discs, however. Jagger was also something of a sportsman who played competitive basketball, cricket and soccer, could swim a length of a pool with seven or eight windmilling strokes, and once appeared with Joe on a mountaineering episode of the ATV series Seeing Sport, where he could be seen clambering up and down the High Rocks near Tunbridge Wells, having made his television debut as a close-up of a disembodied foot – ‘Here’s Michael,’ a voiceover intones, ‘wearing a nice clean pair of gym shoes.’




    Dick Taylor remembers once going out of the Newlands door with Jagger at the very moment his father called, ‘Mike, your weight-training.’ The teenager duly went back inside and spent half an hour pumping barbells. Jagger, Taylor and two other Dartford friends soon began playing a few blues songs together, normally exiled to one or other of their back gardens, and attended by an invited ‘skirt’ or two, but even this proto-Stones exercise had an endearingly childish feel to it. Having elected to climb up an apple tree one day in the group’s practice area ‘for the acoustics’, their guitarist Bob Beckwith found he couldn’t get down again. Grown-ups had to be sent for to free him. Jagger, who passed a creditable seven O levels, made his only known protest against the grammar school regime when, in November 1959, he signed a petition asking that they provide the student body with a better lunch.




    Mike’s fortunes wavered uncertainly for the next two years, during most of which he seemed likely to go in to either education or industry. At least some entrepreneurial flair can be seen from the fact that he worked as a part-time beach pedlar of ice cream in summer and a street vendor of his mother’s cosmetics in winter. Away from her business, Eva enjoyed a party and danced a mean gavotte, being observed one Friday night in the Glentworth Club leading her 16-year-old son through such a dance, the latter ‘dolled up like Fred Astaire’. Mike was also a gifted mimic who, it’s remembered, liked to stride confidently in to the Rose and Crown pub at the school gates and put on a ‘fruity Terry-Thomas accent’ when ordering. According to Dick Taylor, Jagger’s musical party-piece at the time was a ‘primal, twenty-minute version of “La Bamba”, [in] which he bawled out verse after verse of pidgin Spanish while tossing his head around like a mad bull’. Instinct somehow told one that boy would go far. In 1961, Jagger duly passed A levels in English and History and, armed with a £350 government grant, entered university that September.




    On the raw, autumnal morning of 17 October, Kent and much of the southeast was covered in fog. The trains that particular Tuesday were running late. On the drab northbound platform at Dartford station, a lone passenger, draped in an overcoat and a purple, black and gold scarf, was waiting for the delayed 8.28 to London, where he was due to attend an Economic History lecture. Clutching his copy of One Dozen Berrys under his arm, Mike Jagger was jumping up and down, half from cold, half with his usual nervous energy. The time was shortly before nine. In a career discussion earlier that week with Walter Stern, Jagger had repeated his plans to become a schoolteacher or, failing that, perhaps ‘a journalist or historian’ of some sort. His father Joe told me he thought he had it in him to be a top economist. Stern, for his part, already had doubts about Jagger’s mathematical ability, but high hopes for him in advertising. ‘That boy always had some campaign, you know, some scheme.’




    Almost anything, they all agreed, but music.




    As Jagger peered down the curve of Platform 2, that particular option seemed singularly improbable. A moment later it became inevitable. Emerging out of the depths of the fog was Keith Richards, lugging his guitar.




    This seismic moment for the future of rock music had its modest antecedents ten years earlier, when Jagger and Richards had been fellow grey-shorted pupils at primary school. They had also been nearby neighbours. In 1951 the Richardses were renting a flat above a grocer’s shop on Dartford’s Chastilian Road, while the Jaggers were just three streets away in Denver Road, where they lived in a smart pebble-dashed house that boasted a row of descending garden gnomes and a doorbell that played ‘Greensleeves’. Those three suburban streets were worlds exquisitely separated. Keith’s childhood home was, he recalled, ‘dark, cold and smelly’, with rancid vegetables heaped up in the shop below, and only deteriorated after taking a hit from a German flying bomb in June 1944. A bright blue tarpaulin stretched over a gaping hole in the roof would remain there for months afterwards, until it worked all but loose from its moorings, keeping up a kind of demented beat as it flapped wildly above Keith’s head.




    Born at Livingstone Hospital on 18 December 1943, Richards would prove bright enough at school, although he already showed signs of being both self-willed and resistant to the discipline of regular work.1 His father Herbert William – Bert – Richards was an apprentice printer who became an electrician and foreman first at General Electric and then the Osram light bulb factory in Hammersmith, west London. Bert’s wife Doris, whom he married in 1938, was the daughter of a gregarious, semi-professional jazz musician and the youngest of seven sisters, all of whom played an instrument. Like her father, Doris wasn’t much given to self-doubt. Richards, then, enjoyed some of the same parental chemistry as Jagger, both being the sons of an emotionally restrained man and a more obviously extrovert woman. For the astrologically minded, Mick and Keith are a Leo and a Sagittarian respectively. As such, Richards is said to be freedom-loving, nomadic, idealistic, sincere, broad-minded, truth-seeking, expansive and virile, among several other virtues. While Mike eased compliantly in to adolescence, Keith, a hard-core cowboy fan, was soon learning how to smoke and swivel a six-shooter. As teenagers, one was focused, the other was virtually dead to the world beyond music and the cinema. Jagger was born on a Monday morning, Richards on a Saturday night.




    It would be fair to say that the adolescent Keith was mentally tough, rather than physically strong. Ron Simms remembers him as ‘bone thin’ with dark shadows around his eyes in a ‘crabby, Borstalboy face’, his most prominent feature being a pair of toby-jug ears. As for baths, ‘he didn’t seem to overdo them’. For some years, Keith would answer to the nickname ‘Ricky’ at home and ‘Monkey’ outside it. Things were simpler then, particularly on Chastilian Road. When Keith came home from school, he walked in through the grocery shop and climbed a flight of concrete steps in to a dingy and low-lit parlour. A two-bar fire there gave off as much heat as a 60-watt bulb. If he wanted to watch television, he went downstairs again and peered through the window of a neighbour called Mr Steadman, who was the only local resident to own a set. Unsurprisingly, Keith ‘absolutely adored’ the mother who ‘pampered, praised, protected and fawned on’ her only child, bringing him a steady supply of cakes from the bakery where she worked part-time, and encouraging him both to help himself to her collection of big-band records and join her and her sisters for a knees-up around the radio. Keith would later remark that he had grown up in ‘a house full of noise’, even if this occasionally included the sound of his parents fighting. In short, he enjoyed the classic rock-star upbringing, with a musical and indulgent mother and a dour, hard-working father (affectionately dubbed ‘Adolf’) who banged angrily on the wall whenever his adolescent son later riffed on the guitar at all hours. Keith survived, rather than excelled, at primary school; early in 1955 he took and failed the eleven-plus and was sent to Dartford Tech for a desultory four years.




