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    INTRODUCTION




    In 1973 I went to the record department of Kendal Milne’s in Manchester and bought the Steely Dan LP Can’t Buy A Thrill. A classic album, it has ten great songs on it and none greater than ‘Reelin’ In The Years’ with its immortal twin-guitar trickery. That title inspired this book, which is about music and buying records throughout my life, but also about how the world around me, and you, has changed over that time. I’ve chosen one song from each year I’ve been alive. They might not always be the best or most popular tunes of that year, but they all seem to capture a moment.




    Hopefully they’re not too obscure, either, as I thought it would be better when you’re reading this to be able to bring at least some of them to mind. So in a way it’s a bit like one of my radio shows: songs with talking in between.




    Think of it as a miscellany, a treasury, a compendium or simply the addled ramblings of a middle-aged disc jockey filling in what would otherwise be dead air, or blank pages, between the records.








  



    

       

    




    1958




    CLIFF RICHARD – ‘MOVE IT’




    It’s 1958. A gleaming black Austin A40 with, get this, leather seats, leaves the maternity unit car park at Townleys Hospital in Farnworth near Bolton. Trundling past the Co-op, avoiding the rain-hooded grandmas who periodically step into the road to see if the bus is coming, it turns left onto Bradford Road. Pausing at the traffic lights by Green Lane Park, just by the ornate bungalow with its sea-shell-encrusted wishing well sitting precociously on the crazy paving, it waits patiently for amber to fully give way to green before proceeding over the junction. A few yards further on it cautiously negotiates a left-hand turn into Hampton Road before coming to a standstill outside the small but neat semidetached at number two.




    Whilst the driver, my dad, performs his elaborate post-flight checks, his passenger, my mum, steps out onto the pavement holding a bundle of me in a crocheted shawl. Not unreasonably she feels exhaustion but also a sense of elation which, she now admits, may have been the result not only of the successful delivery of her first-born but also the successful delivery of her first fridge.




    At around the same time as these momentous events are unfolding in the Northwest, Ian ‘Sammy’ Samwell and his mate board a Hertfordshire bus and head into central London, composing what I consider to be the first British rock’n’roll song on the journey. These events may appear unrelated to the casual observer (which, for a book like this, is the only sort of observer that can reasonably be expected), but I’ve come to see a connection. My life in the hurly burly of rock’n’roll radio could not have happened if, at the risk of stating the obvious, I hadn’t been born. Nor could it have happened if British rock’n’roll hadn’t been born either. As luck would have it, both of these occurrences took place in this momentous year.




    It’s generally accepted that the first rock’n’roll record was ‘Rocket 88’ recorded in 1951 by Ike Turner and his Kings of Rhythm. Strictly speaking a rhythm and blues song, it had a new, aggressive, distorted sound allegedly resulting from rainwater getting into Ike’s amplifier in the boot of his car. Another version of the tale has the same amp falling from a roof rack and suffering significant damage. Whichever you choose to believe it seems that the birth of rock’n’roll owes something to Ike Turner’s very casual attitude to automobile maintenance and/or road safety. A trip down to the Memphis branch of Halfords would surely have resulted in the purchase of some of those little stretchy rope things, which would have secured the precious roof-rack cargo. Let’s give Ike the benefit of the doubt, as the long-suffering Tina often did, and say it was half-day closing.




    The first big rock’n’roll hit arrives in 1954 with ‘That’s All Right’ by Elvis, and yet the other hit parade stalwarts are such rockabilly rebels as Doris Day, Johnnie Ray, Vera Lynn, Rosemary Clooney and Winifred Atwell. Things don’t improve much the following year, as Slim Whitman avoids ripping it up with ‘Rose Marie’ and antediluvian, nylon-haired future disc jockey Jimmy Young fails to mobilise a nation’s disenfranchised youth with such riotous calls to arms as ‘Unchained Melody’ and ‘The Man From Laramie’. There had to be a sense among the young that there was more to music than this.




    In late 1955, after its use in the film Blackboard Jungle, ‘Rock Around The Clock’ hits the UK hit parade and the tipping point for rock’n’roll in Britain approaches. Reedy-voiced dustman progeny Lonnie Donegan has a smash with ‘Rock Island Line’ in early ’56, having recorded it two years earlier, laying claim to being the first UK artist to make a rock’n’roll disc. Though it undoubtedly marks a turning point in the story of UK pop, I’m not persuaded that as a real rock’n’roll record it’s fit for purpose. It is undoubtedly a rolling (mile)stone in UK pop history but it’s still a skiffle record performed with a bit more bite. You could also argue that it couldn’t be a rock’n’roll song as it was already a blues number made popular by Huddie Ledbetter, better known as Lead Belly due to his acute constipation.




    Toothsome, bequiffed, loose-legged leprechaun Tommy Steele enters the fray in 1956 when ‘Rock With The Caveman’ charts. Steele, who gives very good Scrooge these days, can probably claim to be Britain’s first rock’n’roll star and in fact may have a boast that no other UK recording artist can claim. Legend has it that he had a day out in London with Elvis. It is commonly accepted that Presley’s only time on UK soil came at Prestwick Airport in 1960, but according to theatrical impresario Bill Kenwright, The King made a secret trip to the capital to hang out with young Tommy. Kenwright reveals that the two rock’n’rollers took in a trip to the Houses of Parliament, before presumably hooking up with Dick Van Dyke and some of his chimernee sweep mates for a good old Cockernee knees-up dahn at the Old Bull and Bush with a young Chas and Dave and The Krays. Or something. Kenwright’s claims have proved hard to verify, as member of the Memphis mafia and tricky Scrabble hand Lamar Fike subsequently claimed it was he who flew to London to hang out with thumb-sized Tom, though it’s hard to work out why unless he had been despatched by private jet from Graceland to pick up some jellied eels, mash and liquor to embellish one of Elvis’s bumper baps.




