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Bloody Marys At The Gates Of Dawn

It’s five in the morning somewhere over Greenland and the noise is beginning to fade.

I lift my little window-shade and watch the dawn glow on a curved horizon, then melt back into the deep blue darkness. Is it day or night? Not even the Earth seems to know. It’s the weekend and I’ve had four hours’ sleep since Tuesday.

The plane is heaving with bloggers, gossip hacks, journalists, DJs and TV presenters, and we’ve been hoofing down champagne on the people who manage and make records by Rihanna. It’s November 2012, and their twenty-four-year-old pop siren is the hottest ticket on the globe below us. She’s playing seven shows in seven countries in seven days, her band, their entourage, the press corps and a handful of fans all transported in a Boeing 777. When some marketing wonk cooked up this caper there might well have been whooping and punching of the air, but it’s starting to unravel and it’s costing three-quarters of a million dollars a day.

A hush descends and the cabin shuts down with a soft clicking of switches. There’s only two of us still awake in the pale lamplight, filing pieces for our magazines’ websites, mine tapped out with one quivering finger on an iPhone. It’s thirsty work, this reporting, so I wander down the aisle to see if I can scare up some more booze, and there, in the gloom, I see a third face lit by the luminous glow of a laptop, a teenage blogger from Berkeley, California – pointy shoes, skinny jeans, big hair, a self-styled ‘Rihanna nut’. I’d talked to him earlier.

‘What did you think of the show?’ I whisper.

‘Didn’t see it, man.’ He doesn’t look up. ‘The whole thing was, like, fucked.’

‘The whole thing? You sure?’

‘I get to the venue, OK, and I’m supposed to have a seat but I, like, don’t? Every time I sit down someone comes along and says it’s reserved,’ he shrugs, ‘so obvy I go to the bar across the road and have a drink.’

‘How many times did this happen?’

‘Twice,’ he says, stabbing at a computer game. ‘Maybe three times. A whole bowl of wrong.’

He left and went to a bar?

‘You left and went to a bar?’

‘To a bar, totes.’ Stabbing away. ‘I’m, like, outta here!’

Now I’m thinking: Hang on a minute. This is the same guy, right, who boarded this tub in Los Angeles and was then flown to Mexico City and Toronto. And he’s now en route to Stockholm, Paris, Berlin, London and New York with some $800-a-night hotel suites along the way. Total cost to him: nothing at all. On the same plane as the pop star he’s ‘totally mental’ about, who’s asleep in her pod up the sharp end, just the other side of that curtain. And when he first sank into his capacious seat he was given – we all were – a bulging gift bag containing clothes, books, perfume, a digital watch, an expensive set of headphones and a little bracelet with a rock in it. Not a big one, I grant you, but a genuine diamond nonetheless. Rihanna’s show normally fills packed football stadia in a vast, cranked-up spectacle of sound and light but on the 777 Tour she’s playing clubs, last night’s a tiny Canadian music-hall with chandeliers and a moulded plaster ceiling. Hardcore supporters travelled thousands of miles in the hope of a ticket.

And he’s walked out of her concert – why? Because he didn’t fancy standing up to watch it.

At this point something snaps in the back of my head. Some rogue neurone kicks in and I find myself thinking, This kid’s taken leave of his senses. For crying out loud, what is the problem? Was his champagne not quite chilled enough? Champagne, I might add, that was personally served him on the flight to Mexico by the smiling and powerfully attractive figure of Rihanna herself; champagne, I might also add, that’s fifty dollars a glass and tipped from bottles that appear to be fashioned from pure gold. Did the cognac run out? Are we out of hot towels and sushi? Was there no square of speciality nougat on the counterpane in his hotel room, no linen napkin folded into the shape of a swan with a flower in its beak? I mean, what?

Look here, mate, I huff to myself. We fought this war for you, the wind-lashed foot-soldiers of the seventies! We bought the records, we queued for the tickets, we served in the dug-outs, we kept the ball rolling so that years later, in the twenty-first century, a highly refined, multi-billion-dollar industry could ferry massively over-served seventeen-year-olds like this guy, eighteen thousand miles round the planet to see his favourite act seven nights in succession for free!

Except he goes across the road for a drink.

I didn’t say it out loud, of course. Had I actually delivered this monologue, it would have sparked hoots of derisive mirth. He’d probably have filmed me, too, and stuck the footage on the internet in pursuit of mass public humiliation. So, I give a crumpled smile and slink back to my seat, handing a chinking glass to my fellow reporter.

‘How are you feeling?’ she says.

‘Great,’ I say, poking a straw into a Bloody Mary and tapping my phone. And I am, I’m enthralled by everything. But when I switch off my light and try to close my eyes, I can’t sleep. I keep thinking back to when I was seventeen and the music I was ‘totally mental’ about, and what a quaint, clunky, magical old world it seemed to be.

The creaking portals of my mind had opened and issued their mud-stained memories …
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Tumbling Down The Rabbit Hole

If this was a movie, wavy lines would now appear and the screen dissolve into dust-flecked footage of two boys hitch-hiking through the floodplains of Clacton-on-Sea. It’s the bank holiday weekend of August 1971 and my friend Will and I are heading for a flat slab of Essex farmland filled with scrub and puddles. Some bright spark’s decided it’s the perfect spot for a pop festival.

The two of us stood at the entrance to Weeley and watched the great army of hippies converge like some mass exodus from Middle Earth. Cranky old vans bumped down the cart tracks, the air rich with the smell of warm earth and hedgerows. Hairy men with big boots lolloped along, lugging canvas bags full of beer and corned beef. Skinny girls with peace signs on their foreheads carried guitars. It was as if some magnetic force had attached itself to anyone with a trench-coat and a packet of Rizlas. A certain slice of the populace was being drawn together to sit in noise-filled union at the feet of sonic adventurers like Van der Graaf Generator. Governments would be overthrown, the old world would come tumbling down and everyone would get a bit giddy and probably fall in a ditch.