    Along the way, Keith had begun to come up to London to sing in inter-school competitions at the Albert Hall, and was deemed good enough to be selected as one of three sopranos to perform in an invitation choir in front of the Queen at a concert in St Margaret’s Church, Westminster, in May 1955. The latter was his ‘greatest ever gig’, he would boast, out of a thousand or so to date. Another attraction of Richards’ budding music career was that he was excused chemistry class (something he caught up on later) because of his choral excursions. At ten, Keith also joined the local Scouts, 1st Beaver Patrol unit. He’s fondly remembered as entertaining the troops on one overnight camping trip with a comic tap-dance routine, performed as if suffering from some painful disease in the lower half of his body. According to an authoritative source, the climax of Keith’s act came when he then gave an ‘intestinal oratorio in which he actually farted in tune. Sensational. One of the kids laughed so hard he had to be taken to hospital.’




    Later in 1955, Keith and Mike Jagger drifted apart when Bert Richards put down an eighty-pound deposit on 6 Spielman Road, part of a ghetto of identical redbrick semis on the new Temple Hill estate in east Dartford. The move was both uphill and downmarket from Chastilian Road. Keith soon found himself getting in fights with the more rough-hewn residents, and ‘be[ing] a weed physically’ grew quite adept at the tactical kick to an opponent’s groin, followed by a swift exit. The sheer uniformity and desolation of the place eventually got even to Bert, who coming home to Spielman Road late at night sometimes walked up the wrong driveway to a neighbour’s door. ‘How are you supposed to tell these dumps apart?’ he once asked. After he entered the Tech, Keith at least encountered one sympathetic teacher who advised him to become a teaboy in a graphic design office, ‘which may lead to better things’, but even this modest encouragement didn’t alter the basic pattern: his school reports continued to describe him as ‘idle’, ‘wilful’ and ‘academically comatose’.




    Then overnight, as Richards put it, everything turned, ‘Zoom! From black and white to glorious technicolour.’




    The role models came to him, as they did to millions, under the covers, shivering and belted on his long bus journey to the Tech, or hunched over the family radio before Bert returned in the evening. Soon the 14-year-old Richards was cutting school to sidle down back streets to the Dartford Woolworth’s, where he’d lock himself in a booth and listen to Woolies’ own ‘house’ versions of American songs until closing time. ‘I practically lived there,’ he noted. Richards ‘sat on that little stool playing the same Chuck Berry and Elvis records twenty times over, picking up the arrangements by ear’, Ron Simms says. Keith later called Woolworth’s ‘my music classroom’. Before long, he persuaded Doris to invest seven pounds in a Rosetti’s Professional Style Acoustic Guitar. With that and a cheap gramophone, similarly coaxed out of his mum, he began playing along, sitting on the acoustically favoured upstairs landing, tracing the original recordings. A great moment came one day in 1958 when Keith was playing a bluesy adaptation of Ernesto Lecuona’s then popular song ‘Malaguena’ and Doris called up the stairs, ‘Is that you? I thought it was the radio.’ Now the much put-upon Bert had something else to worry about. ‘Every time the poor sod came in at night,’ said Keith, ‘he’d find me sitting there with my guitar, playing and banging on the wall for percussion.’




    In early 1959 the Tech, irritated by Keith’s attendance record, expelled him. He eventually managed to enrol at art school three stops up the line at Sidcup, which adjoins Dartford but lacks any of its neighbour’s raw energy, vital nightlife and racy promise. He seems to have spent most of his time there locked in the college lavs, dressed in a pair of drainpipe trousers and fluorescent mauve socks, practising the guitar. In the winter of 1960, he and a fellow student named Michael Ross – the core members of the Sidcup Trio – played their first semi-professional engagement at a dance held in an Eltham scout hall. The facilities were basic. There was a combined chaperon-MC (the local vicar), a table lamp, and two malfunctioning radios (which more than once interpolated a burst of the Light Programme in to the performance) serving as amps. The vicar leaped on stage after the final number to urge everyone to leave quietly, but there was no problem – most of the subdued audience had already shuffled off. After this inauspicious debut, Keith missed the last train home and ‘spent the night freezing in a bus shelter with a local slag. That was my introduction to showbusiness.’




    It was an uncertain professional future, then, Richards was facing at the time of his fateful reunion with Mike Jagger. Had his career in rock and roll not worked out, a life as ‘some sort of permanent juvenile delinquent’ struck him as a ‘pretty fair alternative bet’ and, to be honest, not all that different. Over the following few weeks, Keith and Mick (as he now called himself) bonded over Chuck Berry and Muddy Waters and, after paternal objections, began practising together at Dick Taylor’s home in nearby Bexleyheath. When the Richardses took a rare family holiday that winter, to Devon, Jagger accompanied them. The two teens pulled up stools and crooned some songs together in the local pub, striking a man named Ted Haley, who made a note of it in his diary, as ‘like an English Everly Brothers’, if not quite as tuneful. Following the performance, Keith remarked that they ‘really needed a manager’. Mick noted merely that there weren’t enough ‘skirts’ for his liking in the audience. On the way home the battery went out in the family’s old Vauxhall, and Mick’s mother was standing on the doorstep waiting for them by the time they got him home to Wilmington, not the last time a Jagger would comment on a Richards’ punctuality.