    In 1957 the rock’n’roll imports become a regular feature of the charts, as Elvis, Buddy Holly, Chuck Berry, Little Richard and Jerry Lee Lewis enjoy regular success – but where is the home-grown superstar who’s going to galvanise the generation of disaffected young Englanders who are desperate to get swinging in readiness for the fast-approaching sixties? Who can we call on to outrage the fuddy-duddies and moisten a million pubescent gussets? Well, Ian ‘Sammy’ Samwell is sitting next to him on that bus.




    ‘We had been playing at a pub called The Five Horseshoes in Hoddesdon,’ says Sir Cliff Richard, generously taking time out from his hectic musical and wine-making schedule to chat to me from his Caribbean retreat, ‘and Ian came in and said he liked what we were doing and he could play a bit of guitar.’




    So it was that Samwell joined Cliff’s pre-Shadows backing band The Drifters and we are very close to history being made.




    Often, Cliff and his mates would ride into town to check out the skiffle scene on the celebrated coffee bar circuit revolving around The 2i’s on Old Compton Street. Cliff was in fact a member of The Dick Teague Skiffle Group, where he met a fellow rock’n’roll enthusiast in drummer Terry Smart, leading to the formation of The Drifters. On one trip to the West End they carried their equipment into a booth at the back of the HMV shop on Oxford Street where bands could lay tracks down and have them pressed on the spot onto acetate discs, which they would then hawk around the record companies. Here Cliff and his mates cut the versions of ‘Lawdy Miss Clawdy’, made famous by Elvis, and Jerry Lee Lewis’s ‘Breathless’ that got them that all-important audition with Norrie Paramor at EMI. And the song they played live in his office to clinch the deal? ‘Move It’, of course.




    ‘Ian had written half of “Move It”,’ Cliff tells me in a post-tour croak. ‘He completed it on the way into town on the 715A Green Line bus that went right through to Oxford Circus. Thirty-eight years later he sent me the second verse but now when I do it Bruce Welch (The Shadows’ rhythm guitarist) says to me, “You shouldn’t sing the new verse ’cos people remember that old verse that you sang twice”.’




    I ask Cliff if he thought it was a great number on first hearing.




    ‘Oh, definitely,’ he replies immediately. ‘I thought I was starting with something that sounds like a classic rock’n’roll song and it has become that.’




    We’re agreed on that, but what about my theory that it marks the beginning for rock’n’roll in the UK? Cliff acknowledges the groundwork laid by Lonnie Donegan, Terry Dene and Tommy Steele, though he says that he never really considered the latter to be a real rock’n’roll singer as he was more of ‘a theatrical performer, which he became’. That must mean that I’m right then, eh, Sir Cliff?




    ‘I really do believe that “Move It” was the first rock’n’roll record made outside America.’




    Thank you. I rest my case.




    ‘In fact,’ he continues, despite sounding in need of a bit of the old Buttercup Syrup, ‘when I first met Hank and Bruce they thought I was American.’




    Which leads us to the inevitable comparisons with Elvis.




    ‘Elvis had a sensuality that the press latched on to. The movements that he did – hip swinging and stuff. Then those of us who came after were called “Britain’s answer to Elvis” and there wasn’t one. He was unanswerable. I learned that really quickly and I thought, I can’t afford to be just another copy of Elvis, so I moved into ballads. But I never stopped singing rock’n’roll. And then the press said I had “smouldering eyes”. I didn’t know I had but when I read that I started to smoulder. I wasn’t aware of smouldering before they said that.’




    Once the classic line-up of The Shadows settled, Ian Samwell left the live stage to concentrate on composing. He would go on to have an illustrious writing and production career with, among others, The Small Faces, Dusty Springfield, Grateful Dead, Frank Zappa and Joni Mitchell. He passed away in 2003 but his classic song lives on.




    ‘I’ve sung it at pretty much every concert since the day I recorded it,’ rasps Cliff, who must be very glad he’s not recording today with his throat the way it is. ‘I’ve got one or two songs that could be rated as classic pop rock records: “Devil Woman”, possibly “We Don’t Talk Anymore” and definitely “Move It”. Anyone could sing them, but I got them first.’




    Life for Cliff Richard changed the day Ian ‘Sammy’ Samwell walked into The Five Horseshoes. ‘But for that meeting,’ he has said previously, ‘I would still be Harry Webb, clerk.’




    It was 1958 and the world was in many ways changing rapidly for everyone. Mr and Mrs Radcliffe got a new son and a new refrigerator. The first regular transatlantic flights began. The microchip was invented, although the introduction of parking meters would have more of a direct impact on the lives of Britons for some years yet. The Preston bypass was opened in December, becoming Britain’s first stretch of motorway. This was indeed a sign of what the future held in store as it was closed for roadworks in January 1959. No matter, we had the net gains of jet planes, fast lanes, unlimited ice cubes and Cliff encouraging us to ‘Move It’. The young ones were on the march and, though it would be some time yet before I would be aware of these seismic shifts, I had a pretty dramatic year myself as I swapped the security of the womb for the hustle, bustle and bright lights of downtown Farnworth. And we’re off!








  



    

       

    




    1959




    THE DAVE BRUBECK


     QUARTET – ‘TAKE FIVE’




    It’s easy to forget now just how important jazz was in ushering in a new world of possibilities in the fifties. I’ve never been what you might call a committed jazz aficionado though in my student days I was a regular visitor to city centre jazz clubs in Manchester like The Band on the Wall. Admittedly this was because they were the only places where you could get a drink after ten-thirty at night, unless you wanted to go to a swanky, neon and chrome-encrusted discotheque and pay five pounds for a glass of Harp lager while being sneered at by Maltese businessmen.




