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About the Book

As a boy in post-war England, legendary Kinks singer/songwriter Ray Davies was fascinated by America – its movies, 
music and culture of freedom fed his imagination. Then, as part of the British Invasion, he toured the USA with the Kinks during one of the most tumultuous eras in recent American history, until the group was banned from performing there from 1965 to 69.

Many tours and trips later, Davies experienced a transformative event in New Orleans when he was shot during a botched robbery. From his quintessentially English perspective as songwriter for the Kinks, Davies explores in Americana his feelings of love, confusion and fascination towards the country that both inspires and frustrates him.

With candour, humour and wit, Davies takes us on a very personal road trip through his life and celebrated career as a rock writer/performer, and reveals what music, fame and America really mean to him.


About the Author

Iconic rock singer/songwriter Ray Davies inspired generations of musicians, from The Who, The Clash and the Ramones to Black Sabbath, as lead singer and songwriter of the Kinks. The band’s string of international hits include ‘You Really Got Me’, ‘All Day and All of the Night’, ‘Till the End of the Day’, ‘Come Dancing’ and, of course, ‘Lola’. In 1990, the Kinks were inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.

Davies has also acted, directed and produced shows for theatre and television. Since the Kinks disbanded he has embarked on a solo career and continues to tour and record. Davies received a CBE in 2004, and in 2012 his performance of the Kinks song ‘Waterloo Sunset’ was a highlight of the closing ceremony of the London Olympics. On his most recent album, See My Friends (2011), he collaborated with such artists as Bruce Springsteen, Metallica and Jon Bon Jovi.
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Preface

AMERICANA. IT STARTED as a flickering light sending black-and-white images through an old movie projector. Faces of cowboys and Indians, superheroes, the good guys victorious over the emissaries of evil. Then as I grew the music took over. Rock, jazz, skiffle … the blues … and country songs came to liberate me, a North Londoner, growing in up in the austerity of post-war Britain. The music gave me hope and a feeling that I could express myself in song through this new art form called rock and roll. Then, as I toured America with my band, I saw the place first hand and up close—from the roadside of a dreary bus stop in the middle of nowhere to the Hollywood Bowl—as we experienced both good times and bad times. My first impressions were full of romanticised images from childhood recaptured from the relative safety of a tour bus or hotel room. However the real world soon arrived like an uninvited guest and the flickering light of fantasy turned into the cold light of day.


PROLOGUE

NEW ORLEANS

“You danced and partied at the Mardi Gras
Threw back all the beads at the parade
Fake worlds and logos in the shopping malls
where you came from
Everything looks the same the whole world now

So you headed down south
Left your old hometown
Relocated so far away from the real world
But where is the real world?”

AT 8:30 A.M. one morning in the autumn of 2002, a husband and wife walked out the door of their detached house, which was neatly placed on a corner of a tree-lined street in New Orleans. As they were getting into their car, two men in an old red saloon approached. One got out, walked over, and began to ask the husband, Brad, for directions before pulling out a shotgun. In a few seconds, the couple had lost control of their liberty and were at the mercy of their captors, who savoured the control the guns had given them. Brad—who worked in the computer industry and was respected by the local community—did as he was told and stayed silent as the thief pushed him firmly but gently into the living room with the pistol pointed into the side of his face.

Meanwhile, an accomplice forced Brad’s wife, Peggy, into the car and made her drive to the bank to withdraw as much money as she could from the ATM. Then he brought her back to the home, where she was ordered to lie on the floor next to Brad.

The gunman aimed the shotgun at Brad, pulled the trigger, and shot him in the chest at point-blank range. He then lifted the shotgun towards Peggy’s face. The gun jammed, the shooter started to panic, and both the robbers did a runner.

THE REPORT OF THIS BRUTAL KILLING in the Times-Picayune made chilling reading. It was horrific and tragic, but apart from the fact that I had been going to and from New Orleans myself at the time it happened, and apart from the fact that I was staying just a few blocks away from the murder, it was still the sort of thing that I thought happened to “other people.” Despite the almost blasé claim that New Orleans was the murder capital of America, that one incident stayed in my mind longer than I cared to think about it.

But now I was a shooting victim myself, lying on a trolley in the trauma room at Charity Hospital—a sad, derelict building in New Orleans—with plenty of time to think. Now I was pondering over my own nightmare situation, but at least I was alive, and even though some things had started to make sense, I did wonder how I—a north London fellow—had ended up in this place. It was an uncomfortable predicament to be in, but almost a fitting way to reach this point in what had been a pretty random life to date. The past seemed to come back with relentless clarity—the names, dates, and places flooding back as I lay in bed while the medication flowed and the life-support system did its job. Unexpected memories that jumped in and out of my head seemed to chastise and taunt me as I lay there. “You stupid bastard, what the hell are you doing here?” I asked myself. I had no answer to that question, but I hoped one would eventually emerge before I died.

They were looking for the guy who shot me. A policeman with the unlikely name of Officer Derringer had brought in some smudgy photocopies of suspects, and without seeming disrespectful in any way, I told him that all the suspects looked to me like grubby smudges on the paper. Who was to blame for what happened to me? Was it just a random incident? I wouldn’t know for a while. More to the point—why was I here in the first place? Derringer said they had a fix on who the shooter was and had even arrested the driver of the car, but the question kept going around in my mind: “What made this happen?” All sorts of conspiracy theories raced through my head while my system was still in shock.

A few days earlier, a drunk, angry person at a bar had threateningly said to me, “I’ll kill you.” A common turn of phrase from an irate and emotionally out of control person, but in my present situation the words had taken a new significance. Perhaps I was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time; if anyone had hired a hit man to kill me I’d already be dead—but the thought did cross my mind. Maybe it was my work as a songwriter that drove me to be in this situation. I was looking for a new creative lease on life, and I’d literally lost my way and ended up in this exotic but confusing place. I’d finally finished recording my album in London and was in New Orleans to conclude a writing project and resolve issues in my personal life before returning to mix the record. Then I got shot. My life was in danger; for all I know I was already dead. Now the songs I’d been trying to put together kept going around in my head as if to torment me, and they took me back to where this mess began.