    Three months later, they came across Brian Jones in the basement room at Ealing, an experience Keith would compare to Crusoe finding Man Friday’s footsteps. After that the three of them regularly began sitting in with Alexis Korner, though this seems to have been the source of some debate among the goateed swingers who ran proceedings at Ealing. Korner’s sax player Dick Heckstall-Smith later confided that Richards, for one, had struck him as ‘a grease-ball’. Generally speaking, the jazz crowd much preferred Jagger, who proved just the ticket to sell old men’s music to a young audience – ‘tossing his head around like a hair fetishist’. Korner later spoke about the Rolling Stones having taken shape ‘right there in that subterranean dump like Hitler’s bunker’. His memory isn’t entirely supported by other accounts, however, and the statement seems premature, because Mick, Keith and Brian hadn’t yet figured out what to do musically in the absence of the more established players. They learned that at the Marquee Club, on 12 July.




    The young man playing the bar-slide guitar at the Ealing jazz club was a different Brian Jones from the provocative figure who would later capture the world’s imagination and provoke years of outraged headlines. Apart from his musical gift, there was little about him that seemed out of the ordinary to his peers Mick and Keith (at least until they heard about his alter ego, the Cheltenham Shagger). Although older than either of them, Brian was also physically slight, a short, wispy youth, only 5 foot 5, with squat shoulders and stubby legs which propelled him with a low, scuttling gait. Perhaps his most striking features were his searching green eyes and impudent, full-lipped mouth. The luxuriant bouffant hair that would become so familiar in later life was clipped in a short, wavy fringe. Internally, too, Jones was still rather more the ex-Cheltenham choirboy who spoke in a lilting, effete voice than the cloaca-tongued rocker of later repute. Five years after that first night in Ealing, a court-appointed psychiatrist would tell a judge, deciding whether or not to send Brian to jail, that he was intelligent but ‘emotionally unstable, with neurotic tendencies’. The shrink concluded, ‘This individual vacillates between a passive, pathetically weak child on the one hand, and a pop idol on the other.’




    As Jones climbed down from the stage for his historic first meeting with Mick and Keith, Korner’s bass player toppled drunkenly in to the drum kit. It went over with a molten crash.




    ‘There goes yer fuckin’ rhythm,’ said Brian to Korner. He had Mick’s own gift of tongues; when he turned to Jagger and Richards, he was his old fruity self. ‘A new band?’ he said. ‘Let’s chat upstairs. The air here gives me the croup.’




    Brian, too, had enjoyed the sort of upbringing that seems to presage becoming a rock star. He was the eldest of three children, one of whom, Pamela, died of leukaemia when Brian was four. He would remember thinking for years afterwards that his parents had given her away and worrying that the same might happen to him. Jones’ mother Louisa was a piano teacher who encouraged his musical career right up to the point when he part-exchanged his clarinet for what she termed a ‘coon’ alto-sax at the age of fifteen. Brian’s father Lewis, who also played piano and organ at his local church, does not present an immediately sympathetic figure. A dour, puritanical Welshman, who worked as an engineer at Cheltenham’s aeronautical plant, you frequently hear the word ‘affection’ when talking to Mr Jones’ former associates; they say he was extremely sparing with it. There’s little evidence that he was ever physically violent or in any way ‘abusive’ in the modern sense, but it’s fair to say that, like many fathers of his generation, he took a restrained approach to showing his emotions. As a boy, the centre of Brian’s world was his pet cat and a succession of model train sets, the second of which passions lasted the rest of his life. Although adept at most sports, he was prone to asthma and various other respiratory problems and finished many a session with the sax by sucking frantically on a pocket inhaler.




    Brian did well enough at Cheltenham’s Dean Close junior school, although he already showed a latent aversion to most forms of authority, and to wearing a uniform in particular. A move up to the local grammar, however, proved disastrous. As he recalled, he ‘hated’ obeying the rules there, and most of the time he didn’t. Whenever he felt like it, Brian would excuse himself from class and wander off in search of a fresh supply of brown ale, which he preferred to the regulation milk. As he progressed through the school there was to be a protracted dispute about his taste for blue ‘brothel-creeper’ shoes, which also deviated from the standard issue. Nor did Brian neglect the presence of some 600 nubile inmates of the nearby Cheltenham Ladies’ College, an estimated 2 to 3 per cent of whom would go on to join him in various displays of mutual abandon. Many of those who knew Jones at the time describe him as an unusually fluid personality. When not in the grip of some sudden rage, he seems to have been an enchanting companion with a natural warmth and mischievous wit that came like an explosion of pagan mirth. ‘One never knew which Brian you were going to get,’ a woman told me.




    Jones’ impregnation in early 1959 of a 15-year-old girl would win him his first national press coverage, a small item under the headline ‘Vicar “Appalled” by today’s Teen-agers’, in the Sunday People. Another underage partner bore his second child, a daughter, in August 1960. Despite impressive exam results, Brian, an affront to Cheltenham’s blue-rinse image, subsequently made a hurried exit first from school and then from the family home. For a time he lived with his friend Dick Hattrell in digs by the town’s art college, and took a variety of short-term jobs. In the winter of 1960–61, Jones was successively a coalman, a shop assistant and a factory worker, until an accident with the works’ van put paid to the last. A brief spell in the architects’ department of Gloucestershire County Council also ended in some disarray, chiefly concerning Brian’s excessively relaxed approach both to timekeeping and helping himself to the office’s petty cash. He continued to play the sax and guitar, and found a berth in a local combo called the Ramrods, until the band’s singer choked to death while eating a bag of chips.




    Shortly afterwards, Brian went to see Alexis Korner perform at Cheltenham Town Hall, and bought Korner a drink in the pub afterwards, where they traded phone numbers. The exchange took place in the same month Jagger saw Richards looming at him out of the fog on Dartford station, and was just as pivotal for the development of the Rolling Stones. Brian soon moved to London, where he somehow neglected to marry Pat Andrews, the mother of his third child, as he had promised her. Lewis Jones made various efforts to urge his son to think seriously about his future, including paying for him to study at the London College of Applied Optics, but this, too, ended in a premature exit. After that, Brian’s parents wouldn’t hear from him again until he was all over the papers as one of the five most notorious young men in Britain.