    And though being tempted by the cheap and seemingly unrestricted supply of alcohol might seem a pretty lame reason to be drawn to this twilight musical world, it often seemed that many of the participating musicians were thinking the same way. They might have been keen to display their instrumental gifts, but they were just as keen to get sloshed. And in this regard they had some heavyweight role models. The litany of drink and drug abuse in jazz is tragic but nevertheless impressive. Some of the key names of the genre had well-publicised battles with the booze and the dope: Bix Beiderbecke, Billie Holliday, Art Blakey, Lester Young, Charlie Parker, Dexter Gordon, Stan Getz, John Coltrane, Chet Baker and Miles Davis to name but a few. Even cute old Louis Armstrong was once busted for the possession of marijuana, though you would have thought that toking on fat joints was a very poor choice of hobby for a professional trumpet player. But that seemed to be at least partially the point. These guys were the first group of musicians to live life with scant regard for their own health. They invented the rock’n’roll lifestyle before rock’n’roll had even been invented, and then once rock’n’roll came along decided they didn’t like it much anyway.




    So modern jazz represented a dark and dangerous shadowland that must have seemed deliciously tantalising for the hipsters, flipsters and finger-poppin’ daddies of that time. How cool it would have been to be sitting alongside some skeletally beautiful Parisian ingénue in a fugged-up subterranean dive on La Rive Gauche, dressed in your matching polo-necks and nodding knowingly to the serpentine squalls of the smoky saxophone.




    How close that scene seemed to my dad reclining in his Parker Knoll armchair in a cardigan whilst sipping a Dubonnet and listening to Dave Brubeck is hard to say. To be fair to him, though, the most celebrated figures in British jazz seemed a long way from the nefarious netherworld occupied by the American blotto bad boys of bebop as well. In England the big three, in terms of television appearances, were Kenny Ball, George Chisholm and Acker Bilk. All were very much exponents of trad jazz, which was vital in paving the way for skiffle and pop, but all seemed devoid of the remotest whiff of danger, though Ball looked like he might have enjoyed sinking a pint or two, which was presumably why he sweated so much and was – as all trumpeters performing ‘When The Saints Go Marching In’ seem to do – constantly mopping his over-moist face with a sopping handkerchief.




    Kenny Ball and his Jazzmen went on to have major chart hits in the early sixties with such tunes as ‘Midnight In Moscow’, ‘Casablanca’ and ‘Hello Dolly’. Successful as they were, they couldn’t compete with West Country clarinet-toting crown prince Acker Bilk, who was the first Brit to hit number one on the Billboard charts in America with his 1961 classic ‘Stranger On The Shore’. Bilk’s trademarks were a bowler hat, goatee beard and gaudy waistcoat and, along with Ball and top turn of the trombone Chisholm, they were a staple of TV light entertainment.




    But that was the problem. ‘Proper’ jazz didn’t want to be part of the mainstream; it was designed to be an alternative to it. Certainly it was hard to imagine my grandma Doris being as pleased to see Miles Davis on The Black and White Minstrel Show on Saturday night television in the slot normally occupied by the Goon-ish Glaswegian George Chisholm. Why would they hire black artists anyway when they had a regular supply of white ones they could just apply face paints to?




    The other reason why Miles Davis wouldn’t have slotted easily into the format is that he would have insisted on playing an extended piece that might have taken several listenings before revealing to Doris, puffing on her Senior Service and rooting for Polo mints in her personal portmanteau, anything she might recognise as a tune. This was where the ground-breaking modern jazzers differed from their English cousins. Chisholm, Ball, Bilk and their ilk were all consummate musicians and, at time of writing, both Kenny and Acker are still on the road, which is a testimony to their skill and continuing popularity. But Miles and his mercurial monomaniacs dared to be different. Dared to make music that shattered the rules of what had gone before. Laudable though this was, it is the main reason why jazz has struggled to get coverage in the mainstream media. To most people, it’s a tough listen. To be blunt, jazz is less popular these days because not many people like it. Even Jazz FM had to change its name so as not to scare people.




    So, why don’t people like it? Well, you would have to say that sometimes the musicians themselves are to blame. Basically, just as a group of downhill slalom Olympic skiers utilise all their dexterity at high speed to avoid any obstacle, so a group of jazzers often utilise all their dexterity at high speed to avoid any tune. They will also make this experience more painful by playing as many notes as possible in order to show off to each other. 1959 saw the first edition of Juke Box Jury on television, where a panel passed judgement on a series of pop records declaring each one to be either a ‘hit’ or a ‘miss’. If it had been launched as ‘Jazz Juke Box Jury’ there wouldn’t have been any ‘hits’. There is nothing more certain than if you put four brilliant players in a room together they will, if left to their own devices, resort to mind-bending self-indulgence. Or, to give it its technical term: jazz rock, which skilfully manages to incorporate the worst bits of both genres. No wonder they have to have a late bar, eh?




    The two foremost proponents of jazz rock have been the critically lauded groups Weather Report and the Mahavishnu Orchestra. Both boast musicians whose mastery of their instrument is not in question. The Report’s Joe Zawinul, Wayne Shorter and Jaco Pastorius are legends of the piano, sax and bass. Mahavishnu’s Jan Hammer and Billy Cobham’s credentials as a keyboard player and drummer respectively are impeccable. Their leader John McLaughlin knows notes and chords on the guitar that haven’t been invented yet. But can any of you hum me one of the big numbers of either band? How many times, outside of secure psychiatric institutions, has someone said out loud: ‘What this party needs is a bit of jazz fusion to liven things up. Stick Mahavishnu’s “Between Nothingness and Eternity” on, Baz, and crack open another Party Four’? Well, I’ve no entirely reliable statistics to answer that question but a rough estimate would be somewhere below the one mark.