Terrific, we thought. We desperately wanted to be a part of it.

Will and I were seventeen and ecstatic just to be away from our home turf of Fleet, Hampshire, a town of such skull-cracking tedium that you spent every waking hour plotting an escape from the place. There were two types of people in life, Will reckoned – you were either ‘do-ey’ or ‘non-do-ey’ – and we were ‘do-ey’: we did stuff. We’d told our parents we were ‘off on an adventure’, hitching round the southern counties, no mention of any festivals, and spent most of the week in damp lay-bys eating tinned sardines and vamping manfully on our harmonicas. We’d formed a blues band with a four-song set performed in the weather-beaten drawl of our stage characters, Ramblin’ Will Thompson and ‘Mississippi’ Mark Ellen, pretending we were from the Deep South rather than a leafy suburb just outside Farnborough where practically everybody owned a lawnmower.

Will was blond, stubbly, had a suede jacket and looked annoyingly like Robert Redford. I had an army greatcoat and some maroon cord trousers. Our matted hair was full of burrs as we’d slept in a thistle patch near Colchester. We looked tremendous, we reckoned: wind-battered travellers on the road to discovery! Somewhere along the line, rock music had shown us a contract demanding our souls, our money and most of our attention span, and we’d simply said, ‘Where do I sign?’ We couldn’t name the chancellor of the exchequer but we could quote whole chunks of sleeve notes from albums by Skin Alley and Tucky Buzzard. As far as we were concerned, the world was split into a pair of mutually exclusive enclaves: ‘rock’ and ‘non-rock’. ‘Non-rock’ was a pallid, joyless vista filled with the lumpen rigours of real life – exams, washing-up, dull holiday jobs stacking shelves in supermarkets, and slightly crumpled men in cardigans who dropped round to visit our parents. But ‘rock’ was a magic portal through which you dived into daydreams sparked by no more than a cursory glance at a record sleeve. One squint at weathered prog-soldiers Atomic Rooster with their headbands, hand-stitched waistcoats and generous flares, and you fell into a warm reverie about a world of impossible freedom way beyond the painted picket fences of the Guildford borders. Once through the ‘rock’ window, pretty much everything was acceptable. Even the most clod-hopping rhythm section seemed a symphony of pure delight. Anything involving amplifiers and men with hair like an exploded mattress was A Good Thing. Anyone with a guitar round their neck was transformed into a sage-like prophet shepherding you to a sparkling new parallel universe bereft of rules, bores, number-crunching ‘straights’ and anyone over the age of thirty.

Like the rest of the steaming throng, Will and I had heard the clarion call and headed down to Weeley. We had a fiver between us, two sleeping-bags and a packet of Rothmans, and were overloading with excitement – though, obviously, we couldn’t show it. We cultivated a look of cool, slightly glazed detachment as if enormously stoned and went to a festival every twenty minutes and this just happened to be the latest. Somewhere in the distance the soft throb of music reverberated from some scaffolding covered with planks and tarpaulins, and we picked our way through the crowd towards it. The whole place looked like a painting by Hieronymus Bosch only with denim and litter – pie-munching troglodytes, frail hippie chicks, lone idiot dancers, pale-faced inner voyagers and sunburnt bikers with knotted hankies on their heads asleep amid piles of empties. I found the strange rhythmic motion of one couple we stepped over slightly baffling until Will pointed out they were having sexual intercourse.

We staked out our square of plastic sheeting and set up camp, and soon learnt that you didn’t dare move for the entire weekend or you lost your spot. Community spirit might be in the air but it could be fairly thin on the ground. Festival virgins would head out for a group wander, tripping over rucksacks and people frying bacon, and return to find their space had been taken, along with their boots, their rug and all their Kraft Cheese Slices. People often just got lost. They’d skip off, barefoot, to buy an ice-cream in a burst of sunlight on the Friday morning and still be trudging forlornly through the mud days later, their feet in plastic carrier-bags, calling weakly for Dave or Kipper or Wally or Nod.

Generally, though, the mood was forgiving. There was a bonding sense of collective endurance. If you were more than a hundred yards away you could barely see the stage, especially as everyone had flags for the purpose of self-location or sales – ‘PETE & SKAGGY’S BARMY ARMY’ or ‘ACID HERE!!’ with an arrow pointing to the frazzled loon beneath it. And in a nasty crosswind you couldn’t hear a great deal either so you sat rooted to the spot, pathetically grateful for whatever was lobbed your way in the name of entertainment. The more energetic crowd members built wobbling pyramids of beer cans and threw shoes at them, but most just dozed in their sleeping-bags, mildly distracted by the brave, mind-expanding excursions of Audience or Formerly Fat Harry rumbling on the horizon. Roof-free rock and roll wasn’t easy for the bands either: if you wanted to get a crowd on its feet, first you had to get it to finish its sandwich, then climb out of bed and put its trousers on.

To ease the tedium of the long gaps in the running order, thrilling rumours would circulate through the multitude, allegedly started by someone who’d ‘been backstage’.

‘Hey, mate,’ our neighbours shouted above the noise. ‘Heard about Ronnie Wood? The Faces are playing without him.’

‘Heavy!’

‘He’s totally bombed. Out of his tree. Clapton’s going to replace him!’

‘Far out!’

‘And The Edgar Broughton Band could be a bit late on,’ they added with a nudge and a wink. ‘Old Edgar’s copped off with a chick.’

‘Nice one. Have some crisps!’

‘And some guy’s died, right. Electrocuted. He was pissing on a power cable. Unlucky.’

‘Total downer!’

Every now and then some colossal stoner would wander on and make a mumbling stage announcement about how the cheerless people of Clacton eight miles away were complaining about the noise – raucous applause – or how ‘Keith’s old lady Arabella just had a baby, man!’ – waves of joy. There was always a birth at festivals. It seemed a great way to open your account, being born during an encore by Sam Apple Pie. It was cheering that the population of your alternative global village was on the up, though if you factored in the bloke full of mescaline who’d fallen off the lighting tower you were pretty much back to square one.