    The summer of 1962 was an unsettled time for the Rollin’ Stones, as they still billed themselves, not least when it came to establishing who was in charge. Mick Jagger, still very much the LSE student in his corduroy trousers and floppy roll-neck sweater, could at least lay claim to some higher academic pretension than either Keith or Brian. Ian Stewart – Stu – had no known ambitions beyond playing his beloved boogie-woogie piano and sinking an improbable number of pints of beer. He also enjoyed a round of golf. Stu had a respectable daytime job as an order clerk for ICI, and no reason to believe that the beatnik rabble he’d fallen in with would last for more than a few ill-paid gigs. Dick Taylor and the group’s rotational drummer – most often Mick Avory or Tony Chapman, who also played in a Penge rock and roll combo doing Jerry Lee Lewis covers – were ‘talented also-rans’, Taylor noted, adding that he’d been ‘a bit overawed’ by even the prospect of turning professional.




    Brian Jones, obviously, was the Stones’ most conventionally good-looking member, which still counted for something in the pop culture of the day, and patently didn’t do well under anyone else’s direction. In the brief lull between his moving to London and encountering Jagger and Richards, Brian had met a 20-year-old named Paul Jones (no relation) and asked him if he was interested in joining a band he was thinking of forming. Paul, then an undergraduate at Oxford, declined. A few days later, he asked Brian to join his own group, ‘and Brian stiffly replied that he had no wish to be part of a band unless he was its leader’. This was to remain Brian’s core conviction throughout the next seven years, and brought the Stones a certain amount of internal strife as a result. In time, Brian’s messianic self-belief would steadily fade due to the creative talents of Jagger and Richards and other more self-destructive factors, but he never quite abandoned the idea that his alluring package of musicianship, charisma and good looks elevated him from the pack. This was what he meant when, with a straight face, he told an early interviewer from Jazz News, ‘Our band can be summed up in two words – Brian Jones.’




    Brian was, it’s true, a stickler for rehearsals, which comfortably outnumbered the band’s paying engagements for the rest of 1962. While Jagger took the train in to the LSE every morning and back to Dartford every night, Jones and Richards briefly inhabited a mouldering squat in London’s Notting Hill. This arrangement lasted until – as they always did at Brian’s, sooner or later – the bailiffs called. The two bandmates then made a hurried retreat to a shared room in Brackley Road, Beckenham, where, as Keith says, they used to ‘lay around, read Billboard and play all day, Brian on his Gibson guitar and me on my Hofner’: the birth-cry of the Rolling Stones. When that, too, ended in eviction Mick, Keith and Brian all moved back to London and a second-floor flat located in, aptly enough, World’s End, Chelsea.




    Number 102 Edith Grove was a place which Richards would say made even Spielman Road ‘look like fucking Balmoral’ by contrast. It was a two-room slum with a gas meter, naked light bulbs and a few sticks of utility furniture. The one armchair was reserved for visiting dignitaries like Korner, under whom it repeatedly collapsed, dumping him on to the cement floor. The walls were painted, if at all, with the ramshackle expediency of a squat, and increasingly came to be daubed with graffiti etched in indelible candle smoke. Hygiene was not an Edith Grove priority. ‘The first time I walked in,’ said Stu, no shrinking violet, ‘the stink almost knocked me over. There was mouldy food and old cigarette butts all over the place, dirty clothes flung around and that disgusting smell, like rotting cabbages.’ Washing up for the lads simply meant throwing crockery, cutlery and utensils out of the kitchen window in to the communal garden below. Soon, Richards began wondering aloud about buying a revolver to shoot at the rats who shared the premises.




    While Jagger – the flat’s official lessee – still dutifully took the bus in to college every morning, Keith and Brian holed up at World’s End, listening to records whose raw, fast-paced riffs they accompanied on guitar. The idea of Mick taking care of business while his sleepy-eyed colleagues lolled around in bed was to prove an enduring Rolling Stones image in later years. It was the two guitarists’ favourite hobby, playing Muddy or Howlin’ Wolf and tracing licks put down in Chicago twenty years earlier. Ian Stewart noted the core competitiveness and tension between Mick on the one hand, and Keith and Brian on the other, though sometimes new factions formed. A shake of the kaleidoscope, and ‘those buggers suddenly changed sides’. Stu saw this fickleness at work one night when he was driving the three of them home to Edith Grove from a party. Brian had insisted on squashing down in the back seat between Mick and Keith, and was murmuring intrigue in both their ears. Suddenly, Stu said, ‘they all started shouting at each other . . . Brian flung a punch at Keith, and Keith hit him back. I pulled up and told them to piss off and fight it out between them . . . Those three always had some triangle going.’ Decades later, Jagger told Rolling Stone, ‘I wasn’t totally committed to [music]. It was a good, fun thing to do, but Keith and Brian were beyond that. They wanted to play all the time.’




    In October 1962 the Stones had four gigs, in November six. On all too many days, Richards would remember, ‘we didn’t bother getting out of bed. Nothing to do.’ One Ealing engagement ended poorly when Korner’s friend Cyril Davies booted the Stones off the stage. Nor were prospects improved when, on a return visit there, Harold Pendleton, manager of the Marquee Club, muttered the word ‘greasers’ as the ill-clad group strolled on. Keith retaliated by trying to brain Pendleton with his guitar. After that it would be eight years before the Stones went back to play at the Marquee. Keith took a swing at Pendleton on that occasion, too.




    Brian Jones, it’s worth repeating, was clearly out in front of the others, revered as the group’s founder, treated (at least by himself) like a superstar, a tireless writer of unpublished press releases and slightly earnest letters to Jazz News (informing them, for instance, ‘Rhythm and blues can hardly be considered a form of jazz. It is not based on improvisation as is the latter . . . The impact is, and can only be, emotional’) and, even then, considered a sex symbol – exuding ‘a kind of drowsy arrogance,’ one friend remembers. Young women had already been known to cast their underwear towards him in feints of admiration as he mounted the rickety stages of London’s Flamingo Club or the Woodstock Hotel, North Cheam. Brian responded to the acclaim by awarding himself a share and a half of the group’s income. Admittedly, this generally involved his pocketing something of the order of seven pounds ten while Mick, Keith, Stu and the two rhythm players made do with a fiver each, but it did little for collective harmony. Jagger’s university grant was largely paying the rent and Stu, prefiguring his later role in the band, was already driving them around in his battered Transit van.