    We’re all familiar with the old probability scenario of the monkeys and the typewriters and that if left alone long enough they will come up with the works of Shakespeare. Theoretically, this is not only possible but certain. Jazz is following a similar paradigm. If enough college-scholarship-trained musos make as much unlistenable, atonal din for an unspecified period, they will eventually come up with a song that someone might want to listen to. But in these greener days this seems wilfully wasteful. I mean, Chuck Berry just went into his bedroom with a guitar and three chords and wrote dozens of classic songs that formed the backbone of the rock’n’roll revolution. Much more environmentally sound. And anyway, isn’t the chimps and the word processor scenario flawed? Even if they did come up with the works of Shakespeare, haven’t the works of Shakespeare already been come up with? By Shakespeare?




    Nevertheless, the coolest music of the late fifties is provided by the masters of American jazz and the coolest tune of them all is ‘Take Five’ by The Dave Brubeck Quartet from their Time Out album. Nineteen fifty-nine should be celebrated for the introduction of the Mini and Barbie and possibly this record. With its desperately hip abstract sleeve by Neil Fujita it was the first LP I can remember seeing in our house as a kid. It was stacked amongst my dad’s classical discs and my mum’s Andy Williams collection in the white melamine hi-fi cabinet, and seemed to hint at a happening scene somewhere in another world. I would later watch with nostalgia and glee as the same sleeve came to life in the video to the Donald Fagen song ‘New Frontier’. ‘Take Five’ was written by Paul Desmond, who was the quartet’s marvellously fluid saxophonist, and boasts a truly memorable tune over a restless 5/4 vamp. There’s also a celebrated extended drum break by Joe Morello.




    It seems simultaneously cool and yet engaging, effortless yet somehow forceful. I imagine if you were a hep-cat or beatnik inhabiting dimly lit, smoke-filled bars in a black-and-white striped T-shirt and black hipsters, it provided just the right soundtrack for the new Bohemia. And after hearing it, the bar would still have been open. The new world must have seemed so beguiling and seductive in those heady days. Sadly the dream would become tarnished and sullied as the realisation dawned that the bar was open late not only to avoid the audience being driven out into the cold night air by the contemporary cacophony, but also to enable the musicians to get so sloshed that avoidance of the tune would be, like the monkeys at the qwerty keyboard, a certainty.








  



    

       

    




    1960




    THE SHADOWS – ‘APACHE’




    The Fender Stratocaster is one of the ‘big four’ electric guitars. There are many design classics that would make it into a top twenty but, like the Premier League before Liverpool got a bit rubbish, there is an established big four: the Gibson Les Paul and SG, and the Fender Telecaster and Stratocaster. The Fenders are commonly abbreviated to the Tele and the Strat. The Gibsons are never abbreviated to the Les and the S. Don’t ask me why, although it’s probably to do with being cool. It sounds very hip to be ‘picking up a Strat’, less dashing to be ‘strapping on a Les’. And be careful if you decide to Google that.




    Every high-end guitar has a serial number and it is alleged that David Gilmour is the owner of Fender Stratocaster number 00001, manufactured in 1954. There are those who challenge this by saying there wouldn’t actually be a number one as the serial numbers are created in a more complicated way than simple number ascendancy, but it doesn’t really matter because the most important Strat in England has the serial number 34346. This was the first Strat in the UK and was ordered from the American catalogue, and paid for, by the king of rock’n’roll himself Cliff Richard for his bespectacled chum Hank Marvin.




    It’s pretty much impossible to overstate the influence of Hank Marvin on guitarists, and indeed spectacle wearers. Plank spankers as varied as Mark Knopfler, Pete Townshend, Jimmy Page, The Edge, Brian May and Frank Zappa have all paid tribute to his trailblazing on the axe, as the guitar is sometimes known on account of its resemblance to . . . errmm . . . an axe. It’s worth noting, however, that whilst it is theoretically possible to sharpen the edge of a ‘Les’ in order to chop logs, this is a time-consuming and expensive solution to the firewood conundrum. There is a cheaper, readily sharpened product on the market that is better suited to this purpose. It’s called an axe.




    But whilst more or less every ‘axe-hero’ has been inspired by Hank somewhere along the way, he’s been less of a role model when it comes to stagecraft. Certainly when Townshend was windmilling his arms in a Kwik-Fit boiler suit and shattering guitars on Keith Moon’s head, it seemed a very long way from little Hank with his big glasses and cheesy grin doing that funny little cross-step shuffle that was a central feature of The Shadows’ live experience. In fact, aside from the exemplary playing, it was pretty much the only feature, although this was still one more than The Beatles had.




    And let’s not be too hasty in disregarding Hank’s trademark glasses. Wearing cool specs in rock is a very difficult trick to pull off. The only people who have really managed it are Buddy Holly, Roy Orbison, Elvis Costello, John Lennon and Jarvis Cocker. Charismatic if occasionally cantankerous Captain Mainwaring-alike Elton John is probably pop’s most celebrated spectacle wearer, but much as I admire his albums of the early seventies, you couldn’t describe him as cool, could you?




    I myself would have worn glasses for years had vanity not led me to one of those laser eye clinics. It was particularly annoying to be wearing specs when playing gigs with my group The Family Mahone, as they were always steaming up and sliding down my nose. Due to the generous fortune of genetics my proboscis is of sufficient length to allow just about a song’s worth of slippage, and thereby prevent the eyewear from clattering off my perspiring face and onto the drums. If there was an extended playout to the song I could usually play the kit with one hand whilst pushing the frames back up to the bridge area as, for the kind of music we play, one hand is often sufficient. I was reminded of this when an Irish group from Scotland, Snow Patrol, cancelled a string of gigs as their drummer had broken an arm. Having heard a lot of their music this seemed a feeble excuse, as surely playing the drums for Snow Patrol could be undertaken by someone with one arm. After all, that plucky lad with the shaggy perm seems to manage perfectly well in Def Leppard.