It had all happened in what seemed like a flicker of a moment, and suddenly here I was, just stuck here with drip feeds and wires sticking out of me. I was safe—for the time being, at least. And the morphine was good….
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THE EMPTY ROOM

“In a room called desolation that resembles a tomb

It’s here we find our hero, the subject of this tune

He gets up from the table he walks across the room

He looks out of the window at the clouds of gloom

He turns and sees a mirror reflecting someone he once knew

He feels his nose and mouth and whispers who are you?

No memories to haunt him no ghost to exorcise

No pictures on the table to bring sentimental tears to his eyes

The past belongs to those possessions obligations and the ties

Forced on him so long ago

Now he’s wavin’ them good-bye

And now he doesn’t feel pathetic

Now he’s not such a loser after all

That empty room can’t torture him because he’s dispossessed it all.

Everybody needs an empty room

Those nostalgic memories, they’ll drive you to doom

Lose all of those old attachments, start again, and very soon

You’ll find yourself just thinking about the life in front of you

You’ll be happy and contented in that empty room.”

RUMOUR HAS IT that the first jazz was played on Perdido Street in New Orleans; Louis Armstrong himself was born in a street nearby. The honky-tonk saloons there were the places where he and others like him honed their trade and practised their art. These horn players developed their hooks and riffs while watching whores pick up customers and then fight one another to decide who was the pimp’s favourite. Legend has it that no good music comes about from just good things; that good and evil exist side by side; that music can exist in between the cracks of the real world because music has its own set of rules. The honky-tonks are gone for the most part (except for where the tourists hang out, and those clubs are usually simulated versions of the honky-tonks of the old days), but why is it that blues and jazz are so inseparable from dark places and dubious characters? Dingy clubs, pimps, and whores. It’s just a step away from gospel and religious fervour, the uplifting spirit of the soul. Soul; what’s that all about? Maybe soul is a good spirit that has journeyed through the dark places and come out happier and wiser on the other side. When I’d played in R&B clubs as a student in London, all these elements surrounded me, but I did not think about it; I just played the music. The music wasn’t all about darkness, whores, danger, and bitterness. It was also a celebration of the human spirit, but when I was a teenager the dark danger seemed exciting.

So why was I here? Perhaps I wanted to write about something I could touch and feel. Something about my actual life experience, tangible and in the present. I may have conned myself into thinking that I was going down to New Orleans for a number of artistic reasons, one of which was to find what I thought to be the true essence of American musical culture. This discovery would, according to my thinking, put my own work back on track so that I could either confront or escape my own untidy life. In recent years I had become a transient observer, never settling anywhere and, after a life on the road, never committing to a place or a person.

On the last few Kinks albums I had been writing music for large corporate record labels, which had been hard work. Even though eventually it was creatively rewarding, it had drained my enthusiasm, and the music sounded like the band had tried too hard. I wanted to rediscover what absolute fun it is to write songs. Some of the characters I used to channel the songs from were familiar “friends,” but the ideas themselves could still be fresh and exhilarating when written in a new environment. Down-to-earth statements made by real people, not imaginary characters. But in New Orleans, it was the characters I saw on the streets who resonated with me. I might be walking down a street in the French Quarter when something I saw or heard would trigger off a musical idea or catchy lyric that would make me smile and sometimes break out in laughter.

Some people say I write songs about Englishness, but there are great characters all over the world, and in New Orleans they seem to stare you in the face. I felt so at home that I could have been in London talking to a barrow boy in the Petticoat Lane market instead of to a street vendor in New Orleans. That’s what makes music universal. It’s not the getup or the strut or the pose. It’s not a slurry faux accent; it’s the people—true characters who can be translated into any culture. I was in my creative “Empty Room,” and I was only going to fill it with things I actually needed, not things that were there just to be collected. There would be no more surplus in my life. I felt confident I had found the place that could be my spiritual home.

It was a feeling that I hadn’t experienced since the last time I saw my dad sing and dance “Minnie the Moocher” by Cab Calloway. My father had never been out of the United Kingdom, and yet he sang songs about the Missouri and Mississippi. Cab Calloway tunes and Hoagy Carmichael ballads that he must have heard on the radio. He must have heard Paul Robeson sing “Ol’ Man River,” because his impersonation was eerily close to the original. When I discovered Lead Belly and Big Bill Broonzy, Dad gave his approval. He also loved old movies, but he mispronounced names—including “Humpty Gocart” and “Marion Brand.” He had a very basic education; he was self-taught in most things, and as far as I knew he never had a bank account. He carried bundles of cash around and always had a knife in his side pocket so he could peel an apple or skin a rabbit. I saw him do both. He danced in an uncoordinated way, yet with the natural rhythmic elegance of a Watusi warrior. He never held the hand of his partner and swivelled his hips in an un–politically correct way, yet he could charm a woman. Dad was definitely tribal. He had all the moves and gesticulations of a lady-killer but was a devoted family man. With his shirt strategically sticking out through his braces and over his trousers, and with the way he shimmied across the front room when he danced, he was more rock and roll than I was or could ever be.

When I started writing songs I always played them for my dad, and his influences stayed with me. As a result, I would write stuff that could be played on harmonica, guitar or banjo, and washboard and sung by semi-drunk audiences. In New Orleans there would be plenty of those in bars and clubs, as there were at many a Kinks concert. My dad had passed away years earlier, but he was the emotional fabric that held my musical world together. I realised that since my parents had died, part of old London also died in me. It rendered me spiritually homeless. My physical homelessness also reflected a sense that my songs were looking for a new direction. People tell me, “Ray, if the songs are coming good and fast, you are happy.”