    Late that October, as the Cuban Missile Crisis played itself out across the Atlantic, the Rolling Stones, as they now officially called themselves, entered a recording studio for the first time. Jones paid four pounds and Jagger and Richards six pounds apiece to cut a three-song demo, which Brian sent to a contact named Neville Skrimshire at EMI. Skrimshire took all of a minute to reject it. Thoroughly demoralised, Dick Taylor left the band. His replacement, who auditioned one snowy night at the Wetherby Arms, a pub near Edith Grove, was a 26-year-old, Brylcreemed ex-bookie called Bill Perks, a name he’d recently changed to Wyman. The impression he made on the band could hardly have been worse. Wyman arrived punctually and neatly dressed, as always, and stood fiddling with his pearl cuff links while Keith and Brian studiously ignored him. Stu would always marvel at the cool, phlegmatic strength with which Bill handled the mass rejection. The ice was broken only by Wyman’s wheeling in two massive Vox amps and the sensational discovery, shortly thereafter, that he could really play. To seal the arrangement, Bill then bought everyone a round of drinks and offered cigarettes, ‘which were jumped on as if I were delivering famine relief’.




    Wyman, then, was in, albeit with reservations. To Bill’s prim sensibility, the Stones, with their sullen faces, jumping Negroid music and unheated, fetid shithole of a flat, were ‘disgusting . . . squalid beatniks’. Wyman, born on 24 October 1936 (or 1941, in Les Perrin’s press kit), was the son of a fitfully employed south London bricklayer and – yes – a musical, kindly mother. There were no frills around the family home in Miall Road, Lower Sydenham, a terraced house with, Bill recalls, ‘a small front garden and hedge, gas lighting, no bathroom or hot water and a toilet in the back yard’. He was to be the oldest of six children, each of whom was briefly plunged in to a zinc bath placed on the kitchen floor every Saturday night. Bill was miserable at school, had rocks thrown at him because he walked around the streets of Penge in a blazer and cap, got evacuated after the Blitz, and was later knocked around by his father when he started playing boogie-woogie piano instead of concentrating on his homework. At eighteen, Bill was called up for National Service in the RAF, where he listened to rock and roll on British Forces Network and appropriated the surname of a fellow airman called Lee Wyman. Demobbed in 1957, he worked variously as a Penge bookmaker’s assistant, an East Ham meat importer and a storekeeper with a diesel engineering firm in Streatham. The Rolling Stones have naturally attracted the interest of psychiatrists, and several studies have been published paying particular attention to Jagger and Richards’ on-off creative relationship. It’s possible the most interesting, and most neglected, case study is still the one tracing Bill Wyman’s evolution from an impoverished, physically unprepossessing self-styled ‘south London herbert’ in to the canny financial accumulator, debauched King Charles lookalike and tireless sex machine of later legend.




    On his twenty-third birthday in 1959, Wyman married a girl named Diane Cory, honeymooned in the Birmingham suburb of Smethwick, and then settled down with her in a room above a Sydenham garage. Their son Stephen was born in March 1962. Having abandoned both the piano and the lead guitar owing to his small hands, Bill began playing bass in several semi-professional groups including the Cliftons, home of the Stones’ sometime drummer Tony Chapman. Chapman introduced Wyman, which is how he came to be pushing his Vox amps in to the back room of a Chelsea pub that Dickensian night in December 1962. ‘For musicians,’ he says, ‘their appearance surprised me: they had hair down over their ears and looked very scruffy. In the pop world I came from, smartness was automatic.’ Middle-aged and married, Bill, with his Tony Curtis hairdo, was clearly a being apart from the other Stones, as all parties came to recognise at regular intervals over the next thirty years.




    If you were going to launch an R&B-inclined British pop group on the world, the early weeks of 1963 were probably as good a time as any to do it. War children like the Stones were finally enjoying a glimmering rise in standards of living, even if the band members themselves weren’t yet taking full advantage. The ‘good times’ heralded by PM Harold Macmillan didn’t always cut very deep, but sheer pressure of numbers (with the UK’s annual birth rate peaking at around 900,000 in 1947) inevitably brought a certain youth-friendly apparatus in to being by the early 60s. Academics debate to this day the chicken-and-egg dilemma of which came first, the boomer audiences’ taste for freewheeling innovations in pop music, fashion, art and photography, or a sudden awakening on the part of the entrepreneurs and money-lenders who made it commercially possible. The answer, at least in rock and roll’s case, was a bit of both.




    In one scenario of particular note to the Stones, 27-year-old Brian Epstein had recently wandered in out of the rain to the HMV store in London’s Oxford Street, clutching two heavy reel-to-reel audition tapes of a band unknown outside Merseyside called the Beatles. On the first floor of the shop was a small studio, where customers could cut their own lightweight discs, which struck Epstein as a fair plan. As the engineer on duty was making the transfer he casually remarked that some of the stuff wasn’t too bad, and that there was a music publisher named Ardmore and Beechwood on the top floor. Their manager, Syd Coleman, in turn listened to the newly minted demo and asked Epstein whether he was at all interested in speaking to someone at their affiliated record company. Epstein replied that he was, rather. Three months later the Beatles were at work in EMI’s Abbey Road studios, when, at around seven in the evening, an original song called ‘Love Me Do’ moved the duty producer to fetch his boss, George Martin. On 5 October 1962, as the Rolling Stones hovered between music, college and the imposing squalor of Edith Grove, the Beatles’ debut single was released, followed in February 1963 by a national tour. Not only did the band come to appeal to several million adolescents worldwide, they soon persuaded even the middle-aged men who ran the British recording industry that it was high time to slough off the past and join the Age of Aquarius, where the emphasis would henceforth be on giving the public what it wanted rather than on moral niceties.