    You may of course be asking why I had to wear glasses at all because, whatever the optimum number of limbs a drummer needs, he certainly doesn’t need to see very far as he’s only hitting things that are quite big and also quite close. My problem was that I am also the singer and, at my advancing age, can’t remember the words. Indeed, I can’t go to the shops for milk, bread and a paper without writing a list. Even this is not an infallible approach if you then forget where you put the list. So the words to the songs had to be printed out and placed on a music stand . . . which I couldn’t read without a little help from the Northwich branch of Specsavers.




    So it was that I found myself lying under a laser in a clinic in South Manchester experiencing for the first time the smell of my burning corneas. No, really. They don’t tell you about that. You actually lie there with the stench of your own smouldering eyeballs filling the air. It feels like you’ve taken quite a leap of faith at that point, I can tell you. The aftermath is even more alarming as you stumble around a waiting room with vision so blurred that not only can you not read Woman’s Realm, but you can’t even see the table on which the illegible Woman’s Realm is sitting.




    Gradually, however, the mists begin to clear. The day after the operation I came out of the front door of the BBC on Oxford Road in Manchester. It was one of those bright, dry spring days that are such a feature of the Mancunian climate. Looking up the road I could see the Central Library about half a mile away and the Doric pillars of its familiar portico were standing there in perfect focus. It was quite a moment.




    Of course, nothing lasts forever and my short-range vision is now pathetic. This means that the gig lyric sheet problem has resurfaced with all its attendant pitfalls. At one recent concert at the charmingly appointed Crown Hotel ballroom, Nantwich, I finished a slow song and introduced the following speedier number with the words: ‘Right, back to the thrash metal.’




    During the interval it was pointed out to me by one astute punter that it was pretty much impossible to say that convincingly while putting on your reading glasses.




    If I’d just followed the lead of Hank, such embarrassments could have been avoided. That’s the thing about Hank – he’s iconic because of his playing and his unique look. That’s why he’s one of the very few real-life people who have become part of Cockney rhyming slang. If you’re a barrow boy, or other occupation beloved of Londoners, like Manchester United supporter, and lunchtime is approaching you might well profess to be ’Ank Marvin, or starvin’. Other public figures to have had this honour similarly bestowed include Ruby Murray (curry), Pete Tong (wrong), Ayrton Senna (a tenner), Claire Rayner (a trainer) and, though I’m struggling to remember what he is rhyming slang for, Gary Glitter. Pint of bitter, was it?




    The bonus of pulling off the spectacles thing, though, is that people generally assume you are intelligent. Like Brains off Thunderbirds. And in fact in the 1966 film Thunderbirds are Go, Cliff and The Shadows appear in marionette form playing at the Swinging Star Club. In puppet outer space! How cool is that? They’ve got little Strats and Vox amplifiers and everything.




    What basically happens is that Alan Tracy, pilot of Thunderbird 3, escorts counter-espionage plywood posh totty Lady Penelope to this intergalactic nightspot where they encounter the highly strung miniature Cliff and The Shads doppelgängers. This is a big night for Alan as despite resembling the ideal location for a seventies porn film, Tracy Island offers few romantic opportunities for the red-blooded, foot-high wooden international crime fighter. In his puppet biography he is said to enjoy exploring the rocks and potholes around the island. Well, needs must I suppose, although Alan might be said to be better off than most of the Tracy clan when it comes to female attention. He has an admirer in Tin-Tin, the relatively hot-looking balsa daughter of the Tracys’ faithful factotum Kyrano. Perhaps it’s just as well, then, that Alan’s big night with M’Lady turns out to be a dream when he falls out of his marionette bed.




    In some part Alan’s romantic flight of fancy was probably driven by a sense of inadequacy when compared to Scott and Virgil, who got to do most of the impressive assignments. Scott was always first on the scene in the speedy Thunderbird 1, whilst Virgil would be the backup heavy artillery with whatever pod of equipment they’d decided to attach to Thunderbird 2. Poor Alan, despite having a rocket with much cooler fins than T1, would then be despatched to sort of see that everything was going OK. Pretty demeaning work for a guy who’s been to puppet Colorado University. Even so, he’s probably better off than Gordon, whose job is to look after Thunderbird 4. Which is a submarine. That’s restricting how many times you’re going to be called out for a start, isn’t it? You’re really just hanging around hoping for international puppet terrorist threats of an aquatic nature, which are few and far between for obvious reasons. Marina from Stingray aside, how many puppets do you know who are good swimmers?




    Having said that, you’d still rather be Gordon than poor old John Tracy stuck up in space in Thunderbird 5 on his own all the time. What he did for amusement and relaxation we’re perhaps better not asking.




    Brains, as his name suggests, was the brains of the outfit. Just like Hank in The Shadows. And if Brains kept the operation ticking over so that a generation of lads dreamed of becoming a Thunderbird, then Hank inspired the same generation to pick up the guitar.








  



    

       

    




    1961




    THE MARCELS – ‘BLUE MOON’




    So it’s 1961 and there’s all that shenanigans going on in the Bay of Pigs down Cuba way, The Beatles play at The Cavern for the first time, the farthing ceases to be legal tender and a rare foray into the deep south beckons for the intrepid Radcliffe clan.




    The impact of the disappearance of the farthing I don’t remember as having a massive impact on my life, but then I was only three and would not have foreseen the gradual removal of the classic pre-decimal pocket-money stalwarts that I would come to depend on, such as the ten-shilling and pound notes, the half-crown, the two-shilling piece, the sixpence and the thrupenny bit. So beloved were the pre-decimal coins that they pretty much all had nicknames. The thrupenny bit was referred to as a ‘joey’, a sixpence was a ‘tanner’, a shilling was known universally as a ‘bob’ and a two-shilling piece was a florin. Combinations of these would weigh down the pockets of my grey shorts for years to come, with a genuine threat of exposing myself after birthdays or Christmas, when the tonnage of shrapnel tested fully the resolve of the elasticated waistband.




