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INTRODUCTION

‘Extraordinary how potent cheap music is’

NOËL COWARD

Upon finding out that you’re a writer, people will often, after they’ve given you a look of pity and suspicion and checked for their wallet, ask if there’s a book you really want to write. Usually this means a novel and they are rather surprised when you tell them that you have no more desire to write one of those than to design a range of microwaveable desserts or grow rubber in Malaysia. For a long time, though, I did have a stock answer to this entirely reasonable question. The book I would love to one day write would be a readable, authoritative one-volume history of British popular music that would redress some of the problems and prejudices, as I saw them, of rock scholarship; avoid rehashing the accepted wisdom, cast the net wider than the critical canon of the ‘classic’ albums and the ‘iconic’ bands and elevate to its rightful position pop music in all its giddy, daring, dazzling and diverse glory.

I should say that, for various reasons, the above isn’t quite the book you have in your hand now. But it almost is. What happened is that in 2012 the controller of BBC Radio 2 and 6Music asked me would I be interested in writing a landmark year-long series for the former network, a history of pop no less. Flattered and delighted, I said ‘Yes, of course’ and then immediately asked if I could actually do something a little different. What I would love to write and present was a social history of Britain as told through pop songs. We, after all, invented it. America can rightly claim to be the home of rock and roll, a ‘wrong side of the sheets’ offspring of the blues, gospel and country and a range of other rough, native American musics. Of that there’s no doubt. And there are shelves of potentially ox-stunning tomes devoted to this revered canonical wellspring. Elvis, Robert Johnson, Hank Williams, etc. It is also the home of the great corpus of modern black music, from Coltrane to Stevie Wonder, Bessie Smith to Beyoncé.

But I’d argue that what we call pop music – that mongrel hybrid of rock, vaudeville, folk ballad, dance music, classroom hymns, street corner soul and classical music, that art form so plastic and pliable that it can embrace the wildest avant-garde experimentation and the most primitive and basic chants and beats – is a uniquely British invention. A music that has no one stylistic constant but a defiant, unsanctioned concept at its heart, the ability to speak to people, to affect people, to occupy people, to transform their lives or divert them for a moment, to console, to enrage, to amuse, to arouse. This then is a music that happens without the approval of critic or teacher or politician or pulpit. It both nods to history and makes history. But it happens without anyone’s permission. Pop music runs like a seam of the coal we once mined, like the lettering in the rock we buy at the seaside, like a thread in a tapestry, through the warp and weft of the fabric of our daily life. No other art form, not film, not literature, not the theatre, gives the authentic whiff and flavour of the time like the pop charts of the day. I wanted to know which pop songs had actually shaped people’s lives and formed the soundtracks to their world; the songs they’d fallen in love to, gone on strike to, danced at the school disco to, cried to, laughed to, made love to, sang in their Anderson shelters, on the terraces, in the pub. Not the ones that were endlessly regurgitated in well-meaning but partial and formulaic TV documentaries, broadsheets and rock magazines. A people’s history of modern Britain told though our shared music.

Here’s a handy way of summing up both what this book and its accompanying series are and are not. There are no Nick Drake songs in the list (although that beautifully melancholic singer and guitarist is mentioned in the chapter about the folk revival) even though I am a great fan of his music. The reason is simply that Nick’s significance and impact on wider British culture and the lives of ordinary Britons has been negligible, whereas ‘Y Viva España’ and ‘My Boy Lollipop’ and ‘Can’t Get You out of My Head’ and ‘Bye Bye Baby’s’ are considerable. The Nick Drake story – and stories like his – have been told many times. It seems to me that the other story, the story of everyday British citizens and their relationship to pop music, has been overlooked, scorned even.