    Back in World’s End, Mick, Keith and Brian could have been forgiven for not instantly recognising that they stood on the brink of commercial success. After twenty-nine years together, twenty-four of them married, Doris Richards had recently left her husband for another man (also named Richards) and now often came up to London to do the boys’ laundry and attempt to scrape together a meal. She would remember conditions at Edith Grove as, if anything, worse than her wartime ordeal. ‘It was a terrible place, mould everywhere and broken crockery . . . like a bomb had gone off.’ Ian Stewart would add that relations between the flat’s three principal tenants were similarly volatile, with the usual arrangement being that any two members of the household would periodically team up to ‘shit all over’ the third. Stu recalled that late one night the graffiti ‘FUCK OFF MICK YOU TWAT’ had mysteriously appeared on the slimy wall of the communal ‘bog’, one floor up. By morning, the last two words had been erased by an unknown tenant who evidently still agreed with the main thesis. ‘All very weird,’ Stu noted. ‘I think Jagger was beginning to feel left out. Mick didn’t have much to contribute, but he had a lot of ambition and vanity and he was damn smart, and I could see him looking at Brian in a way that was a little menacing. I could sense back then the beginning of Mick’s desire to distance Keith from Brian . . . I used to think they were all fucking insane at times.’




    To Richards, 21 December 1962 was probably the low point: the Stones arrived at the Piccadilly Jazz Club ‘Rave of the Year’ to find exactly six people waiting for them. Helped by a bottle of Hirondelle wine, Keith eventually managed to fall off the stage. A protracted row ensued about the band’s performance fee. The next morning, Keith signed on as a relief carrier at St Stephen’s sorting office but was caught sleeping on the job, thus ending his career as a postman. By Christmas Day Edith Grove’s water pipes were frozen solid, everyone was subsisting on stale bread and spuds, and even Mick’s habitual cool seemed to wilt. ‘I want somebody to share everything with, someone to respect, not just someone to sleep with,’ he wrote to a 17-year-old schoolgirl named Cleo Sylvester, whom he met at the Marquee. ‘Please make me happy, it’s the one thing missing from my life now.’ (One of Brian Jones’ many partners heard from him in similar vein that Christmas. ‘He told me that my hair was a silken thread and that my smile was painted across the sky in stars. Anything to get those knickers down.’) Unlike Mick, Brian – who even in the face of this austerity, was somehow still able to shampoo and blow-dry his hair twice a day – would remain unfailingly upbeat about the band’s prospects. His unquenchable optimism led him, during a brief interview with Jazz News, to single out the one missing ingredient needed to turn the poverty-racked Stones in to a Beatles-like success. ‘All we want,’ Brian insisted, effortlessly slipping in to that paper’s preferred idiom, ‘is a cool new cat on drums. Then watch us!’




    The answer to Jones’ prayers came in the second week of January 1963, when Brian approached a suitably ‘cool cat’ who played in a relaxed, jazzy style, yet whose backbeat could make the stage jump up and down the street. Charlie Watts had been the drummer sitting in with Alexis Korner’s band on that fateful April night when Jones had looked down and seen Jagger and Richards looking back at him. Charlie, who liked to keep it simple, had watched with some alarm when Korner had originally appeared at Ealing with a tiny, portable amplifier and hung it on the wall immediately behind the drum kit. ‘When I first played [there], I thought, “What the fuck is happening?”’ recalled Watts, who had never worked with electrified instruments before. ‘It was an amazing band,’ he added, ‘but a total cacophony of sound. On a good night, it was a cross between R&B and Charlie Mingus, which was what Alexis wanted.’ Even before people went down the stairs to that foul-smelling room under the tube, they could already feel Watts at work. ‘What struck me was the beat of his drums,’ Keith Richards recalled thirty-five years later. ‘Before you saw the band, you heard it.’




    It was a curious path that was to take the impeccably polite, suave Watts in to a group that were to hear themselves described as ‘morons’ by a High Court judge, and to read newspaper accounts citing their ‘UGLY LOOKS! UGLY SPEECH! UGLY MANNERS!’ among other unattractive characteristics. Charlie, born on 2 June 1941, grew up in and around Islington, north London, at a time when the area was still a byword for urban decay rather than the spiritual home of Britain’s left-wing intelligentsia. His father, also called Charles, was a lorry driver for a precursor of British Rail and his mother, Lilian, had been a factory cleaner. Immaculately well organised even then, Charlie sailed through school and was admitted to Harrow Art College under the modest handicap of being ‘awkward’ in written English. For some years afterwards he struggled with his prose, which could be suggestive of a light fog moving over a hazy landscape. Often, he preferred to communicate in a series of wittily drawn cartoons rather than the traditional letter. Watts was later to remark that, ‘Part of my problem was that I was never a teenager. I’d be off in the corner talking about Kierkegaard. I always took myself too seriously and thought Buddy Holly was a great joke.’ It’s true there was something a bit melancholic about the boy with the long, Buster Keaton face who only ever wanted to read about cowboys or play the drums. He acquired his first kit at Christmas 1955, after at least a year of practising nonstop on his mother’s pots and pans. At fifteen, Watts had only one ambition, which was to somehow find himself at Birdland in New York, wearing a hipster suit and sitting in behind the likes of John Coltrane, Stan Getz or Miles Davis – difficult to achieve from Tylers Croft Secondary Modern school, although a few years later Charlie was able to publish a book called Ode to a High-Flying Bird, which told the Charlie Parker story in a series of engaging stick insect-like doodles.




    By late 1962, Watts drummed for a Korner offshoot called Blues by Six by night and worked as a trainee artist at Gray’s advertising agency by day. Korner’s line-up was a fluid one, and allowed for some interplay with the early Rolling Stones. Among other things, the band members came to admire the way Charlie looked when seated at his kit, remaining almost motionless in even the fastest number, and the little trick he had of pulling back his stick on two of the standard four beats, effectively meaning that he played only half as much as the conventional rock and roll tub-thumper. Watts’ lean but serviceable style was the percussive equivalent of Keith Richards’ guitar. For a while, Brian Jones walked around with Charlie’s phone number scribbled on an empty cigarette packet in his pocket, and the two bumped in to each other one Saturday night that winter at Leicester Square tube, when Brian was on his way to a gig and Charlie was neatly folding up his drum kit prior to storing it in the station’s left-luggage office for the weekend. Mick and Keith also sometimes called at Mr and Mrs Watts’ prim north London home to enquire about their son’s professional availability. Charlie liked the Stones and told them they needed ‘a fucking great drummer’, but modestly never considered he himself might fit the bill. ‘He was always incredibly polite,’ said Carlo Little, a fellow drummer, and Stones trialist, who saw Charlie frequently in 1962–63. ‘The family had moved in to this prefab council house in Brent, which they were very chuffed about. Immaculately neat little rooms, doilies on all the armchairs. I sometimes went up there for tea, and all three of them would line up in a row and shake your hand as you came in the door. Here I am in my black-leather Elvis gear, and all we’d ever do was sit in the front room and talk about cricket. The parents themselves were very simple people. They didn’t put on airs; they were very shy and reserved and obviously very proud. I liked him better for his mum and dad.’