    Really, readers who have known only decimal currency will have no idea of the weight small boys were forced to haul around. It was practically child labour. I may have been born a generation or so late enough to avoid being press-ganged into the navy or forced up chimneys, but I still had to laboriously tramp around town in search of sweet shops with a ‘penny tray’, bowed down with coinage weighing a couple of hundredweight (or ‘cwt’, to use its wilfully perverse abbreviation).




    The one area of underage exploitation that was fully in place throughout my childhood, and was directly related to currency, was ‘Bob-A-Job’ week. Finally abolished as recently as the late nineties, this was a period around Easter where Scouts and Wolf cubs were forced to trudge the streets in search of gruelling manual work in return for a shilling per task. Occasionally this would lead to an attractive, cheerful, lonely or bored, negligee-wearing housewife with an elaborate blonde demi-wave getting you to rake the fire grate out before plying you with cherryade and macaroons. But more often than not it would entail slaving for several hours cutting back a briar patch that had last seen secateurs sometime around the Crimean War, while some brown-toothed battle-axe in a nylon housecoat and fluffy slippers looked on sternly whilst puffing on a Park Drive. And all for a shilling which was then sunk into Scout funds to pay for new pennants on sticks that you could hit Brownies over the head with at church parade.




    Of course, I was a mere thirty-six months old and so wouldn’t be directly involved in this barbaric nonsense for a few years yet, but it all began in 1961 with the disappearance of the farthing. It was a tiny coin with a cute wren on the ‘tail’ side and was worth a quarter of a penny. Or about 0.1p in new pence. That might not sound a lot, but in those days it was enough to get you a cup of beef tea at a league football match, a quarter of floral gums or even perhaps an offcut of tripe.




    At this point in my life I was actually living in London, as my dad had taken a job as assistant editor of the John O’London’s Weekly review. Founded in 1919, this august publication was an unashamedly high-brow literary monthly which had boasted contributions in the past from the likes of W. Somerset Maugham, Max Beerbohm, Winston Churchill and Arnold Bennett. It had a regular section devoted to grammar and common usage. Nuts magazine it wasn’t. When it finally closed the editor Webster Evans declared: ‘People prefer to read trash.’ And the tabloid press was born.




    We were living in a small, rented flat in Finchley on the corner of the millionaire’s row called Bishop’s Avenue where Lakshmi Mittal and the Sultan of Brunei currently have modest pieds-à-terre. I’ve just had a look at what’s on the market there now and there’s a nice-looking, ten-bedroom family home for a mere 40 million pounds. Wow, in old money that’s 38 billion farthings! Really, it is. I worked it out with a calculator.




    Our small, dingy flat was in a small, dingy block at the end of this ludicrously priced boulevard and my very first memories stem from this brief London period. I recall going for tea with an old lady, whom my mum later told me was called Miss Cadwallader, in the flat above us with its tall dresser stacked with willow pattern china. I was taken to see the Trooping of the Colour but remember preferring to mount my own military spectacle by sailing matchsticks in a puddle. I can honestly say I could taste the fog in the park as I walked alongside my parents, who were carrying a roll of linoleum observed by darting squirrels. These are my earliest recollections and remain crystal clear. I also remember a song. A song with an opening that, once heard, no one could forget.




    My father was a very big fan of the Marx Brothers and his enthusiasm for their unique blend of badinage and slapstick instilled a similar penchant for their capers in me. At some point I first saw their 1939 classic At the Circus and so must have heard the song ‘Blue Moon’ as it appears in that movie. Composed by musical heavyweights Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart for the 1934 Manhattan Melodrama starring Clark Gable and Myrna Loy, it was a popular song way before it received the ‘doo-wop’ treatment in the early sixties.




    Doo-wop has its roots in a cappella singing and, though following a tradition that may well begin with Negro spirituals and barbershop, really came into its own in the late fifties and early sixties. Ghetto youth gangs, usually though not exclusively male, short of something to do and somewhere to go, would gather on the sidewalks of New York and other major American cities and teach themselves to sing in harmony. This may be the only recorded example in the history of the human race of something useful coming out of kids hanging around on street corners. What a quaint and cosy vision of gang culture that conjures up. How delightful to get yourself lost in the mean streets of the Bronx and to happen upon a posse of hoodlums who, instead of threatening you with a flick-knife and demanding your wallet and mobile phone, would serenade you with a medley of the greatest hits of The Inkspots. Without groups like this there would have been no Smokey Robinson and The Miracles, Temptations, Four Tops and Drifters, and pop would have been all the poorer for that.




    Of course, it took me a while to realise this. When I was young I used to get incensed at combos like The Stylistics, who would clog up Top of the Pops with their simpering falsettos and matching salmon-pink spangly jerkins. The bastards. There I was, glued to the screen, waiting for either a ‘proper’ band like Status Quo or Deep Purple, or the mercifully underdressed dance troupe Pan’s People. Five cheaply clothed, clumsily choreographed clowns doing synchronised hand gestures and singing ‘Betcha By Golly, Wow’ just didn’t have the same galvanising effect on the adolescent psyche. One of their dirges was titled ‘Na Na Is The Saddest Word’. Well, apart from anything else, it’s just not true. I can think of lots of words that are sadder than ‘Na Na’: misery, lonely, penniless, homeless, ‘ladies and gentlemen, please welcome The Stylistics’. All of these words would make you feel sadder than ‘Na Na’. And is ‘Na Na’ even a real word anyway? Or is it two words? And if it is, the title of the song becomes a grammatical nightmare. Hadn’t these chaps ever read John O’London’s? Webster Evans must have been turning in his grave.