ONE TOUR HAD BEEN FOLLOWING ANOTHER since I was nineteen. Now decades had passed, and I felt as though I were running out of time. You could say that in song terms, my life was in its climactic part—a very critical second bridge before the final chorus—and it needed to be set up right so that the ending would come in a dazzling flourish of harmony and rhythm and climax in a satisfying cavalcade of dazzling notes. More than anything else, I wanted to end my tune with a sense of satisfaction that it was finally a perfectly structured song. This was far from the reality. Since touring with my band had taken over my life it had been a haphazard quest for a sense of being and belonging. Now I had embarked on an ambitious solo journey that required more virtuoso qualities than my common sense could deliver, and as a result, my personal life started losing its sense of direction. It was like I had started playing a solo and had run out of notes and my backing musicians had cut their losses and gone home. Everyone around me argued otherwise, but that’s the way it felt. Still, I continued my solo efforts.

Maybe I had run out of things to say about England, and at the time the whole Britpop phenomenon—without sounding too simplistic and disingenuous—was the last breath of hope for European beat music. To a certain extent, all new contemporary music was regurgitating itself in the mid-1990s. Britpop had been a celebration of the British sensibility that didn’t say or add anything new except techno sounds and multicultural rhythms. The England I wrote about had either vanished or only ever existed in my head. The buildings were the same, but the people had gone.

“Mr. Jones my next-door neighbour

I feel I’ve known you all my life

I haven’t seen you for a while now

How’s the family? How’s that beautiful wife?

I hope your dreams were not forgotten

And you’ve become downtrodden

Get your health together

Get your wealth together

Get yourself together

Jones, you were my next-door neighbour.”

WHEN I WAS GROWING UP IN NORTH LONDON, Britain had a good old-fashioned three-tier political party system of upper, middle, and working classes, exemplified by a Churchillian, bulldog-spirited conservatism on the right and a blue-collar, old-school, labour-defined socialism on the left. The middle classes all seemed to live in suburbia and waffle around in comfortable little corners of the community. When I went to art school I encountered a few “Communists,” but they were all affluent and all about the style rather than the politics. They wore long sweaters, smoked dope. I had one college friend whose father had been a famous spy, but when my friend returned to England after visiting his father in Moscow, he would often find himself being followed to the local pub by what he described as British secret service agents. Perhaps this was to ensure that he was not preaching communism to the other students. From what I could glean from him, the Soviet Union was not a very pleasant place to live.

The girls at my art school seemed either long-haired, bohemian Juliette Gréco types or butch with no makeup. Some cut their hair short and claimed to be lesbians mainly so that most of the boys would be afraid to ask them out on dates. The school was full of predominantly middle-class students, but it was clear both by the way I spoke and behaved that I came from a working-class home. It was a relief for me to know that fact. I knew that the posh kids at junior school were middle class, and the upper classes were not seen or heard of because it was rumoured that they rode around on horses at weekends and had chauffeurs to drive them to their schools. When I reached my teens I began to realise that it wasn’t as simple as all that, but it was close. Strangely, it did instil a kind of balanced version of England in my head. My dad had brought me up to know that trade unions fought for the rights of the common man against the mean ruling classes. Socialism was to be revered and, on occasions, feared, as it took up the cause of the downtrodden.

Harold Wilson’s Labour government had just taken power when my group, the Kinks, became successful, and it remained in power through most of our early career. Taxes were heavy during the late 1960s, so I really had cause to sing “the taxman’s taken all my dough” in “Sunny Afternoon.” When some money did eventually come after lengthy law suits with my music publishers, I was offered tax-relief plans. My advisers even tried to persuade me to live abroad, but stubbornly and perhaps stupidly I opted to stay put in England and in return get taxed to the hilt. In a strange way I thought I was doing it all for “the revolution” and that it would end up a better, more equal society, but I soon discovered that some people were more equal than others—meaning that there is always someone somewhere who gets to be on top. Even so, I regret not trying to become a tax exile, as many other performers of the time did. That was not my style, in any event, these were the days before global television sport, so I wouldn’t have been able to go to Arsenal home football games if I were stuck in the Cayman Islands or Monte Carlo.

In the 1970s, I even left my working-class roots in London to live in the commuter-belt comfort of semi-rural Surrey, among Tories and upper-class toffs. I never owned a horse, but I had a stable and a barn if ever I needed one. Why not? I was finally earning a few bob and chose to find a place where my kids could have some space when they came to visit. My parents could share in some of my success by staying with me at weekends. However, I was never swayed to become conservative or Tory. I might have lived in a country cottage surrounded by rolling hills, but in my head it was still a small flat in Holloway. My dilemma was that I valued many traditional aspects of the past that are associated with conservatism, but that is often the case with working-class people. Still I remained a staunch Labour supporter even in the mid-1990s, when the Labour party I had been brought up to believe in had become an outdated and somewhat ineffective force. As Margaret Thatcher gradually eroded any clout the unions had, it was becoming clear that the socialism of my father was becoming a spent force. After the well-respected thespian Glenda Jackson announced she was cutting back on acting to become a member of the Labour Party, I thought to myself, “Which Labour Party is that, then? The New or Old?” When the Berlin Wall came down, even the old-style Russian communism started to fade. The trendy “lefties” I once knew referred to themselves as Marxists. While the dreaded Iron Curtain had been lifted, for some reason I mourned it, because now the division between left and right would be even more blurred.

The last connection with my perception of “Old Labour” died with a man called John Smith. For a while he was leader of the Labour Party when they were in opposition. I’d met him briefly at the airport in Copenhagen when we were both in transit. He spoke and looked the way a good old-fashioned Labour leader should. He even downed a pint of lager while he ate breakfast, but I put that down to him wanting to appear to be one of the chaps.