Will and I passed the time honking on our harmonicas, eating sardine-and-Sunblest sandwiches and gawping in shiny-faced reverence at the colourful noodlings of King Crimson and Principal Edwards Magic Theatre, a shambling collective of strummers, dancers and tambourine-tapping girls in felt hats, who performed a courageous tribute to their home town of Kettering. Al Stewart played his bed-sit staple ‘Love Chronicles’ which included the line ‘it grew to be less like fucking and more like making love’ and we nodded sagely and exchanged knowing looks – ‘Ain’t it the truth!’ – though we had no experience of either. Whole hours were lost in rounds of the much-loved parlour game What Are Our Favourite Rock Stars Doing Now? Even the lowliest musicians, we assumed, were impossibly glamorous, so what kind of dizzying lifestyle had chart success bestowed upon Weeley’s headliners, Rod Stewart and Marc Bolan? To think they could be just the other side of that corrugated iron fence made me wobble with excitement. We gazed longingly at the backstage area, shaking our burr-filled heads in wonder.

I got the ball rolling. ‘What, my old pal, is Rod Stewart doing now?’

‘Old Rodders,’ Will imagined, ‘has probably just bowled up in an open-topped Bentley, bunged the chauffeur a fiver for fish and chips and said, “Keep the change, mate.” Satin jacket, stripy trousers, glass of bubbly on the go, bird on his arm wearing …’

‘Two birds …’ I chipped in.

‘… two birds, one on each arm, wearing hot pants. Tell you what,’ he added, ‘he won’t be up to his knees in empty cider bottles, listening to seventy-five minutes of Juicy Lucy. Your go … Marc Bolan?’

Bolan was a tricky one. A year earlier the leader of rambling hippie princelings Tyrannosaurus Rex had been writing lyrics about a siren called Debora who dressed like a conjuror ‘clawed with mysteries of the Spanish Main’. Debate raged in our moist patch of the meadow as to whether he’d now ‘sold out’ by forming T. Rex and making pared-down boogie for girls who bought singles and had glitter on their eyelids. Melody Maker referred to him disdainfully as ‘The Bopping Elf’. He’d done a bad thing and Weeley weren’t going to let him forget it. We imagined he used to have a horse-drawn gypsy caravan full of cats and a bloke called Gandalf playing bongos, but this clearly needed updating.

‘He’s got rid of the caravan,’ I reckoned, ‘and he’s steaming round the Colchester bypass in a brand-new Cadillac, shades on, smoking a ciggie. Six-foot scarf made out of pink feathers. Girlfriend called Marigold …’

‘… or Coriander or maybe Starshine,’ Will thought dreamily. ‘Her nails are painted silver …’

News arrived on the grapevine that a backstage row had erupted about which act was going on last, and the Faces eventually appeared in the Saturday evening sunlight, swigging bottles of white wine and knocking out rollicking versions of ‘Maggie May’ and ‘Gasoline Alley’, Rod Stewart in a pink satin jacket and no shirt. And then darkness fell and a tiny pouting figure with a bushel of curls shimmied into the lights and a reedy little voice came across the PA, buffeted by the wind.

‘Hi, I’m Marc Bolan. You’ve probably seen me on Top of the Pops.’

A mighty howl of disapproval rent the night sky. The heavens opened and plastic bottles full of warm wee spun down upon him, many with the tops off. I joined in lustily but felt a bit confused. I liked the conga-tapping whimsy of his early records but I also liked ‘Hot Love’ and ‘Ride A White Swan’ – though if I’d applauded either I’d have been accused of desertion, like the traitor Bolan himself, and probably set on fire by heavily bearded men with headbands. You were either with the Underground or the Mainstream. It seemed to be a crime to belong to both.

The Weeley wind brought with it the soft scent of salt and vinegar and the tang of old socks. But something else was in the breeze, a gentle sense of menace. Occasionally there’d be the stench of burning plastic as a bonfire raged out of control and a fire-engine clattered slowly round the edge of the crowd with its siren wailing. Now and again fights broke out or someone started selling ‘pot’ rather too obviously and a pair of uniformed officers would bustle into view, at which point we’d all scoff loftily and shout ‘Fuck off!’ from a safe distance.

But now a fresh set of rumours began doing the rounds: the Hells Angels had arrived. We had a local chapter back home, the Devil’s Disciples, who were based in Aldershot, a.k.a. ‘Sin City of the South’. A cartoonish bunch, they had wooden swords and horned Viking helmets, and the sum total of their criminal activity appeared to be stealing a life-size plywood replica of Colonel Sanders from outside the Kentucky Fried Chicken where I’d worked that summer and strapping it to the back of a chopper. They were nothing like the fibrous, lumpy-looking creatures now lurching around Weeley.

The event, we discovered, had been organised by the good burghers of the local Round Table, who normally laid on wholesome bank holiday fund-raisers – cake stalls, Bash the Rat, Guess the Weight of the Vicar, that sort of thing. But this year they were branching out. They’d booked half a dozen local acts, plus the chart-topping Mungo Jerry, from nearby Dorset, to perform ‘In The Summertime’ and other harmless jug-band fare, and were hoping to draw a capacity crowd of five thousand to their cheerless stubble-field. All was going according to plan until a projected fourth festival on the Isle of Wight was suddenly cancelled, leaving a vast and expectant roaming army in need of a new location on which to park their bony behinds, smoke their three-quid deals and watch Ken Pustelnik of The Groundhogs do a twenty-minute drum solo.

All hell, very gradually, broke loose. The more the tickets sold, the greater the number of artists offered by promoters and the more the Round Table rightly sensed a larger pot of gold for their charities. So, more acts were added and more tickets were bought and the taped-together infrastructure of the whole creaking caboodle must have started fraying at the edges. In the end so many bands were booked they had to play non-stop between midnight on the Friday and nine on the Sunday morning, with the result that anyone not hammered by drugs or maddened by the poorly synched sound-system was reduced to a whey-faced gibbering wreck simply through lack of sleep.