    The Stones tolerated Tony Chapman for a few more gigs, until an unsatisfactory Saturday night performance at the Red Lion pub in Sutton. ‘Sorry,’ Brian told him as Stu drove them back to town, ‘but you have to fuck off Still working at the ad agency by day, Charlie had begun to suspect that there might be a more interesting and lucrative way to make a living when the Beatles had recently begun performing their new hit ‘Please Please Me’ on British television. When Lennon and McCartney stepped to the mike for the song’s ‘Whoa yeah’ chorus, which they sang in falsetto, all four musicians, including the seated Ringo, shook their pudding-bowl hair. At that precise moment the dominant noise from the studio audience invariably changed from one of polite applause to frenzied screaming. So when the Stones again came calling, they found Watts in a receptive mood. Even then, he was to warily admit only that he was ‘interested’, and later telephoned Korner and his wife for their opinion. They told him to try the Stones out, and not long after that Ian Stewart arrived at the Watts’ front door in his van. Stu later noted, ‘I said to Charlie, “Look, you’re in the band. That’s it.” And Charlie said, “Yeah, all right then, but I don’t know what my mum’s gonna say.”’




    Visually, the Stones were now two bands. There was the disturbing spectacle of the front line, three young gargoyles who looked like the Beatles with hangovers, and behind them the comparatively normal-seeming trio of Stewart, Wyman and the comically impassive figure in a neat shirt and tie, incongruously pounding away on the drums. The new line-up gave its first performance at the Flamingo Club in Piccadilly on 14 January 1963. Brian Jones actually stopped and looked around when he first heard Charlie pick up the beat on Chuck Berry’s ‘Back in the USA’. Soon Brian was telling everyone that they had the coolest young drummer in London, while privately he told Charlie to take off his tie and grow his hair. Ian Stewart also knew exactly what was happening. After the Flamingo, he wrote in his diary, ‘Best Stones show ever’.




    The six weeks that followed were the coldest in living memory. By day fog descended, leaving spectacular rime deposits on streets and houses. At night the sea froze solid. Most of the time Keith and Brian didn’t bother to get out of bed at Edith Grove, and before long Mick took to carrying a blow-torch around to thaw the pipes in the little box-room at the back where he went to brood over Keynes or practise the harmonica. Sharing the front lounge in to which was crowded a (never used) crib for Brian’s baby, assorted guitars and drums and Bill Wyman’s spare amp, the Stones now realised their dream of becoming professional musicians in London. A local teenager named Eileen Giles, whose mother knew the Jaggers, sometimes came in to take a stab at cleaning the flat. Forty years later, she could still vividly recall the kitchen, a room in which Brian Jones appeared to be conducting a disastrous biological experiment, and where the residents communicated by daubing the walls in a solution of snot and chewing gum. Even then, Giles made a sharp distinction between Richards and Jones – ‘total slobs’ – and Jagger, who ‘seemed to be living there because it amused him’. Brian, in particular, was already a ‘strange bunch of guys’ who could ‘flip at a second’s notice’, ‘wasn’t to be trusted’, ‘never forgot a slight’, and ‘never forgave anyone who made a mistake’. Keith, talking wistfully about becoming a millionaire while lolling around the unheated flat, was ‘always charming enough when it suited him’. When Giles got distracted doing the ironing one afternoon and burned a hole in Keith’s prize purple shirt, he ‘thought about it for a minute and then volunteered the solution that I should take off my shirt and give it to him in exchange’, an offer she eventually accepted. A little later still, ‘Keith sat me down and played me the most beautiful song. The way [he and Jones] worked together was incredible.’




    What Giles was hearing, amid all the scorched clothes and festering dishes, was the birth of the Rolling Stones. The whole alchemy, as Keith often says, ‘is the way we work two guitars’. The sound he and Brian were chasing turned out to be equal parts R&B, with a rich lode of country and western – big in Britain in 1962 – and trace elements of Elvis and Buddy Holly. The two roommates wrote at least one song together in Edith Grove, but this turned out to be mannered and trite – ‘utter shit’, in Keith’s bleak assessment. ‘It sounded like a 1920s musical . . . Brian was utterly impossible to work with. He would dominate anything he was in to – there was no way you could suggest anything.’ A key problem with Jones’ songwriting was that it tended to be derivative, mainly derivative, and unfortunately, of the works of J.R.R. Tolkien. When the Stones’ first manager came on the scene, he was quickly to establish ‘just who had the virtuoso touch, and who had the pop sensibility’. Brian, who all agreed could make a guitar ring like a bell, was ‘away with the pixies creatively’. ‘There was no spark there,’ Keith confirmed forty-three years later. ‘[Jones] was a gifted musician, but he didn’t have the drive to write. He wanted to, because he saw where the money was. It drove him nuts when he figured that out.’




    Jones did hustle the Stones a few ill-paid engagements around the Home Counties, including a recurring spot at the Ricky Tick club, Windsor. Perhaps rashly, the first time they played there the band let Brian do the driving. It was snowing. Heavily. ‘We finally pulled up to this place and started to get out to go inside,’ Stu recalled, ‘except Mr Jones forgot to put the brake on, and the van rolled straight in to a row of motorcycles owned by these tough-looking rocker types. Brian started jabbering something apologetic to these guys, and then jumped back behind the wheel and promptly lost control again on the ice. He went bumping over the curb and scaring the shit out of everybody. I remember looking at Mick, who by now was standing by the front door, whiter than a sheet.’ Once inside, the club’s owner, John Mansfield, initially took some time to warm to the band. ‘They looked a bit like the Beverly Hillbillies,’ he recalls, ‘and afterwards I took them to a restaurant up by the castle because they were ravenously hungry. They were being a bit unruly and they kept throwing things at each other. There was a guy sitting behind us with his twin teenage daughters, and eventually he stood up with his arm wrapped protectively around the girls and uttered the immortal line: “I wouldn’t let my child go out with a Rolling Stone.”’