One morning in May of 1994, I was driving through the tastefully landscaped Surrey countryside when the radio news broke that John Smith had died. For some reason I was so deeply moved that I stopped at a picture-postcard church in Ockham to go inside and say a prayer for the deceased Socialist. It was then that I realised that I was in effect saying a prayer mourning the loss of the Labour movement that my father had brought me up to believe in. That in a way I had been suckered into aspiring to the “good life” in the sedate Surrey countryside. The political world in the UK was about to be treated to a dose of “New Labour”—a seamless blend of polite socialism meshed into conservative policies and a dreaded political correctness that the seemingly benign Tony Blair and his followers would gradually finesse to an Orwellian level. The telegenic, smiling face of Mr. Blair was everywhere. We, the British, were also about to become one of the most scrutinised CCTV nations on the planet; Big Brother had actually arrived, and it was only a matter of time before the world would become a TV reality show.

On May 2, 1997, the day Tony Blair was elected and his “New” Labour swept to power, I was in New York. I watched his “coronation” on TV; he enraptured his adoring audience with a presidential, winning style. The reality was that years of Thatcherism had helped reduce a country’s morale to such an extent that it helped make this possible.

A pompous-sounding political commentator berated every fallen Tory politician. “That’s Heseltine…. Well, his political career is over…. Back to the Home Counties for him and Thatcher; what fate awaits her?” It was as though the commentator, who was live from London, was ready to announce the guillotine for the vanquished politicians. I found myself speaking to the TV screen: “Nice one, Tone … enjoy today before you find out what kind of mess awaits you.” My sense of political balance had been shifted. To me, Tony Blair looked, preached, and behaved like a Tory. The New Labour Party didn’t speak for working people any more, but I felt a little like a phony for not doing anything more political than to just refer to politics in my songs. At least Glenda Jackson was getting stuck into what she was allowed to do from the back benches as an MP, which was more than I was doing. There was in fact nothing I could do. New Labour was bound to happen.

I walked out to a coffee shop on Columbus Avenue and was relieved to hear that nobody had heard of Tony Blair and, for that matter, some people hadn’t even known that an election was happening at all. It was a few months before Lady Diana died tragically in Paris; when Tone took centre stage he helped sow the seeds of celebrity culture. I had to face the fact that it was Mr. Blair’s time: this could not be denied. Old Labour had become as redundant as an old scratchy 78-rpm record in the digital age. The only way to survive was not to be around to witness the self-congratulatory hubris. On the other hand, perhaps I felt dated myself because my version of Britain belonged to another time. The Industrial Revolution was finally over, as was the Empire, the Commonwealth, and the working-class hero. A new class was emerging that was more educated; well-mannered, but more conspiratorial, ruthless, and a tad insincere.

This all coincided with the arrival of the Britpop music movement. The Kinks and I were cited as being the inspiration for the new “scene,” which included bands like Blur, with their professional suburban Cockney attitude, and Pulp, who, aside from making fine pop records and playing for the “common people,” looked to me as though they could fit in at a fox hunt ball rather than a working-class dance hall. The Kinks had worn pretentious, aristocratic-looking red hunting jackets when we first started, but we only had to open our mouths and the world knew that we were of humble birth. It was the beginning of a new political and musical order, only it was more corporate and “posher.” Supergrass had become the new Small Faces; Oasis, the new Beatles. Blur and Pulp cited the Kinks as being inspirational to them. Enfants terribles and agents provocateurs both, with witty, cleverly crafted songs that would appeal to the emerging, educated, style-savvy middle-class, laddish culture, but they were to the point of almost being too politically correct.

There was a flashy element to Britpop’s beat that claimed to be inspired by but was slightly condescending toward the 1960s. The only problem was that at that time I felt that all the music seemed to have been crafted by the same PR people as Tony Blair’s spin doctors. I was invited to a party that celebrated my contribution to the musical new “wave”; I felt truly honoured to be associated with it, but my RSVP wasn’t sent. I was on a different journey.

“Now all the lies are beginning to show,

And you’re not the country that I used to know.

I loved you once from my head to my toes,

But now my belief is shaken.

And all your ways are so untrue,

No one breaks promises the way that you do.

You guided me, I trusted you,

But now my illusion’s shaken

Thought this empire would be here

At least a thousand years.

But all my expectations and aspirations,

Slowly disappeared.

Now all the lies have gone on too long,

And a million apologies can’t right the wrong.

Soldiers die but the lies go on,

But soon we will awaken.

In our expectations for the future,

We were not to know.

We had expectations, now we’ve reached

As far as we can go.

And all your manners are too, too polite,

Just to prove that your conscious is white and bright.

You had your day so get ready for the night,

For another dawn is breaking.

We had expectations, now we’ve reached

As far as we can go.”

* * *

I WAS TO DISCOVER THAT AMERICA is made up of many different cultures and nationalities. Since the late 1990s, I had become acquainted with a girl from the Midwest named Rory.fn1

I met Rory during a meet and greet after a show. She and her then-boyfriend lived in a small town in Minnesota and claimed to have hung out at Prince’s studio when he was at the height of his fame in the 1980s. My band made jokes about her, referring to her as Miss Minnesota whenever we did a date in that vicinity. She was the epitome of rock chic. Long slim frame, she must have been five foot ten, even without the high heels. She had flowing natural blonde hair that came down to her waist and piercing blue eyes that gave away what must have been Scandinavian origins. It figured when she explained that she’d grown up in St. Paul, which was well known for its Scandinavian heritage. She flicked her hair out of her eyes as she described how the Scandinavians had originally come to America to populate the Midwest probably because of the climate, which resembled their own. The winters could be icy cold and the summers crisp and hot, just like Rory’s personality. Rory spoke seven languages. She used to drive me around in her beaten-up Chevy and played me traditional northern European folk music, which I found full of monumental brooding chords and weird rhythm shifts that had to have had an impact on American folk music. (When we played country music in the car though she would sometimes sing lyrics in what Swedish she knew, occasionally adding a few duck noises. She claimed that her mother had been a flight attendant on Republic, which I sometimes referred to as “Duck Airlines” because of the duck painted on the fuselage.)

Being around Rory made me acutely aware of the diverse cultural influences that had been absorbed into the American continent—how other cultures had impacted onto and influenced American folk music. The blues had supposedly come from Africa and then the South, whereas North American folk music was influenced by northern European immigrants who’d come to build new lives in the land of opportunity. The Scottish, Irish, and Scandinavian culture had all influenced and contributed to the phenomenon I knew as Americana.