In the end more than a hundred thousand souls had descended on Weeley, clutching their two-pound weekend tickets, at which point, catching the powerful aroma of cash profit, the spirit of free enterprise raised its opportunistic head. Noting some of the more smoke-filled stragglers hadn’t even brought a sleeping-bag, one nearby farmer started selling old fertiliser sacks for a monstrous ten pence a time off the back of a trailer, which, users balefully reported, had a double disadvantage: they were made of paper and they still had pellets of chemically charged fishmeal at the bottom. Add a pair of warm and fragrant feet to the mix and you produced a fizzing stench that tore the bark off trees. Local traders set up food stalls but found the competition tough. For a start, they were undercut by the hippie-hating East End mob, who’d secured the hot-dog concession and ran the vans making deep-fried doughnuts. Then seventeen cartloads of fruit were carried off by light-fingered flower-children. Next, sensing a humanitarian disaster, the Salvation Army arrived and, very sweetly, began handing out free food parcels, though a lot of the crowd were happily surviving on just herbal relaxants and the life-affirming rhythms of Mott The Hoople.

Anyway, exciting news had worked its way through the multitude regarding our safety and security.

‘Heard what’s going down, man?’

We hadn’t, no.

‘The Angels are in charge!’

‘What … the Hells Angels? Wow, that’s … that’s cosmic!’ We tried to look relaxed.

‘The Hells Angels, yeah, they’re looking after us. It’s a beautiful thing, man. It’s a thing that’s beautiful.’

Hang about. The last time the Angels ‘looked after’ anyone was when the Stones played Altamont and it was a total bummer, right, and people got lamped with billiard cues and stabbed and stuff and it actually wasn’t very beautiful at all.

‘They’re doing this in-charge thing in a really cool way, though, right?’ I asked.

‘Totally cool! They’ve got rid of the fuzz and they’re running the whole show, man. They’re using the old church as their HQ. Some guy called Johnny Nomad’s in charge.’

Will held the fort while I wandered down to the ruined church to see what was occurring. The Angels were indeed in residence, a collection of grotesque, gap-toothed orcs squatting amid the rubble, barbecuing things over hot coals – wild animals, possibly, or Bolan fans – and looking nine times more terrifying than the Aldershot mob and worse, far worse, than the gang my mates had run into at the Isle of Wight Festival the year before, who were led by a character called Buttons. He might have been wearing a dead chicken as a necklace but at least he’d let them share some of his stew. You wouldn’t get much stew out of Nomad. He made Buttons look cuddly.

What we hadn’t fully grasped was that a grand total of four security forces were in fact jostling for pole position. The Hells Angels were indeed our self-appointed guardians but the police had turned up too, and in large numbers, and Clacton’s understandably cautious Round Table had also hired a gang of local heavies in the event of a disturbance. Plus a collection of heat-seeking hippies calling themselves The Marquee, now claimed to be in control.

It all kicked off by one of the food tents. I wandered over to watch – scary and a little bit exciting, and some distance from the peace-and-love propaganda of Barclay James Harvest who were onstage at the time, a thirty-piece orchestra sawing gently behind them. The hot-dog vendors had taken against the Angels, the Angels had a pop at The Marquee, the security swung a fist at both of them, and then the cops got involved. Girls in floral-print dresses dropped their chips and ran for cover. Stoned men in robes thought it was an authentic piece of street theatre. At one divinely comic moment, a division of bikers dived through the back flap of a catering tent, closely followed by the ‘Filth’, the canvas bulging like a Tom and Jerry cartoon, and some bruised-looking Angels popped out the other end, still pursued by police. The hot-dog gang duffed up some Harley-Davidsons with stake-hammers and set one on fire and, in the confusion, some of the cash from the turnstiles went missing.

Otherwise, great.

I raced back breathlessly to report to Will, the air pungent with the smell of stewed frankfurters and petrol. Chaos, anarchy, mob violence, rock and roll: excellent! There wasn’t a lot of this on Fleet High Street. The perimeter fence had been overrun, he’d heard, and the festival declared free, but it was stumbling to a halt anyway. In the watery half-light, people were shuffling off, like tattered troops leaving a battlefield, out past the overloading toilets, which consisted of two lengths of scaffolding quivering above a turd-packed trench – you leant on the upper one and sat on the other, a brand of sanitation that would have been sub-standard even in The Black Hole Of Calcutta.

‘One poor bloke took a tumble apparently,’ Will said, packing his bags. ‘Lost his footing and fell in.’

We paused for a moment of quiet contemplation, shivered, and carried on. Foot-rot, burrs, sheep ticks, fertiliser rash, the jarring pain that comes from sleeping on a tree root … none of it bothered me. A powerful alchemy was at work that made it all seem magnificent. Some uncritical force was in play that made anything involving loon pants and electric guitars acceptable. Until then, music had mostly accompanied mooching about in bedrooms, the mystic sound of albums and late-night radio beamed from another galaxy, earnest little avenues into some sort of self-discovery. Now it seemed like the soundtrack to a great, captivating juggernaut of a movie thundering into the unknown, a whole new world of fascination and thrills.
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Pork Pies And Pick Of The Pops

I missed The Beatles when they played Aldershot. I was four miles away, eight years old and asleep. Very few people had heard of them outside Liverpool or Hamburg in December 1961 and only eighteen turned up on a perishing night at the Palais Ballroom in Queen’s Road. At one of the set’s many low points, their two guitarists left the stage, put on scarves and overcoats and waltzed round the dance-floor to the sound of just the bassist and Pete Best playing ‘Till There Was You’. They scratched ‘THE BEATLES WERE HERE’ on the stage door and began the joyless 230-mile journey home in their knackered Commer van.