    The Stylistics were a Pennsylvanian outfit, hailing from Philadelphia, as were The Marcels, who came from Pittsburgh. They took the Rodgers and Hart ballad ‘Blue Moon’ and gave it the full throttle doo-wop treatment, creating one of the most memorable openings to a song ever as Fred Johnson’s bass voice springs into life with the immortal opening refrain which goes something like:




    

      

        

          Bam-be-de-bam-de-bom-de-bom-bom-de-de-bam-de-de-bam-de-bum-de-dum-bum-de-de-bubbybombom-Blue Moon.


        


      


    




    In fact, these vocal soundings are central to the whole ethos of the genre, which takes its name from the ‘doo-wop, doo-wah’ backing vocal motif that crops up in literally hundreds of records.




    That song would have been one of the songs of my early life and I would think fondly enough of it if that was the only time it had touched me. How wonderful, then, in later life to have stood on the terraces at Maine Road, urging on Manchester City as forty thousand of us bellowed the same song, adopted as an anthem for our boys in sky blue and sung at all our games to this day as we implore our band of plucky international multimillionaires to do it for Sheikh Mansour and the lads. I assume the club has now bought the rights to the song. We appear to be in the process of buying pretty much everything else including, one hopes, the Premier League title. Hey, don’t blame us. We didn’t put it up for sale.




    So ‘Blue Moon’ is a song close to my heart. It’s part of my life now, and it was a massive hit at the time I was living in London as a toddler. But here’s a bit of a family mystery. I’ve checked the dates from this period with my dad because, though I was a bright three-year-old and was reading the literary reviews in my cot nightly, taking particular interest in the grammar and usage sections, I couldn’t be entirely sure on timelines. It was 1961, The Marcels were on the wireless and my father was assistant editor of John O’London’s. Looking up some background on this publication I was surprised to learn that it closed in 1954. So where was he going every day? I can only assume that he was in fact working for MI5, but there’s no point asking him because he’ll have signed the Official Secrets Act, won’t he?








  



    

       

    




    1962




    CHUBBY CHECKER – ‘LET’S TWIST AGAIN’




    The twist was one of those dance crazes that took the world by storm, not least because it involved movements that blokes could do as well. I don’t care what anybody says, men are not genetically programmed to dance properly. Be honest, when you see those marvellously lithe, athletic, male ballroom dancers with their silky blouses slit to the navel, thrusting their perfectly rounded arses out in those weird high-waisted trousers, your admiration is combined with the feeling that it’s just not right somehow. A man just doesn’t naturally feel comfortable wiggling his hips and grinning like an imbecile with freshly pomaded hair. You have to decide to do it, and embrace a whole new set of rules as to what masculinity entails.




    I was once asked to be a contestant on Strictly Come Dancing and it astonishes me now that I actually considered it. That I even thought for one second that I might be able to pull off the paso doble in tight Lycra is as horrifying as it is preposterous. I’m full of admiration for the guys who can go on and master it, but I know now that it could never be me. Firstly, I would never remember the steps. Secondly, I would look a cretin in the skimpy chemises and spray-on pantaloons. Thirdly, I wouldn’t be able to conceal my contempt for the feeble jokes of doddering dance-hall fancy-dan Bruce Forsyth. Mainly, though, I couldn’t do it because I couldn’t convince myself it was the right thing to be doing. It just seems like something that should be left to women.




    And yet, I know I’m wrong. Whilst staying at a hotel in Carlisle recently I slipped into the ballroom where elderly couples were taking a spin round the sprung dance floor. They were moving with a stately, slow elegance that seemed to hark back to an age of greater gentility and refinement, and I was struck by the loveliness of it all. All the women had put on their best frocks and jewellery and were wearing sparkly shoes they’d brought just to dance in. The men, too, boasted a smattering of cummerbunds, bow ties and patent pumps. Even the old chaps with impressive beer bellies and Bri-Nylon-shrouded man boobs seemed to achieve a certain light-footed grace. I was so taken with it all I might just have been tempted to join in had I not been short of a partner, ignorant of all the steps, and wearing full hiking kit due to being on a walk across Hadrian’s Wall. Lengthways, before you ask. I only mention this as that very question was put to me on my return by a mate of mine called Taxi Mike. It is worth bearing in mind, however, if you want to say you have walked Hadrian’s Wall but are short of time. I have walked it lengthways and it was eighty-four miles and took me just under a week. Up by Housesteads Fort you can walk across the wall instead. It is a distance of a few feet and will take you about ten seconds and you will still, technically, have ‘walked Hadrian’s Wall’.




    My generation seem to have been the first where the male of the species was not expected to know how to dance. Certainly my dad and my grandfathers knew the basics of ballroom and wouldn’t have had any trouble in that department when taking a girl out dancing. These days, people don’t even bother learning any proper steps when they’re having the first dance at their own wedding. They just hold on to each other for safety, cringing with embarrassment as everyone watches them swaying slightly ahead of the beat as the DJ spins ‘Three Times A Lady’ or ‘The Lady In Red’ or something else with ‘Lady’ in the title (though probably not ‘The Lady Is A Tramp’). My wife and I were so traumatised by the thought of this public display of incompetence that we had folk dancing at our wedding with a caller to tell you what to do. This meant we were joined on the floor by several couples, as all of these folk dances involve swapping partners, having their origins in the lively swinging scene of the Middle Ages when stinky serfs would toss their turnips into the middle of the hut before heading off to the old straw mattress with a different whiffy wench.




    My earliest attempts at dancing with a girl were untutored but at least spirited. Hilary Wardle and I would hold one hand at the end of an outstretched arm whilst shaking our bushy mops of hair wildly until our heads were in danger of falling off. Not quite the American Smooth, admittedly, but that dance is notoriously unsuited to ‘Fireball’ by Deep Purple anyway.