Rory was much younger than me, but she had an Old World wisdom that impressed me. To be truthful I was more than a little flattered to have her around. She was the “chick” that every rock and roller should have on the arm. I was astounded to see that while she had the tall, slim figure of a fashion model she could eat like a horse. I could only attribute her leanness to the fact that she burned off the calories by keeping out the cold, which was a necessity in Midwest winters.

However, the thing that clinched it for me was that Rory said that she originally came from St. Paul. When I was kid and played guitar with my brother Dave we often sang a song called “Big River” by one of our heroes, Johnny Cash, who claimed in the song to have met a woman accidently in a bar in St. Paul. That coincidence settled it for me; even though in Mr. Cash’s song “Big River” he ended up crying floods of tears for “that” woman, I was still not deterred. I hoped that I would survive. But who was I kidding? I didn’t need anyone to cause my downfall—I was more than capable of causing it myself.

Rory was well-educated and smart. Despite her dazzling good looks, she appeared to have a lot of soul attached to a natural wisdom that made it easy for me to confide in her. More to the point, she was not a groupie, even though she would have been top of her league if she had decided to be so.

She seemed like me in some ways. We had both reached a watershed in our lives and felt the need to move on to pastures new but did not know how.

IN 2000, I TOOK MY FIRST TRIP TO NEW ORLEANS. The day before I left, Rory called me and asked me why I felt the need to go there. I simply replied that I thought that I might find some interesting subjects and better musical riffs down there. Maybe it—whatever “it” is—was a chance to explore parts of my creativity that had been lying dormant and trying to escape. The Kinks had played New Orleans several times on tours, but we always left as soon as the gigs were over. Maybe it was the years on the road and disillusionment with my homeland that attracted me to this city—the search for one elusive place similar to the one I had seen as a kid in a Belgian documentary about Big Bill Broonzy.

My idea of musical surrealist nirvana existed in a twilight world where music can be played deep into the night in a mysterious subterranean setting. This imaginary nirvana, the Riff Club, had existed for me since I first played in Soho as a teenage guitar player. I had lived the dream once and wanted to recapture it. Now I felt the need to find the elusive “Riff” again in order to tie up all the loose ends in my life, so I could finally say to myself that at least I tried to discover the reason I went on this weird journey. I’d created my own big riff—my band’s first success—with “You Really Got Me.” Whenever I created a subsequent riff, an image of the Riff Club came into my head.

I thought again about Rory’s question: Why go to New Orleans? Because a riff was there, waiting to be discovered. I thought, why not give it a try? After much persuasion, she’d agreed to come with me, so we met up where I was staying in New York and then headed out to Kennedy Airport. It would not take more than a few hours before we would find ourselves in New Orleans, which was like nowhere else in America. A mixture of France and Spain, with the Caribbean—especially Cuba—thrown in for good measure.

Heading down south would be quintessential to my American experience so I took home-movie footage out of the car window on the way to the airport. The Twin Towers of the World Trade Center were in the distance, drifting in and out of autofocus as we drove across the Triborough Bridge. Thinking back, it would be the last shot I would ever take of them. That camera stayed with me on all my trips to the South and on all my visits back and forth to London and to Ireland, where my infant daughter was living. I was hardly ever in any shot because I was putting a version of my life together and writing a soundtrack to go with it. Later, as I watched the images play back through the camera, I wondered what version of reality I was actually living in. It was unclear what was the real world and what was fake.

The cab passed the old TWA terminal, which was like a derelict reminder of the glory days of Howard Hughes–style air travel. When it opened in the 1960s, the terminal was a state-of-the-art, futuristic example of what passenger-driven aviation should represent—an architectural dream with large arches, extravagant stairways, and spacious check-in areas. In 1996, TWA flight 800 came down over Long Island, killing all on board. The company declared bankruptcy in spring 2001, and ceased to operate independently. The only thing missing from the otherwise immaculate but empty building was the odd dinosaur wandering around to give the place an authentically prehistoric feel.

We had left the apartment in New York in such haste that I forgot to pack my passport, and there was a new policy about identification at check-in for domestic flights. Missing the flight because of identification issues was not an option. I happened to have a copy of a book I’d written with a picture of me on the back, so after much persuasion the check-in clerk allowed me to get a ticket. A year or so later, after 9/11, this would have been an impossibility.

There was open seating on the plane, so we managed to get into aisle and middle seats only to discover that the woman in the aisle seat across from us was already vomiting over her Mardi Gras beads. We had seen her earlier in the bar in the airport lounge—where some people were already stumbling around drunk and talking to themselves—and compared to everyone else she actually had seemed quite sensible. Now we were only halfway through the two-and-a-half-hour flight, trapped on a full plane, and sitting in a “vomit corner.”

When we finally arrived, the woman was still drinking, but somehow she got it together in time to be the first to collect her baggage. She was out of the airport before anyone else was—probably headed straight for a bar on Bourbon Street.

They call New Orleans the Crescent City; if you look at it from high above as you fly in across Lake Pontchartrain you see the Mississippi River snaking through it. Louis Armstrong Airport seems small when you get off the plane, and a party atmosphere continued through to the baggage claim area as tourists ready to revel were already celebrating. We were picked up by J.J.fn2, a local club manager who a friend from a record company had asked to show me around. J.J. was a vivacious brunette at first glance, but she became more world-weary the longer you looked at her. Her knowledge of retro blues and little-known R&B was at times overwhelming, and she gave the impression she had sat on a bar stool in every music club in America. She had great teeth, but a dark gaze that could kill from a mile away. She looked people up and down and spoke in a way that implied a subtext—that she wanted more from them emotionally than they were prepared to give. There was no small talk with J.J.; she went straight into you. She looked Rory up and down as she spoke to me.

“You’d be welcome to stay at my place, only it’s full already. I didn’t expect two of you.”