They’d made this eighteen-hour round-trip because Aldershot was forty miles from London and their manager had fondly imagined some A&R men from record labels might stroll on down to see them. If they had, I used to fantasise, then it could have been our godforsaken corner of fun-free Hampshire that put The Beatles on the map, and vice versa. The whole caper was so disastrous that it pushed them into signing with Brian Epstein, so perhaps the dependably dreary ‘Home of the British Army’ did play its small part in turning my world upside down.

That happened a year later, a moment in which, I like to think, birds flapped, tweeting, past the window and the sun leapt from behind a cloud, but that might be a little fanciful. All I know is my Ektachrome memories of life before The Beatles – of steam trains, prams and wooden toys, tins of pink Germolene, hand-cranked mincing machines and the smell of the coke-fired boiler – seemed wedded to the sound of two men. One was Roy Orbison and the other Bernard Cribbins.

Roy was spooky, cold and unsmiling, and always wore sunglasses. His mournful, operatic tones echoed from shop radios and from the jukebox in the little café on the High Street that sold frothy coffee and was full of towering teddy boys in drape jackets. Roy’s records weren’t encouraged in the Ellen house as he was part of a dark rock and roll underworld led by the jiving hell-raiser Elvis Presley. Cribbins, however, was all over the place. A worn copy of his magnificent ‘Right Said Fred’ sat alongside Lonnie Donegan’s two chartbusters, ‘My Old Man’s A Dustman’ and ‘Does Your Chewing Gum Lose Its Flavour (On The Bed Post Overnight?)’. (My sister Al had researched this and said it did.) Novelty singles were everywhere: throw a paper dart and you’d hit a person whistling one.

So, the first record I ever fell in love with – purchased by democratic vote and the pooling of pocket-money with all three of my sisters – was Bernard Cribbins’ masterpiece ‘The Hole In The Ground’, a symphony of sparkling tunes and comedy rhythms. I stared at its shiny sleeve for hours, a picture of the great man in a crumpled hat pulling a doleful, rubbery face. In just one minute forty-five seconds, he mapped out a gripping class-war collision while playing two different parts, the hole-digging road-worker and an interfering toff in a bowler hat. We’d spend long, carefree afternoons clambering over the little wire fence by the railway line near our house, putting pennies on the track and nipping back to watch the London-bound locomotives thunder over them in a cloud of cinders, squashing the King or Queen’s face into grotesque and amusing shapes – the more you put the same coin back, the thinner and wider it got. We’d do this while singing ‘The Hole In The Ground’ over and over again, swapping parts, marvelling at its rhymes and howling with delight at its murderous punchline.

But a whole new chapter was about to begin, a richly tinted episode starring pork pies, bicycles, crisp packets with little blue twists of salt, vacuum flasks of soup, the fug of wet dog in a Bedford Dormobile and a prime minister called Macmillan who had a funny moustache. And its soundtrack was provided by The Beatles. I bowled up to supper one evening to find an uncomfortable silence. Al had apparently squandered thirty-two shillings and sixpence on ‘a long-playing record by this new pop group from Liverpool’, and when the wisdom of this was questioned, she’d flounced from the kitchen, steamed upstairs and – amid hot tears and tantrums – slammed her bedroom door. The abominable, cash-sapping Beatles could now be heard at top volume through her cork lino, punctuated by soft parental sighs and the rattle of trains.

I crept up later and listened outside, eventually allowed in to sit on her bed, the value of a pro-Beatles ally outweighing the misery of a younger brother who liked the same music as she did. There she was, still flushed and furious, surrounded by pictures of four boys with astonishing haircuts, a fizzing, cymbal-filled backbeat crackling from her little record-player. And that was it. I’d liked Elvis and his ‘Hound Dog’ and Guy Mitchell’s ‘Singing The Blues’ but they were Americans, mysterious beings with strange accents from another planet. The Beatles seemed real. They lived up north but at least they were in the same country. They’d been to Aldershot. We might run into them one day.

The Ellen household was the perfect launch-pad for a love affair with pop music – three elder sisters and parents who disapproved. The first gave me a wildly colourful view of it all, the clothes and the characters involved, the second a powerful urge to hear as much of the stuff as possible. Dad worked for the Church and took the train to London every day in a bowler hat. He played dull, wobbling opera on his radiogram by the fireplace, a great humming machine in a polished cabinet with carved wooden legs and a green luminous dial; spin its wheel and you’d hear foreign voices and ghostly music from out across the ether. Mum grew vegetables, fed the chickens, darned socks and spent hours hand-scrubbing laundry while humming along to Mozart on the wireless. Al was fifteen and had a Helen Shapiro bob, plastic earrings and her own transistor radio. Zacky was thirteen and played singles non-stop in her bedroom, the floor creaking as she danced along. Cath was eleven, sang loudly and had thick cord trousers and a duffel coat.

We didn’t have a telly so information was thin on the ground. Apart from Alan ‘Fluff’ Freeman’s Pick Of The Pops on the Light Programme – playing ‘the uppers, downers and just hangin’-arounders’ – I had to rely on the records and fill in the gaps myself. The sum total of my Beatles knowledge came from the back of their first album.

‘George Harrison is the leader of the group,’ I announced, after reading the sleeve notes.

‘John’s the leader,’ Al insisted.

‘It’s Paul!’ Zacky reckoned.

‘Well, it’s certainly not Ringo,’ said Cath.

They were wrong and I could prove it. The Beatles’ names were listed on the cover with George Harrison first, presumably because he played the important-sounding ‘lead guitar’. He was mysterious and had wonky teeth, and people said he wobbled his knee when he played in concerts. Next in the hierarchy was John Lennon, on the less significant ‘rhythm guitar’, who had bandy legs and mucked about and sometimes wore specs. Third from top was Paul McCartney, on the even lowlier ‘bass guitar’; he winked at girls and was soppy and a bit pleased with himself but I thought he was the best. And last – fair enough as he had no guitar at all – was foghorn-voiced, wise-cracking teddy boy Ringo Starr. No one pointed out they were in alphabetical order. The girls had already bagged a Beatle each so I had to make do with the big-nosed drummer.