My idea was to take 50 records (49 actually, as you’ll see at the end of this book) that in some way illustrate or illuminate a moment or an issue or a facet of British life since the Second World War and the dawn of the pop single. Some would capture a particular event: the Falklands, the Coronation or New Labour’s 1997 landslide. Others would address a theme in our shared history, from dancing to industrial relations, sex to the countryside, school to immigration. At the heart of each chapter would be one emblematic record; a single made by a Briton, a member of the Commonwealth or with a significant UK input, and many other illustrative ones. The radio series does not run chronologically, whereas this book does, although of course you are free to dip in wherever you please.

One quote came back to me again and again while I was writing both book and series; the one by Noël Coward above about the potency of cheap music. I don’t know exactly what Noël meant by cheap music. But I take it to mean pop music, which is far from cheap really, actually priceless, but which wears its demotic, romantic, exhibitionist heart on its sleeve. It belongs to all of us, all of us who’ve ever listened heartbroken late at night to the same song twenty times, sung on a picket line or at a wedding, danced in a muddy field at midnight by the light of a glowstick, pogoed in a mosh pit, spent time in their bedroom backcombing and spiking their hair, or putting gravy browning on their legs in lieu of nylons, or playing air guitar, or practising their rapping poses … or any of the other things a pop fan does.

We are all in this together, to coin a phrase. This is the People’s Music. These are the People’s Songs.


1. WE’LL MEET AGAIN

We are an island race, formed and bounded by the sea, steeped in salt and shingle and seaweed and song. At heart, we feel a little superior to and even sympathetic towards the Serb and the Slovak, the Paraguayan and the Mongolian, the Ugandan and the Swiss, landlocked and lugubrious, those for whom a border and a frontier means a checkpoint, a stamp and a road sign rather than the romance of the crashing surf and the far lonely horizon.

The White Cliffs of Dover are a range of sheer chalk cliffs stretching for some ten miles along the Kent coastline. Visible in good conditions from France, they are where Britain comes closest to continental Europe, just twenty-two briny miles or so distant; easily crossable by a strong swimmer with a decent coating of goose grease, from Captain Webb to David Walliams. But a political and cultural gulf stretches before them that has seen them come to mean something more than mere calcium carbonate and centuries of seagull droppings.

In King Lear the blinded and suicidal Gloucester tries to throw himself from this ageless symbolic headland:

There is a cliff whose high and bending head

Looks fearfully in the confined deep:

Bring me to the very brim of it

Matthew Arnold in his masterpiece ‘Dover Beach’ talks of where ‘the cliffs of England stand/Glimmering and vast, out in the tranquil bay’. And at about 9 a.m. on 26 August 55 BC, Julius Caesar arrived to find the cliffs alive with fully armed and hostile natives so he nipped up the coast to Deal and began the Roman occupation of Britain there.

These cliffs have seen many things. But one thing they have certainly never seen is a bluebird. Take your pick: Sialia sialis, the Eastern Bluebird; Sialia mexicana, the Western Bluebird; or the Mountain Bluebird, Sialia currucoides. None of them has ever flown over the White Cliffs of Dover. Or ever will, unless something very strange happens to patterns of bird migration. This preposterous, unpatriotic, ornithological untruth tells you a great deal about this very British song. Namely, that almost everything about it is American: written by two jobbing Yank music hacks from Tin Pan Alley, Walter Kent and Nat Burton, based on a poem by Algonquin Round Table wit Alice Duer Miller, with a tune pinched from the tremulous, glutinous Judy Garland ballad ‘Somewhere over the Rainbow’. Try singing the words from one to the tune of the other I’m Sorry I Haven’t a Clue style and you’ll see how similar they are.

So let’s begin our story of post-war Britain in song here. Here on the misty English coast looking out to sea, hoping for better days, lulled and uplifted by the pure, stirring tones of a twenty-four-year-old London songbird called Vera Lynn. But with our roots very firmly in … Stockport.