She drove us to the hotel, which was slap in the middle of the French Quarter, near Bourbon Street, full of more partying tourists and, yes, more vomit. People wandered aimlessly around with frozen daiquiris and hurricane cocktails in plastic containers clutched in their hands. A tall, black, athletic-looking porter carried our bags to our room and started eyeballing me when he heard my English accent. He casually explained that the room he was taking us to was haunted, as was most of the French Quarter.

It turned out that the room we were in was an old slave quarters, and I lay awake wondering how they could’ve packed fifty slaves into such a small room. The porter had spooked me out and left a very strange impression on me. His eyes rarely blinked; they stared out from the sockets so that all that could be seen were the whites of his eyes. In a bad black-and-white B movie, this would have been a sure sign that the porter was a member of the undead. His “hex” had worked on me—he must do it to every tourist who visited the hotel—and the frozen daiquiris I drank afterwards didn’t help.

The next day we moved to a B&B in the Marigny district, a quieter area away from the hustle and bustle of the French Quarter. I was booked in for approximately two weeks, but was going to look for somewhere more permanent if I decided to come back in the future. I chilled out for a couple of days and took an instant liking to the city, although I was still undecided about living in New Orleans, and needed to explore the place first.

I went to the Circle Bar for a drink, where I met a local journalist who asked me why I liked New Orleans. I said that even though I had only been in town for a few days, it felt like there was no musical snobbery in the city; you didn’t have to be a jazz musician, a rock musician, or a folk musician—you could be anything you wanted; it was all music, that’s what appealed to me. He later wrote a very complimentary piece in the local paper, welcoming me to the musical “community.” No one else had ever said that to me, let alone put it in print—not even in London—so that made me feel at home.

I borrowed a four-track recorder from a musician friend and a keyboard from a local studio and started writing in the spare room at the front of the B&B. The sounds of the freight trains were the first thing to strike me, as though the trains were accompanying me on the journey. They were a constant reminder that I was not committed to or settled in any place. This was a testing ground for me rather than a definite relocation. The songs were coming, but it was the haunted quality of the place itself that affected me most. It was a friendly place but there were a lot of lost souls down there, and perhaps I was just another one of them. Songs about lost souls in haunted places summed up my predicament perfectly. Who was I, and where was I going? I bought a Big Chief notepad at a Winn-Dixie store and took a streetcar called Desire. Walked to Elysian Fields and fell in love with the place. It fascinated me but disturbed me.

THE TOURIST

“I’m just another tourist

Walking around the slums

With my plastic Visa

Out drinking with my chums.

I dance and sway while Abba play and I flash my platinum

To the sound of ‘Livin’ la Vida Loca’

While in the heat of the street

The native beats his drum

Take the money ’cause it’s just another tourist

Having lots of fun.”

EVERYBODY IS ENTITLED to their own opinion, and some people who are supposed to be in the know say that without a doubt New Orleans is the place that spawned the origins of rock and roll. My impression is that even though rock music is represented in the city by clubs like the House of Blues, the Howlin’ Wolf, and various other venues around town, rock doesn’t exist much there, or even strike me as being more popular than any other kind of music. I had the feeling that in the Big Easy music is considered good as long as it swings and you can dance to it.

A lot of my songs try to tell a story; most songs I write have an intro and then a verse that sets the landscape; then a chorus that reminds the listener what the song is about; and a middle eight, which is the relief, or the breakout, or the “journey-back” section. Life is like a song that can be performed in many styles using different techniques, but basically it pans out the same shape whether we like it or not. The end can be a fade-out or a fulfilling climax, depending on how the interpretation of the song evolves. Some songs just stop dead, without being fulfilled, and all that work done in the buildup amounts to zero. I didn’t want that to be my fate; so I wrote.

My first mornings in New Orleans were spent in the B&B listening to traditional jazz on WWOZ, the local community radio station sponsored by the New Orleans Jazz and Heritage Festival and Foundation. “The Darktown Strutters’ Ball” wafted in from the next room while I wrote down some rough lyrics to a new song. Soul and blues classics punctuated my days while I tried to instil myself with some fresh musical energy. I hoped these new songs wouldn’t be too Anglophile or, worse still, an attempt to mimic the regional soundscape. Announcements about upcoming concerts at the Funky Butt, Tipitina’s, and Snug Harbor would play on the radio while I drank my morning coffee and ate a cake from the bakery on the corner. I stopped trying to write “blues” when my first hit, “You Really Got Me,” made the charts. When I’d written the song as a teenager, I thought I was writing something that John Lee Hooker or Howlin’ Wolf could record, but I was just a “honky” from North London, so what did I know? I always sought out a great riff, but would put my own spin on it thereafter in order to retain some originality. I sang in my London accent, which in many ways separated my band from the rest of the Brit Blues–influenced rock bands: Cream, Led Zeppelin, and others, who also used riffs similar to “You Really Got Me.” That signature “riff” was also later credited with laying the groundwork for the heavy-metal movement, even though I still claim that it was a naive attempt on my part to write a legitimate blues-jazz track. When “You Really Got Me” came out, there was nothing like it on the radio in the UK or America, so it catapulted our career. Now I was in New Orleans—not to copy, but be inspired by the music of the region.

The nights were spent trying to avoid going out to clubs with friends; I knew these clubs would involve drinking and the obligatory “hang” with other club-goers, but after the live music stopped playing, I soon got bored, made my excuses, and left. When I arrived “home” I would spend the night refining new ideas whilst trying to write down the clustered notes of the trains and riverboat siren as it passed along the Mississippi; dissonant yet reassuring at the same time. The ghostlike freight trains were still heading into town, appearing as old friends during my sleepless nights. There was a voice starting to emerge that came from within me rather than from the characters I’d been watching.