Boys at school argued about which one wrote which song and who smoked the most ciggies, but the girls’-eye view was different. Pop music was a whole package, a flurry of collarless jackets, winkle-pickers, sex appeal and sparkling asides. Point your mental kaleidoscope at all this, play the records, give it a twist and the whole thing came to life. The Beatles seemed to be the same person reproduced four times with four heads and eight arms, an invincible gang who charmed everyone, waved at crowds, ruffled the hair of small children and raised the sum of human happiness.

Other pop stars now rattled from the radio set and I’d peer at record sleeves in shop windows to get an idea of what they looked like. There were two Americans called the Everly Brothers, who seemed to have come straight off a Brylcreem poster in a barber’s shop. There were some choreographed shop-window dummies called The Shadows who had creepy grins. There was beaming crooner Sam Cooke and his new craze The Twist, magically mastered by pretending to stub out a fag-end with your right toe while drying your back with a towel. There was an appalling creature with a guitar and a wimple called The Singing Nun, who Mum and Dad thought ought to be encouraged, and a cheeky, big-eyed poppet called Little Eva with a brand-new dance called The Locomotion that we’d do when the trains went by. And there was the rubber-lipped and lecherous Mick Jagger and his leering Rolling Stones, scourge of decent folk the world over.

As singles were six shillings and eightpence, a lot of ‘odd jobs’ were required before a trip to Clarke’s Electrics on the High Street, opposite a butcher’s with hares and woodcock hanging from its awning on strings. Clarke’s was full of brand-new household gadgets – Hoovers, food-mixers, spin-dryers, two-bar fires – and had a thrilling scent of warm Bakelite. Occasionally assistants would give a demonstration and some machine would whirr into life to a chorus of appreciative sighs. At the far end was a little counter where a bloke in a button-down shirt, who looked like a member of Herman’s Hermits, kept a wooden box of records, singles (or ‘45s’) on one side in their paper sleeves, four-track EPs (‘extended play’) on the other with their shiny picture covers; if you wanted a long-player you had to go to Guildford. Back home we would sprint, with our new Beatles’ 45 in its green wrapper, and watch it clatter down the spindle of the Dansette. I’d stare, mesmerised, at the needle, waiting for the huge, clamouring, slightly curdled chord at the beginning of ‘A Hard Day’s Night’ to begin, and the crackling sound at the end – doonk-sher, doonk-sher – as it waited to be ejected.

Life was full of mysteries for my sisters and me. Where did Cilla Black get her belted plastic raincoats? Wouldn’t it be great to live on a double-decker bus if it didn’t have the smarmy Cliff Richard on board? Why were boys in Dusty Springfield songs always going off with other girls while poor dark-eyed Dusty – who looked like a lot of fun to me – hung about bravely hoping they’d come back to her? And, for that matter, why was French chanteuse Françoise Hardy, clearly possessed of head-wrecking pulchritude, wandering alone and unloved in her roll-neck sweater when everyone else was having a laugh and holding hands? What kind of a world would allow this to happen?

But there were no mysteries for my father. He didn’t mind the girls – Cilla, Dusty, Pet Clark, Sandie Shaw – but he detested the rest of pop’s noble frontline. The boorish and irksomely hirsute Beatles made a dismal racket but at least they’d been known to wear ties, and the unwashed Stones he’d managed to ignore as they were yet to urinate in a garage forecourt and, thus, infiltrate the pages of The Times. But The Kinks were the final straw, ghastly preening gadflies in silk shirts, sneering through their vulgar sunglasses. Worse, they couldn’t even spell on their records – ‘Kwyet Kinks’, Kinda Kinks, The Kink Kontroversy. The fabric of society was coming apart at the seams.

Access to any of these people was hard to come by, especially if you were at a comical Molesworthian boarding-school in Dorset, stalked by eccentric pipe-smoking teachers, where radios were banned and the only time we were allowed to watch telly was for the state funeral of Winston Churchill. Four of us – tiny little boys with shorts and blue knees – would creep down to the aromatic boot-hole, where they kept all the gym shoes, on Sunday afternoons and gather in detection-dodging silence round Pete Gaskell’s illegal transistor – Gaskell was the gang-leader as he had hair like Brian Jones and got Beat Instrumental magazine in the post. We’d worked out a system that seemed fair but brought a whole world of excruciating pain: we sat in a circle, each of us wedging the single white plastic earphone into our ear for two minutes, scrupulously timed, then handing it on to the boy on our right and waiting six tortuous minutes for it to come back round again. This was fine if your turn coincided with a favourite record – ‘Just One Look’ by The Hollies or ‘House Of The Rising Sun’ by The Animals – but a nightmare if you got a total stinker like ‘Happiness’ by Ken Dodd and then heard what appeared to be the excellent ‘You’re No Good’ hissing from a nearby ear, miserably confirmed by the listener pointing, thumbs-up, to a picture of the Swinging Blue Jeans in the new edition of Beat.

 

But one night in the holidays Dad returned from London with cheering news: these new-fangled ‘telly sets’ were no longer sinister contraptions that scarred the vision and turned the brain to porridge. They were ‘the window on the world’, he declared, a marketing slogan he’d read in the Evening Standard. A TV duly arrived, with wood panels, and we could now see these groups in action, sometimes even hear them speak; thrilling for us, beguiling – often alarming – for our parents. Until then pop music had lived in the background, a distant noise, pictures on bedroom walls. Now its perpetrators were being piped directly into their living-room via the BBC’s new programme Top of the Pops. Mum tried her best to be upbeat but Dad began to grasp the full extent of its awfulness. As each episode happened only once and was never repeated, you couldn’t miss a moment. It was so precious I’d go to bed thinking I’d dreamt the things I’d seen and had to check with mates the next morning that I hadn’t just imagined them.