Hughie Charles, or Charles Hugh Owen Ferry, as he was born on 24 July 1907 in Reddish, Stockport, turned down the chance to open the batting for Lancashire to seek his fortune as a plugger of sheet music and songwriter in Denmark Street, London’s very own Tin Pan Alley. There, during the late thirties and early forties, he wrote a string of catchy sentimental numbers, at least two of which captured and chimed perfectly with the mood of the British people during the early days of the war. One was ‘There’ll Always Be an England’, so stirring and strident that you could be forgiven for thinking it a Victorian paean to the glories of empire rather than written upon the outbreak of World War 2. Indeed so ramrod-backed and stiff upper lip is it that it’s ripe for a kind of affectionate parody by talents as diverse as Tiny Tim at the Isle of Wight festival and the Sex Pistols, who used it as their entrance music. But Hughie Charles’s other wartime smash, co-written with Ross Parker, was a very different affair and is perhaps even more indicative of the public mood back in the dark days of 1939, a time of uncertainty and fear laced with optimism and fortitude.

To understand quite how powerful and symbolic such music is, the same cheap music whose potency Noël Coward marvelled at, we need to remember that, at this crucial moment in the war, Britain stood alone against the might of Hitler and the Nazis, who had overrun and subjugated every other major European power. France had fallen in May 1940. The worst was coming to pass. Darkness was on our doorstep.

In its reference to blue skies coming after dark clouds there’s an allusion – intentional or not, but certainly one that would have resonated with the audience of the early forties – to both the Luftwaffe and Messerschmitts that had darkened the skies over England for two years and to Churchill’s brilliant, Shakespearean speech on the eve of the Battle of Britain:

The whole fury and might of the enemy must very soon be turned on us. Hitler knows that he will have to break us in this island or lose the war. If we can stand up to him, all Europe may be freed and the life of the world may move forward into broad, sunlit uplands.

But if we fail, then the whole world, including the United States, including all that we have known and cared for, will sink into the abyss of a new dark age made more sinister, and perhaps more protracted, by the lights of perverted science. Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duties, and so bear ourselves, that if the British Empire and its Commonwealth last for a thousand years, men will still say, ‘This was their finest hour.’

Broad sunlit uplands or new dark ages, blue skies or dark clouds, in the words of both Winston Churchill and Hughie Parker the same stark distinction between the evil of the Third Reich and the righteousness of the Allies is expressed in terms of dark and light that everyone could understand. And in that telling phrase of Churchill’s about ‘including the United States’, there’s a direct appeal to the Americans to enter the war and help us, exactly the same sentiment that Nat Burton and Walter Kent were expressing when they wrote about bluebirds over the White Cliffs of Dover, an explicit and heartfelt plea to their countrymen to come to Britain’s aid. Popular music, in its own cheap and cheerful way, was echoing various shades of political opinion.

And of public opinion too. Because ‘We’ll Meet Again’ meant much more than a glib ‘see you around’ to British men and women in 1939. The song resonated achingly with both soldiers going off to fight and their families and sweethearts. And while the message is defiantly optimistic – I know we’ll meet again some sunny day, maybe on those broad sunlit uplands – the music has the same gently melancholic tone as ‘(There’ll Be Bluebirds Over) The White Cliffs of Dover’, and there is the sweet but distinctly eerie thought underpinning the sentiment, that the meeting may take place not in this world, but the next.

It’s not quite a love song, not an erotic love song, anyway, to use the language of the poets of ancient Greece and the two kinds of love they distinguished, not eros but agape: companionship, friendship, devotion, support. It’s a love song, maybe, but in the vein of ‘He Ain’t Heavy … He’s My Brother’, ‘You’ve Got a Friend’ or ‘Bridge over Troubled Water’ rather than ‘Je T’Aime …’ or ‘Sexual Healing’.