“Every time I hear that lonesome train roll down the track

Going away to unknown destinations

I believe there’s someone out there making the great escape …”

These fragments were setting the scene; a setup for a big story that I hadn’t worked out yet. There seemed no reason to go anywhere, so I just kept the thoughts happening. Maybe my subconscious knew that I was in the right place but for the wrong reason; perhaps these thoughts were articulating the dreams of someone else who was fast asleep in the next room. I started a song called “The Art of Moving On.” Maybe I knew there was a significant message in there for me that I was afraid to confront. I still hadn’t moved on emotionally from my marriage, from my country, and, more significantly, from my old band—the Kinks. I knew I had to find a new band because before now, there was always the band to convey my ideas to the world; now I was in the process of trying to record without them. The first line of “The Art of Moving On” is:

“I must remember never to say I remember.”

My problem was that I kept remembering—and it wasn’t all good.

I stared up at the fan in the ceiling going around and around like a wheel, which put me in a hypnotic state. Time and place didn’t seem to matter.

________________

fn1 Composite character

fn2 Composite character
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WINGS OF FANTASY

“When I’m far away in some godforsaken place

That I’m driving through

When my emotions turn to blue I think of you …

Living day to day, building up the debt

Living in excess, getting in over your head, not caring less

Wish I could set you free over the insanity

Imagining you and me flying on the wings of fantasy.”

SURREY, ENGLAND, SEPTEMBER 2001

MY DEMO CD of new songs played on my car stereo as I drove and skidded at high speed on a dark country road. The headlights flashed on looming trees with branches thrusting tentacles out like terrified phantoms. My private life had exploded, and I didn’t care. Bits of me were scattered everywhere. It was like a bad film noir, but this was really happening. My suitcases were in storage, I was afraid to move on and throw away the past, yet at the same time I was scared to live in the moment and uncertain about the future. One thing was for sure: I knew I couldn’t die. That would be too corny. I had to live through this. My own song played on the car stereo and seemed to add a soundtrack of foreboding that summed up my predicament:

“So high in the sky while down here I just wonder why

Am I part of nature’s scheme or just a man in a machine?

Burning oil and turning wheels

Living in denial chasing the dream

Running faster and faster but running out of steam

Living the illusion accelerating past

The world in a blur but we’re finishing fast so

I fly on the wings of fantasy …”

I sneezed. The car swerved over. I blacked out for a second and lost control. The sneeze had diverted my attention for that crucial moment as my body went into an involuntary spasm. I blinked as I sneezed, and that was it. I slammed on the brakes instinctively and skidded to a stop. The Mercedes was much too powerful and sophisticated for a mechanical incompetent like myself. There were some headlights facing me. There was an eerie silence on the road, and for a moment I thought the mechanical monster glaring at me with its lights full on had no one at the wheel. I took stock of the situation and saw that I’d glanced the side of a passing Land Rover. Luckily, it was a quiet English country road. If it had been in town there would have been a pileup. I exchanged numbers and insurance details with the other driver, a horsey lady with a Lady Di hairdo and two aristocratic-looking pedigreed dogs sneering down their noses at me from the backseat. No damage done, but the Lady Di look-alike double-checked for scratches anyway.

She blamed me. I tried to blame my allergies. I always hated cars in any event; don’t understand them; just point them and go. Once I had a flat tyre and called the Automobile Association and hid behind a tree in shame while my girlfriend at the time asked the mechanic to put on the spare. The AC does my sinuses in, and the petrol fumes, too; there is no way I can get used to the damn effects. They make me sneeze. During certain physical actions—sneezing, coughing, going to the bathroom—we are so focused and in the moment that we lose touch with everything around us. I tried to explain all this to the woman driver, but it was pitch-black and she didn’t give a damn anyway. We exchanged details and then drove off. As I continued to drive I thought about my near miss.

It’s like when song ideas come. I plan/contrive all sorts of clever-dick musical moves, but then out of the blue good things happen. Can’t remember the exact time or place. A chemical clicks into place, and the idea occurs.

I had earned my chops as a London lad playing in my band, the Kinks, but then after a few hits I had become a transplant from the city to this refined country location, and for a while it had left my creativity blocked. I’d been separated from my band for some time and felt the need to record the obligatory “solo” album. I’d been working on a bunch of new songs for three years, digging up old ones to finish, and making lots of demos. Not playing them for anyone. Not happy with anything enough to make it public. It was 2001 already, and I was still not letting anyone listen. There was nothing in the world to connect to. I had a theme—Americana. My group had been banned from the States for four years in the ’60s, and once the ban had been lifted it was our crusade to get back there and get our fair dues. We toured America relentlessly after the ban, and while I still lived in England I’d never felt settled anywhere. In any event, being a touring musician means that I’m still unable to settle as a civilian anywhere for too long. It figures: after a life on the road, living out of a suitcase, there’s always somewhere to go next. To some it might sound romantic, but I was on the wrong side of fifty and still had nowhere to call home … nowhere that felt like home, at any rate. I had kids, an ex-wife who I’d just separated from, but now I was alone with a feeling of impermanence. In the normal world I suppose I was a casualty, even though I didn’t feel like one. The demo of another song came on, and the opening line sang to me: “Things have got to change.” They certainly had to.

LATER THAT NIGHT, I drove through the small town of Cobham, in Surrey, near the house where I was staying. It was in a sedate part of Middle England about thirty miles to the south of London, with enough trees and farmland to qualify as the countryside. I had tried to settle down there years earlier, but what was a North London boy doing in a posh backwater like Surrey in any event? I was miscast and out of place, but this was always the case when I was not on the road. I would be on my own for the night, so I stopped to rent a video. I saw they had the movie Gandhi in Blockbuster. Unusual, as anything pre-Gwyneth Paltrow was considered too old to have in stock. The Hindus versus the Muslims. I’d seen it before, but fancied it on DVD. Gandhi gets a bullet for trying to make them one country. Just like the Palestinians and the Jews. The Catholics and the Protestants. They don’t want to know about reconciliation. There is too much history and too many old scores to settle. One minute Gandhi was alive. The next? Well, it only takes a moment. I took Gandhi and also grabbed the director’s cut of Lawrence of Arabia. It was going to be a long night. My Blockbuster card had been lost, so they issued me another card, dated September 10, 2001.