    In the middle of what was now officially the worst winter in 200 years, Jones met another well-heeled blues fanatic and father figure, this one a Russian émigré named Giorgio Gomelsky, and wheedled him in to booking the Stones in to the back room of the Station Hotel in Richmond, south London, which Gomelsky quaintly named the Crawdaddy Club. ‘I had the Stones on the bill at another place,’ he says, ‘and Brian walked in, looking much as we remember him now, in black, with that weird, bow-legged gait of his, and then proceeded to order everyone around.’ Despite thinking their playing that pre-Charlie Watts night ‘abysmal’, Gomelsky persevered with the Stones, if only because Jones ‘kept lisping at me: “Pleathe, pleathe, Giorgio, get us some gigs.”’ To make the booking, Gomelsky had to phone Ian Stewart in the warehouse at ICI, and he in turn drove out to tell Mick, Keith and Brian at Edith Grove. Gomelsky offered the band seven pounds, which Jones found it convenient to split between the six musicians by awarding himself a double share. The others found out about it, and weren’t pleased. Gomelsky’s intervention in the band’s career quite possibly saved the day. Before taking the District Line down to Richmond, the Stones had played another concert in front of some twenty customers in a London pub, which was depressing enough even before the volume on everyone’s instruments suddenly went down to half power owing to industrial action by striking electricity workers. After a subsequent provincial engagement that month, there had been a distressing incident when Keith Richards was leaving the premises pursued by a small but animated crowd of young girls. Ian Stewart swiftly assessed the situation and backed his van up to the stage door of the club. Keith reached for the van’s door handle, but this came off in his hand, leaving him at the mercy of his admirers. The promoter of the concert in question then saw fit to withhold the Stones’ fee, citing the damage done to his venue by the band’s entourage. So under the circumstances the sort of relatively well-structured, paying engagement Gomelsky seemed to promise the Stones at Richmond would have struck them as a godsend.




    Stu’s first impression as he – a man in his mid-twenties – entered the Crawdaddy was that in doing so he’d raised the average age in the place to about nineteen. ‘It was like falling in to a swamp,’ he said. The jostling-room-only club, where attendances rose from an initial dozen or so of the curious or obsessed to an estimated 400-plus, with the boys carrying their girlfriends in to the room on their shoulders, soon became a weekly Sunday night date for the Stones. They might not be the world’s best musicians, some there would sniff, and to make it more interesting there were gigs when they downed tools and began to fight among themselves, loudly accusing one another of ‘wanking off’ during a song. The band’s rougher edges, however, only served to emphasise the tribal stomp of the Chuck Berry and Bo Diddley fare with which they enlivened the proceedings. From the first bars of ‘Talkin’ ’Bout You’, Keith would be off and chugging, working the gruff, low end of the guitar, with Bill and Charlie doing the locomotion behind him, and soon enough ‘the kids’, as Stu said, ‘would look at each other – they’d heard nothing remotely like it – and go mental’. Mass audience sing-alongs inside British suburban pubs were still a novelty in 1963. Word soon got around and crowds began to form outside on Kew Road early every Sunday afternoon.




    Big crowds. Those loud, teeming nights in Richmond, where the steam rose, girls rushed the stage and Mick Jagger learned how to dance, soon took on a comic-strip vitality as the cartoon figures on deck landed one musical knockout after another; you could almost see the capitalised ‘POW!’ and ‘WHAMMO!’ concussion sounds in their little spiky speech-bubbles. One of the young women ‘sent nearly batty’ by the occasion was a 17-year-old trainee secretary named Chrissie Shrimpton. She had already made the acquaintance of the Stones at the Ricky Tick club, where, in a pioneering display of crowd surfing, she’d clambered over the heads of the audience and proceeded to crawl towards the stage, where she planted a kiss on the band’s ‘weirdly compelling’ lead singer. Soon, Jagger found himself forgetting about his girlfriend Cleo Sylvester and his platonic ambitions on her, and he and Shrimpton were an item. ‘It was all primal stuff,’ Cecilia Nixon, one of Mick’s back-up partners of the same era, says. ‘The Stones were already fantastic on stage by mid-’63. There was the beat, and there was the visual drama of the singer hopping around with his maracas in between the two evil-looking guitarists. Basic, basic stuff. You saw boys fighting. Girls touching themselves in inappropriate places. I remember walking in to that first concert at Richmond as this very prim young lady, and by the time they stopped playing I was pogoing up and down and I couldn’t stop myself screaming. That’s what I mean by primal.’ Clever, cocky and not overburdened by technique, the Stones now gave classic black R&B a face-lift without smoothing the wrinkles.




    On 7 April 1963, the first anniversary of Mick and Keith meeting ‘Elmo Lewis’ in Ealing, the band played a concert to an overflow audience of 425, not bad for a room with an official capacity of 110. While Jagger took the bus to college the next morning, Richards, Jones and Gomelsky, now the group’s de facto manager, plastered fly-posters – ‘R&B with the Inimitable, Incomparable, Exhilarating Rollin’ Stones’ – over west London, mixing up the paste in the bath at Edith Grove (its only known function). On 13 April the band was noticed, sensationally, in the Richmond and Twickenham Times. The next night, the Beatles and their manager came to pay homage at the Crawdaddy.




    They stood right at the front, in their matching German leather overcoats and suede ‘twat’ hats, with just a few feet between them and the Stones. Mick Jagger would remember thinking, ‘Fuckin’ hell! I want one of those coats!’ – a key moment in his decision to subsequently abandon the blues and launch his band on the hit parade. Immediately after coming off stage that night, Mick excitedly rang his mother to tell her who he had just played in front of, and how he was now well on his way to success as a pop star. ‘That’s nice, Michael,’ she told him. At the impromptu party following the show, Mick was seen to take Brian Epstein aside and quiz him at some length on matters specifically pertaining to copyrights and royalties. Around midnight, Brian Jones arrived back at Edith Grove with his new friends Lennon and McCartney, still high on adrenaline. Years later, Brian remembered how he had felt his poise crumble as he opened the door: Mick and Keith were huddled in bed together – for warmth, obviously – writing a song.
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