Lynn’s delivery is brilliant and in its own way as stirring as Churchill’s speech. Pure and alluring, gorgeous without being remotely sexual. Not for nothing was she the Forces’ sweetheart rather than the Forces’ good-time girl. She was exactly the girl that our boys, as the nonagenarian Dame Vera still calls them, wanted to have waiting for them at home, these young men in dire circumstances. So popular was Vera’s radio programme, Sincerely Yours, in which servicemen and their families provided requests, that at one point questions were asked in Parliament about whether it might stoke the homesickness and be bad for morale. As ever, the political class had shown how out of touch with its people it can be. Songs like ‘We’ll Meet Again’, simple, touching, and maybe a little sentimental, were just what a beleaguered nation needed, alongside the martial bravado of ‘There’ll Always Be an England’ and the jaunty glamour of Glenn Miller.

It’s easy for us today, the generations born long after the Second World War, to adopt a sneering or, even worse, condescending tone towards some of the sentimental popular music of the 1940s. But this is only easy because it is almost impossible for us to imagine the day-to-day realities of that war, the daily hardships and loss and fear. The most popular and requested songs on Forces radio today, the ones enjoyed by the troops in Helmand province and Kosovo and elsewhere, are singularly slushy.

Like the sentiments it expresses, ‘We’ll Meet Again’ has endured and survived. It was covered by The Byrds on their début album and Pink Floyd’s track ‘Vera’ on The Wall album refers to it ‘Does anybody here remember Vera Lynn?/Remember how she said that we would meet again some sunny day?’ On 13 September 2009 Lynn became the oldest living artist to make it to number one in the British album chart, at the age of ninety-two, with an album entitled We’ll Meet Again, selling over 100,000 copies and ousting The Beatles and the Arctic Monkeys from the top of the charts.

And the song has had a life on the big screen too. So popular was ‘We’ll Meet Again’ that it spawned a movie of the same name starring Vera Lynn in 1943, by which time both America and the Soviet Union had entered the war and the tide had turned against the Axis powers. Many years later, Lynn’s song was heard on screen in a very different, much more ambivalent war movie: Stanley Kubrick’s Dr Strangelove (Or How I Learned to Stop Worrying And Love the Bomb). There it was used sardonically as the soundtrack to a nightmarish plethora of nuclear explosions. And if as to prove that real life is always stranger than satire, it emerged in the 1990s that during the Strangelove era of Cold War paranoia Vera Lynn’s recording of ‘We’ll Meet Again’ was one of the songs and shows held in twenty underground radio stations of the BBC’s Wartime Broadcasting Service to boost morale in the immediate aftermath of an atomic war. And so Hughie Charles’s little song would once again have been pressed into war service, in a world when right and wrong were much harder to distinguish, when anxiety rather than optimism was the dominant mood and the post-war world would not be a broad sunlit upland but an endless and desolate nuclear winter. But few Britons entertained such thoughts as they danced in the streets on VE day. Good had prevailed, though at a grievous price in terms of lives, as well as national stability and wealth. We would still be paying the price of our victory well into the next decade, until a young woman called Elizabeth Windsor came forward to helm and embody a national renaissance; a move perhaps towards those broad sunlit uplands.


2. CORONATION RAG

‘Hold the front page!’ they shout in those newspaper movies. Two headlines that The Times of London, 2 June 1953, was happy to hold the front page for positively bristled and swaggered with imperial pride: ‘Thousands Spend Night on Coronation Route’, and ‘Everest Conquered: Hillary and Tenzing Reach the Summit’. As a double whammy of national pride and a piece of editorial chest-beating by the journal of record, it was hard to top. As a conjunction of events of national rejoicing and significance, it was impossible to make up. That same morning that a new, young Queen was crowned, a new Queen Elizabeth at that, on the other side of the world, at the top of the world, her new Walter Raleighs had achieved the last great dream of earthly adventure and exploration, the conquest of Everest, the world’s highest mountain.