My solo American tour was looming in a few days. Clear Channel was booking it. My agent had said, “The touring landscape has changed; nothing will be the same any more now that Clear Channel is buying up many of the smaller promoters.” It transpired that in a few hours’ time my agent’s words would apply to more than just a music-industry takeover. I had to do some phoners for the upcoming tour and I needed a good film to help me fall asleep. The week before, I’d started to hallucinate because of tiredness. My doctor gave me some sleeping pills, but they affected me so badly that I forgot the words to my songs at rehearsals. My guitar accompanist, Pete Mathison, expressed his concern about whether I should go ahead with the tour, but I stubbornly insisted that it would go on as planned. I couldn’t remember some of my biggest hits, but at the same time writing new songs helped comfort me.

I fell asleep just before Ben Kingsley got the bullet.

The sky exploded just as I was driving to the gym the next day. It was like the world would never be the same. My own petty personal world had been imploding and self-destructing for quite a while.

WATCHING THE MOMENT-BY-MOMENT news coverage from New York brought all my childhood memories of Americana back to me. The great dream had started with a song sung by an old honky-tonk singer. Scratchy and from another era. Sounding like a version of “Lovesick Blues.” Then it was the sound of the blues guitar, followed by the twang of rockabilly and Cajun, which turned into early rock and roll. The music was the soundtrack, but what completed the picture were the movies I’d seen as a child.

The heroes rode white stallions while the villains had to make do with nervous equines that seemed destined for the knacker’s yard. The bad guys themselves had sullen, unwashed faces; they were insomniacs with dark rings around their eyes who wore beat-up Stetsons with sweaty headbands and had a doomed look about them that said, “Do me a favour—kill me.” In the end the bad guy would always get his in a big-time way, with extreme prejudice and total extravagance, falling off a tall building into the dirt or, if he was really unlucky, onto a spike. And the women. Blonde and wanting love and lust beneath those layers of petticoats. Pioneers with Scandinavian features and ladies with Max Factor complexions, chiselled noses, trim waists, and piercing blue eyes. Or the Katy Jurado look: dark, half villainous, seductive, knowing full well that she’ll get the bad deal in the end and maybe even a bullet as payment for her devotion. Shooting from those beautiful hips—eyes ablaze with passion. And then the bandy-legged hero. Always a Scott or a Brett someone or a Brad or Dexter somebody. Lance, maybe. Square-jawed, steely eyes, and a smile just like Kennedy, that president from past lost hope. Clean-cut Bostonian pin-striped collar, as aristocratic as his missus—she full of southern connections, sassy, slightly snobbish, as if there were a bad smell under her nose to keep that aloof look. Slow-mo eyes on pink-tinted blowups of Mr. Zapruder’s 8mm show vulnerability in the eyes. The fear and realisation of the horror. Caught in an indelible freeze-frame. All these fragmented images of my youth. I wanted to see the real thing; be there; experience firsthand that Americana. And the cars. The bloody automobiles: the distance, full of possibilities and mystique. The movies. Heroes with suntans and perfect teeth riding into the sunset on the trail to the West.

“I had this dream America was always a very special place

Heroes of the old Wild West

Wild Bill Hickok and the rest

Now I see it fall from grace

’Cause reality has hit me in the face

Hey, hey, hey, I am riding on the interstate

All across America

Along the great highway.”

The great highway was still out there, but now, because of the new “terror,” the road to freedom seemed blocked. My phone interviews with Boston, Philadelphia, and New York didn’t happen that day because everything seemed to have shut down. The first few shows had to be moved because of the chaotic state of affairs and airline disruptions. Concert tours by other artists had been cancelled, even though I was adamant that my tour would go ahead.

Now I was without my band, my creative unit, which was almost a substitute for my family unit. My marriage was also at an end. I thought about saving it—which meant virtually retiring and going to live in Ireland—but America was starting to beckon.

The year 2001 was the year the world changed forever. The buildings’ collapse was more than just an act of terror; it symbolised the world as we knew it coming to an end. The bombers believed that virgins would be waiting in heaven to greet them. I wrote songs to try to understand why the world had finally gone mad.

In the months prior to the event, I had spent most of my time alone in a secluded house in the country, and that’s where my extreme insomnia began. I had the feeling that if I stayed there alone for too long it would drive me over the edge, so I felt the need to move out in order to start my album. I had more or less split from my band in 1996 and toured with my solo show Storyteller, which, while it had many “new” songs, had been predominately made up of my old Kinks material. Great as the old songs are, as much as I loved them and still do, my new songs were telling me “Things must change.”

Everything had a new meaning. I needed to leave England.

I WAS BECOMING politically estranged from my homeland. I’m not saying that the eastern bloc was a good thing—in fact it was, by all accounts, an evil place—but I actually missed the Cold War, because then we knew who the bad guys were. In 1989, when President George H. W. Bush heard that the Berlin Wall was coming down and that the Cold War was apparently over, he did not seem happy. Maybe he knew this would be the type of war America could not win. In 2001, his son reacted the same way when he was told about the terrorist attacks. The European Union was starting to erode what was left of the UK. Now the US was under attack. My youngest daughter was safe in Ireland, at least, but gradually I was losing contact with my own culture and becoming cut off from reality. The world was entering a dark place and taking me with it. I felt as though I’d imploded personally and professionally. The only way through it, to justify my existence, would be to finish my solo record.

I tried hard to put some musicians together, but I couldn’t find the right combination. I made lots of demos, knowing they would never be released. In August 2000 I did a concert at the Jane Street Theatre in New York, where I performed new material—“Otis Riffs” and “Stand-Up Comic,” among others. I had done the concert with an assortment of New York musician friends led by the band Yo La Tengo. Although my record company wanted to record the songs straight away, I delayed starting the record until I had the right band.

Travelling back and forth from Surrey to London to try to find a new band, and the ping-pong travel from London to Ireland to New York
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