So a fractious weekly drama played out in our and a million other households. After supper my parents usually busied themselves with the chickens or listening to Mendelssohn or putting tiny portions of uneaten food on saucers in the fridge – a spoonful of mash, a handful of peas – where they’d remain untouched for weeks, sprout luxuriant mould and be chucked in the bin, an old war-time habit they could never shake. But not on Top of the Pops night when they made infuriating appearances in the telly-room doorway, sometimes venturing in to turn down the volume.

‘Who’s this one? Shame she has to make that horrid noise as she’s got such a pretty face.’

‘It’s Lulu, Mum! We’re trying to watch!’

‘Oh, look, it’s that awful Jimmy Saviles! Must be almost my age!’

‘He’s funny, Mum, and a lovely man, and he likes the Dave Clark Five, which is more than you do!’

Dad was even less enthusiastic, the twin-generational agony ramped up most if The Kinks ever made an appearance. I adored The Kinks, way beyond the boundaries of reason. I was besotted with them. I could tell you which one liked steak and chips or girls who were ‘sincere’ or was kind to animals or was saving up for an E-Type Jag. I loved them so much I’d lie awake at nights picturing the tension if my father was to make one of his haunting cameos while they were on the telly. Which he always did. I could feel his loitering presence behind me.

‘Dear, oh dear.’

The temperature seemed to have dropped.

‘Oh dear, oh deary dear.’

The ceiling seemed a little lower.

‘Daaad!’

‘What on earth is that?’

‘That is THE KINKS, Dad, and you hate them and you wouldn’t understand anyway. Go AWAY!’

The camera would move in on singer Ray Davies, whose dangerously thin smile suggested some private joke from which we were all excluded. To me he was a living symbol of the magical world that lay beyond the suffocating confines of the southern counties. To my father he was a preposterous popinjay who’d barged into our home uninvited, and whatever he was up to, no good by the look of it, he was doing it both all day and all of the night. I’d hope – pray – the lens didn’t pan left and alight upon the group’s lead guitarist, by some margin the world’s coolest man. But it did.

‘Oh, my giddy aunt.’ Dad again. ‘What in TARNATION do we have here?’ A vein stood out in his neck like a drainpipe.

We had the aggressively pretty Dave Davies, a tremendous fop given to knee-length boots and frock coats and wearing what could statistically be proved to be the longest male hair in the United Kingdom. In a dandyish centre-parting.

Please don’t say, is it a boy or a girl?

‘Is it a boy or a—’

‘DAAAAAAD!’

To be fair, he had good reason to feel this way – not that, bless him, he ever expressed it, or that I’d have listened, cared or comprehended. Dave Davies was nearly nineteen, only slightly younger than my father had been when he was called up to fight. Days after Dad’s twenty-fourth birthday he’d leapt from the jump-doors of a Dakota into the flak above enemy-occupied Normandy and spent three weeks camped in the woods, his paratroops as terrified of the owls and cracking twigs at night as they were of the gunfire. Leading an attack on some armoured cars, he’d been hit by a German mortar, rushed to a dug-out face-down on a stretcher, strapped to the bonnet of a truck, driven to the coast and shipped back to England to have his right leg removed above the knee. He’d worn a tin one ever since. Whatever future he’d imagined this noble struggle might secure, it hadn’t included buffoons like Dave Davies of The Kinks turning the heads of the nation’s youth.

By now another mysterious figure sparkled from our record-player. In his early pictures he looked like a farm labourer from the 1920s. I worked out some of his songs and played them on a guitar and a harmonica taped to a bent wire coat-hanger, but these soon acquired such a dark and mystifying edge that I barely knew what I was singing about. A ‘hard rain’ was going to fall. His minor-chord anthems now featured ‘masters of war’ with their guns and death-planes. Even his album sleeves were out of reach. On The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan he was arm in arm with the type of apple-cheeked girl in sturdy winter-wear you might meet in Mac Fisheries on Fleet High Street but he’d soon traded up: Bringing It All Back Home featured a brooding siren in a scarlet cocktail dress smoking a cigarette, a figure of such poise and sophistication it made my head hurt.

Another mind-bending moment was just around the curve. Al had heard a new single that contained important news for the future of the human race. Its message of doom was so distressing, she said, that the BBC might be taking it off the air, so she sat by the radio all day on red alert, ready to shout if she heard it.

‘It’s on! Quick, quick, before they ban it!’

I tore up to her bedroom, heart pounding, and we huddled round the speaker. She was right, things seemed very bleak indeed. According to the chart-bound ‘Eve Of Destruction’, the world was about to end. There was no Bob Dylan-style soft-sell poetry with this guy, no ‘white doves’ and ‘cannonballs’. Barry McGuire gave it to you straight. He painted a picture of apocalyptic chaos – bodies floating in the Jordan river, the eastern world exploding, H-bombs raining from the heavens. Escape was impossible, Barry said – ‘if the button is pushed there’s no running away’. With the world in a grave, ‘there’ll be no one to save’. I was haunted by it. I couldn’t get it out of my head. I couldn’t sleep, wrestling with images of eerie, smiling men in uniform, like Bond villains, launching rockets in the direction of
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Aged 11 in 1965, imagining I’m ‘the new Donovan’.
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The Ellen family camping on the Isle Of Skye in ‘63, energised by an invisible keyboard – (from left) Mum, Zacky, Dad, Cath and me with a canvas bucket on my head.
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The full line-up, taken with Dad’s spiffy new self-timing camera, with eldest sister A1 far left.
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A quivering snap of my first rock concert, Soft Machine at the Chalk Farm Roundhouse, bassist Hugh Hopper (far left) drinking warm Liebfraumilch from the bottle: there was so much to learn.
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Hampshire’s skiffle-blues revival of 1970 was surprisingly short-lived – (from left) Dave Willcox, Penny Cotter, ‘Mississippi’ Mark Ellen, Ramblin’ Will Thompson.
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Windswept world-changing hippies at Oxford in ’74, Anji Hunter and I at the top, a rare moment when we’re not all listening to Twelve Dreams Of Dr. Sardonicus by Spirit.
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Knebworth Festival, 1975: Captain Beefheart and his Magic Band move Anji to polite applause.