    Growing up on rock music in its various sub-genres meant that organised dancing with recognised moves just didn’t exist. There was ‘headbanging’ and that was it. On Saturday nights I would often join the crush in the seatbelt-free Fiat 500 belonging to Chris Ecob’s girlfriend Susan and make the trip over the moors to the since mythologised Wigan Casino. However, I didn’t go to execute the backdrops and twirls of the Northern Soul aficionado, but to flail my mullet to Motorhead or Slaughter & The Dogs. After the band had gone off at around ten-thirty, the lights would come up, the bar would close, and roll-up puffing, greasy-haired mugwumps would sweep the dance floor clear of Newcastle Brown bottles, Embassy Regal packets and saturated beer mats as we filed sweatily down the narrow staircase before stumbling out into the starchy Lancashire air. There to greet us, in their baggy trousers with a change of shoes and vest in their Adidas holdalls, would be the massed ranks of the Northern Soul army. How it wasn’t a pitched battle every week I’ll never know. I would always see soul boys I was on chummy terms with at school and though we barely acknowledged each other in those situations, as that would have been highly inflammatory, I think it must have dissipated the sense of threat somehow. Also, I think that secretly we leather and denim macho-uniformed rockers knew that in a fight, the soul lads would be harder, even though they were wearing effeminate knitwear.




    Later on I began to regret that I hadn’t participated in the Casino’s ‘All-Nighter’ scene as I came to love the music, once I grew up sufficiently to be able to drop my rock tribalism, and would have liked to be able to do at least one dance properly. However, the Northern Soul dance floors I did witness seemed to be full of people dancing largely by themselves or in large groups of men. This seemed to be missing out on the main purpose of being able to dance, beyond losing yourself in the sounds, which was to feel more comfortable with, and even possibly impress, girls. Hip-hop dancing would seem to suffer from the same problem. It’s all very impressive in an Olga Korbut sort of way, but it’s very difficult to chat someone up when you’re spinning on your head. Unless she’s doing the same, and even then it’s going to be a snatched conversation each time your face whizzes past hers.




    Perhaps this explains the popularity of line dancing. Blokes feel more comfortable when the women are restricted to the same few prescribed moves, thereby limiting their natural grace. Once you’ve got that slapping the back of your heel and waving an imaginary lasso, you’re pretty much there. My only observation is that when I see people doing it, they don’t appear to be having a lot of fun. They look rather like soldiers on the parade ground, terrified of putting a foot wrong. And it’s still no good for getting closer to women, as you’re constantly turning round and staring at the backs of their heads. For most men, having females turn their backs on you can be achieved without the need to learn any dance steps.




    There have been other organised group dances. ‘The Birdy Song’, by the presciently named Tweets, which involved some feverish ‘bingo wing’ flapping, and Black Lace’s ‘Agadoo’ with its attendant pineapple pushing, whatever that might be, were guaranteed floor-fillers for all mobile discos. You have to ask yourself, though, do you really want to try and strike up a conversation and fledgling relationship with a woman who will be seen in public dancing to music like that?




    A better one was The Gap Band’s ‘Oops Upside Your Head’, which despite appearing to make little sense to the keen English student, involved a long seated line being formed in which girls you didn’t know would sit between your splayed legs and grind away to the beat. Well, it was a start, wasn’t it?




    My only other close association with a communal dance came during the punk era, when I became no less useless at the pogo than any other numpty. This was primarily because it consisted of jumping up and down. It has yet to make an appearance on Strictly Come Dancing. I guess you had to be there, but when joined by a couple of hundred like-minded souls in front of a stage stalked by The Clash or The Damned or The Heartbreakers it felt utterly euphoric. Of course, unlike the Viennese Waltz the pogo is a dance that you can’t continue into middle and indeed old age, as my new-wave chum Jamie realised when he found himself a few years ago springing up and down at a gig by The Lurkers dressed in his office suit and holding his briefcase.




    During the course of one of my radio programmes I had an email from a teenage lad on his birthday asking if I had any advice for a fifteen-year-old, so I asked the listeners if they could oblige. Almost immediately came a response from a thirty-something woman with three suggestions that seemed to make perfect sense: smell nice, don’t be afraid to ask out the prettiest girl, and learn to dance. These were things, it seemed to me, that every adolescent should know. Even the cheapest aftershave is a preferable aroma to teenage perspiration; the most attractive women often receive fewer offers as blokes assume they’ve got no chance (which they probably haven’t, but you never know); and your ability to acquit yourself on the dance floor with some aplomb is going to come as a nice surprise to any partner at some point, isn’t it?




    The Twist was one of those rare dances that didn’t require a lot of skill, but could be done as a couple, as you were at least facing each other. The moves, which were open to personal interpretation, were roughly akin to wiggling your toes from side to side as if on wet sand whilst simultaneously drying your back with a beach towel. In the early sixties it was a global phenomenon and the soundtrack was provided by Chubby Checker.




    Chubby Checker was a gentleman from Philadelphia called Ernie Evans who took on his portly stage persona in homage to the similarly broad in the beam Fats Domino. His first hit came in 1961 with ‘The Twist’, which he then followed up with ‘Let’s Twist Again’ and ‘Slow Twistin’’ in 1962 before unleashing ‘Twist It Up’ the following year. The keen-eyed amongst you may notice a pattern emerging there. However, if you’re about to dismiss Chubby as a bit of a one-twist pony you’re ignoring his album output, which included Twist With Chubby Checker, For Twisters Only, Let’s Twist Again, Twistin’ Round The World, For Teen Twisters Only, Don’t Knock The Twist, Your Twist Party and It’s Pony Time. Where this pony thing came from I have no idea, though one can’t imagine his manager being thrilled at the sudden outbreak of equestrian enthusiasm.




    To be fair to The Chubster, he did also make a folk and a psychedelic record as well as some ill-advised limbo-related waxings before returning to the charts in 1975 with a reissue of ‘Let’s Twist Again’. He then joined forces with others who shared his ‘glandular problems’ when he hooked up with The Fat Boys in 1988 to bring us ‘The Twist ( Yo Twist)’, milking the cash cow into the hip-hop period.
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