And so the British people, those of them that read The Times anyway, learned that Britannia ruled not just the waves but the roof of the world, and that a new Elizabethan era had begun. As they nibbled their toast and marmalade, with the wireless tuned to the Light Programme, they might have heard one of the unashamed cash-in hits of the day: one of two versions of a sentimental ditty called ‘In a Golden Coach (There’s a Heart of Gold)’, written by Ronald Jamieson and sung by both slick crooner Dickie Valentine and avuncular shouter Billy Cotton and his band. Then, as now, everyone in pop from old guard to new breed wants to tug the forelock for Her Majesty.

You can almost feel the high sugar content of either version of the song furring your arteries. The lyrics, though, are a curious, slightly creepy mix of the obsequious and the Cromwellian:

As she drives in state through the palace gates

Her beauty the whole world will see

In a golden coach there’s a heart of gold

That belongs to you and me

Now largely forgotten, the song was as ubiquitous in June 1953 as Band Aid was at Christmas 1984. Mass Observation, the social studies unit, reported the song being commonly sung in pubs and clubs, and a choir of East End schoolchildren clad in red, white and blue sang it as the Queen and Prince Philip passed along Parnell Road in Poplar.

The coronation of Queen Elizabeth II proved a rather nice payday then for songwriter Ronald Jamieson, as both Cotton’s and Valentine’s versions of his song were riding high at number two and number seven respectively in what was still the new-fangled pop charts. The first official UK singles chart had begun just six months earlier in November 1952, compiled by the New Musical Express. The trade paper had been recently acquired by promoter Maurice Kinn and he had wanted a gimmick to give it an edge over the long-established Melody Maker.

Joint NME founder Percy Dickins came up with the idea of a musical league table as a reference to a record’s sales success. He canvassed his contacts at approximately twenty music sales outlets, finding out what records were selling best and, on 14 November 1952, the first pop chart was born containing twelve entries. The very first number one was Al Martino with ‘Here in My Heart’.

So the very idea of a pop chart was just a few months old when Coronation fever gripped the land. Wholesome entertainment giants of the day queued up to get aboard the bandwagon. The Welsh light tenor Donald Peers charted with ‘Celebration Rag’. The B side, you’ve guessed it, ‘In a Golden Coach (There’s a Heart of Gold)’, meant another few bob for Ronald Jamieson. Also in that chart of June 1953 was Vera Lynn with ‘The Windsor Waltz’, a slick and ruthlessly sentimental cash-in that trades in a kind of gauzy false memory syndrome for ‘The Old Windsor Waltz’, a fictitious dance invented to be nostalgic about.

Vera Lynn was still fondly remembered as the Forces’ sweetheart of the Second World War. Those Forces were now demobbed, of course, but the Coronation inspired a glut of simple sentimental songs that harked back to and echoed the popular songs of the war – something which culturally and financially still hung over the chilly, austere, threadbare Britain of the early fifties, where meat, sugar and sweets were still rationed. Into this world the coronation of a new Queen burst like a sudden ray of sunlight. As James Morris (later Jan), the reporter who broke the news of the Everest triumph, said, it was a moment to ‘restore the battered and shabby kingdom to its storied splendours’. There was something of the fairytale about it all. And from the scarlet of the liveried footmen to the gold of the coaches, it was as moment of Technicolor in a land of sooty greys and charcoal blacks.

Well, it was if you were in the Mall. If you were sitting at home in front of your newly purchased television it was still in black and white. But that didn’t bother the many British people who bought the new-fangled contraptions just for this event. Television hadn’t reached the north of England at all until 1951, so much of the country hadn’t bothered with this expensive high-tech acquisition. But further south hire purchase and the Coronation combined to make a television set an affordable must-have for many ordinary people in the spring of 1953. Neighbours crowded into living rooms curtained against what little sun there was that wet day to watch the historic events. ‘Put an H-aerial up over your house, and you will be astonished to find how many friends you have in the street,’ said the Manchester Evening News.