[image: Image Missing]

With Mary, fellow inmate of Chilswell Road. Note key fashion statements of the time – roll-up, ironic silk tie, dog on lead.
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The male members of the ‘commune’ express their individuality through clothing, 1975. In our heads we’re the Allman Brothers Band. Reggae-loving chickens not pictured.
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(Above) Poster advertising Ugly Rumours at a benefit for the left-leaning Strumpet Magazine, and (clockwise from top left) the four other members of this unfearsome rock unit – lead-player Al, drummer Jim, rhythm guitarist Adam and singer Tony.
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Still at college in ’76 wrestling with existential woe: inspired by the cover of Syd Barrett’s The Madcap Laughs, I’ve painted my floorboards. And I’ve I painted my shoes blue, possibly a step too far.
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Some romantic notion of rock journalism made me take this snap of my desk in the Applecrumble Street squat in December ’77, the day my first piece appeared in Record Mirror.
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The typewriter moves to the Roach Motel where I’m failing miserably to be the NME’s new Nick Kent, visited by old pal Mary. You can see the garden where many a Dr. Hook 12-inch died in the ‘clay pigeon shoot’.
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(Above) The only shot of Anton Corbijn and I in the late ’70s: I’m wearing his clothes (right) in the picture he took for our piece about how ‘air synthesiser’ might replace ‘air guitar’.
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Pretending to play sax in a Nona Hendryx video. Her promotional picture doesn’t do us justice: she’s got a monstrous yellow top and silk jodhpurs and I’m in a powder-blue zoot suit.
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Enjoying the hospitality in the Knebworth press enclosure in ’78 and heading for the shameful Slept-Through-Jefferson-Starship live review incident.
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Sparkling Cider O’Clock!: no expense spent for a sales-celebrating Smash Hits news picture in ’83. Ian ‘Amanalone’ Birch is far left, Lisa Anthony of the Saturday Girls below him with Sam ‘On Target’ Archer, and Neil Tennant in the middle. You can see the NME office the other side of Carnaby Street through the window.
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The editor at his desk, a ‘Lulu’ promotional coffee mug close at hand.
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Clare and I with the Smash Hits staff at our wedding in ’82, Dave Hepworth (far left) leading an outbreak of the Madness’ Nutty Train. There’s a touch of Noel Coward about Neil and his tea cup.
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Cheery snap for the Radio Times to promote my two weeks sitting in for John Peel on his late-night Radio One show. I’m about to tell the nation that ‘no member of The Clash can actually sing’: big, huge mistake.
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With Dave Hepworth on the roof of Television Centre, our first Old Grey Whistle Test photo session. We’re trying to send up our tortuous press release which claims the show ‘takes a sideways look at the rock scene and beyond!’
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On set for a Whistle Test New Year’s Special with (from left) Dave, ‘The Man They Call Richard Skinner’, Frank Sidebottom wearing a giant fibreglass head, Andy Kershaw and Ro Newton. The lavish budget runs to balloons and two cans of Kestrel Lager.
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The nightmare of Ambleside: with Jimmy Page and Roy Harper at the point where the sheep sound-effects are dubbed on – ‘Maaaarrrk! Maaaarrrk!’
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Presenting Live Aid on July 13 1985 to ‘four billion people’, wondering what a billion actually is.
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Levels of expectation are stratospheric: on the morning of the concert the Sun claims The Beatles are ‘poised to reform’ with Julian Lennon in place of his father.
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The chaotic interviews, this with Brian May about Queen’s show-stealing triumph: next up I had Su Pollard from Hi-De-Hi!
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Topical ‘Wall Street’ publicity snap with hair gel and cigars to celebrate Q’s off-the-scale success in ’87 – (back row from left) Andy Cowles, Paul Du Noyer, Dave, Andy Gill, (front) Nikki Whenham, Adrian Deevoy and John Bauldie. Note stone-age technology.
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Eager reporters watching Bob Dylan from a press pen in Hyde Park – (from left) Tom Hibbert, Andy Gill, Andy Kershaw, me and Clare.
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Rival titles mocked Q for being ‘old hippies’ so we released this damning snap of the office team at work.
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News shot of the Select staff under new management (me) in the summer of ’91: ‘Terminator’ Hicks is at the back, ‘The Cav’ dispensing good-ish vibes below him, Lucy O’Brien centre, Andrew Harrison plotting the downfall of The Beatles (far right).
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MOJO’s launch marketing reaches my tube station in ’93: celebrating with the underawed Robbie Ellen.
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The greatest Q Awards triumph, Paul McCartney together with his old Goon Show hero Spike Milligan, myself and Danny Kelly presenting.
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With ‘Mister Spector’ (never call him Phil): the paparazzi thought he was Dudley Moore.
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Another deathless moment, Jarvis Cocker with Bowie and Eno – ‘Mister Hunting-Knife, meet Mister Liver Salts!’
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With Dave and Kate Mossman on an early Word podcast, possibly discussing which album it would be least awful to be bumped off by if your entire attic-based vinyl collection fell through your bedroom ceiling.
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The final line-up of The Word busking in Chapel Market an hour after we’d closed the magazine – (from left) Jon Sellers, Kate, Dave (despairing at a cab firm’s punctuation), Fraser Lewry, Magic Alex and ‘Seventies’ Johnson.
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Hilarious and adorable, Lady Gaga with her clothes back on at the New York photo shoot, October 2011 – ‘Hey you, no peeking!’
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Epic chaos ahead: Rihanna handing me a $50 beaker of champagne as her cash-melting 777 Tour heads for Mexico City. Five days later the press staged an in-flight riot.
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