The new Queen had agreed to the Coronation being televised so that as many people as possible could observe the ceremony, and an estimated 27 million people in Britain did via TV, while 11 million listened on the radio. There were more than 2,000 journalists and 500 photographers from ninety-two nations on the Coronation route. Thirty cameramen in the Abbey were chosen for their slightness of build, so as not to get in the way, particularly in the space above the organ loft. The BBC provided eleven hours of coverage, from the service itself to the two-hour procession through the streets of London, much of it soundtracked by the specially commissioned music provided by a talented social climber from Oldham called William Walton. And, after the young Queen herself, the star of the proceedings was by common consent one of the many guests from the Caribbean, Sālote Mafile‘o Pilolevu Tupou III, the Queen of Tonga, an imperious lady, at 6 foot 3 inches and 350 pounds, who endeared herself to the spectators by riding through the streets in the pouring rain, refusing to put up the cover on her state coach, mopping water from her face with a handkerchief, beaming and waving at the delighted spectators. Such was her instant if brief popularity that a popular dance band leader quickly came up with a catchy tune in her honour, ‘The Queen of Tonga’.

Winifred Atwell was another daughter of the Commonwealth who captured the hearts of the British in 1953. She grew up in a pharmacy on Jubilee Street, Tunapuna, Trinidad and Tobago, but in 1946 moved to London, where she had gained a place at the Royal Academy of Music. She became the first female pianist to be awarded the Academy’s highest grading for musicianship. To support herself, she played ragtime and boogie woogie in London clubs and venues like the Casino Theatre where she caught the eye of impresario Bernard Delfont, who signed her up. It was the B side to her fourth single that made her a sensation in Britain, a honky-tonk tune called the ‘Black and White Rag’ which became a big radio hit and twenty years later became famous again as the theme to popular snooker show Pot Black.

By the time of the Coronation Atwell was an international star. Her hands were insured with Lloyds of London for a quarter of a million dollars, with the policy stipulating that she was never to wash dishes. More significantly, she was the first black artist to sell a million records in the UK. We may suspect that Britain in the 1950s was not the most enlightened or diverse of cultures but it’s worth remembering and celebrating that Britain took Winifred Atwell to its heart in a way that America refused to. Bigotry prevented her ever becoming a star there. Her breakthrough appearance was to have been on The Ed Sullivan Show in 1956, but it was feared audiences in the South would simply not accept a black woman artist, least of all one who spoke like a Brit. The appearance was never recorded.

By contrast, Atwell became one of the biggest stars of mid-fifties Britain and Australia, with her own TV shows on both BBC and ITV. Hit after hit followed ‘Britannia Rag’ in 1952 and ‘Coronation Rag’, released to commemorate the Coronation of Elizabeth II in June 1953: ‘Tiger Rag’, ‘The Poor People of Paris’, ‘Let’s Have a Party’, ‘Let’s Have Another Party’, ‘Let’s Have a Ding Dong’ …

Atwell went on to play at three Royal Variety Performances at the specific request of the new Queen, who also asked her to play ‘Roll Out the Barrel’ as an encore. It would be easy to dismiss the jaunty, appealing music of Winifred Atwell as a period piece or a lightweight diversion. But the young woman from Tunapuna was hugely significant for several reasons. ‘Black and White Rag’ and those other big fifties’ hits pricked the ears of many young British keyboard players in the same way that a generation of British guitarists looked to Bert Weedon and Hank Marvin. Young pianists like Rick Wakeman and Keith Emerson were thrilled by the verve and vitality of Winifred Atwell’s playing. Emerson told Keyboard magazine later, ‘I’ve always been into ragtime. In England – and I’m sure Rick Wakeman would concur – we loved Winifred Atwell, a fantastic honky-tonk and ragtime player.’

And remember that it was only five years before ‘Coronation Rag’ was riding high in the charts and Atwell a huge British star and favourite of royalty that the first few hundred anxious, cold and seasick immigrants from the West Indies had disembarked from the SS Windrush at Tilbury Docks. Winifred Atwell’s music and its popularity in Britain are a potent symbol of a fast-changing society and a new kind of country, one in which a black woman played music of black origin to celebrate the crowning of a queen in a ceremony that was positively medieval – a be-frocked archbishop in an ancient abbey placing a gold crown on a ruler by dint of birth – and yet one that was watched by millions via the most up-to-date technology imaginable. It had elements of both Shakespeare and the space age.

And so the talk was of a new Elizabethan era, ushered in by Atwell, the Archbishop of Canterbury and Dickie Valentine in the UK, and Hillary and Tenzing on the summit of Everest. It was a Panglossian, modernistic wave of national optimism and revival that had begun with the 1951 Festival of Britain, a celebration of British cultural vigour that spawned new buildings like the Royal Festival Hall and the futuristic Skylon tower. It was the spirit of Dan Dare and Eagle comic made real with rapid technological developments. Just prior to the coronation, BOAC introduced the first commercial jet service, from London to Johannesburg. In October 1952 Britain exploded its first atom bomb near the Monte Bello Islands in Western Australia: ‘Today Britain is GREAT BRITAIN again’ was the Daily Mirror headline. Just four years later Queen Elizabeth II would open the world’s first nuclear power station, Calder Hall in Cumbria. The Sunday Graphic ran a comment piece on the changing role of women in society, ‘At the Dawn of the New Elizabethan Era’, written by a twenty-six-year-old trainee tax barrister called Margaret Thatcher.

Of course it wasn’t all like that, and just as the Cool Britannia of the nineties ended in anger over the Iraq war and weapons of mass destruction, the new Elizabethan era gradually foundered in the humiliation of Suez and the disillusionment of the angry young men. But on that June day in 1953 the mood on the streets of London was celebratory and optimistic. In the East End, traditional heartland of support for the royals, there were street parties and knees-ups. The children of Bow, Poplar and Cheapside dressed up and held their own coronations. Gaiety, light-heartedness, even silliness were back on our national agenda. They had never really gone very far away.


3. THE YING TONG SONG

We like a joke. In fact, as every boss or teacher or golf-club secretary will tell you, we like a joke as much as the next man. Particularly if the next man is British and not, say, German or American, and therefore someone with no sense of humour or understanding of irony. Neither of those slurs is true, of course, as anyone who’s watched an episode of The Simpsons or 30 Rock will tell you. But here in Britain we take humour very seriously. For the English, humour is a weapon, a crutch, an aphrodisiac, a social lubricant and a religion.

For as long as there have been songs, there have been novelty and comic songs. In fact, it took pop music quite a while to begin to take itself seriously, a development from which some would say it has never fully recovered. The musical publishing houses of Tin Pan Alley originally specialised in three types of song: ballads, dance and comic novelty songs. Even at the height of the First World War comic songs were among the most popular, perhaps as a welcome distraction from the horrors of the front. ‘K-K-K-Katy’, written by Geoffrey O’Hara, was billed as ‘The Sensational Stammering Song Success Sung by the Soldiers and Sailors’. The song tells the story of Jimmy, a young soldier ‘brave and bold’, who stutters when he tries to speak to girls. Finally he manages to woo, haltingly, Katy, the ‘maid with hair of gold’.

K-K-K-Katy, beautiful Katy

You’re the only g-g-g-girl that I adore

When the m-m-m-moon shines over the c-c-c-cowshed

I’ll be waiting at the k-k-k-kitchen door

The 1920s was the heyday of the silly comic song. Audiences had had four years of carnage and a reaction against it was natural enough. Love and silliness became a kind of default setting, especially when combined. By the time of the Second World War humour and music often went together as a powerful propaganda tool. Making your enemy look stupid or foolish can be as effective as making them appear monsters. Hitler knew this as well too, despite his tin ear for music. During the summer of 1942 he suggested that propaganda broadcasts aimed at Britain and America should contain musical styles that appealed to those audience. For instance, after the first regularly worded verse of a song, a voice might say, ‘Here is Mr Churchill’s latest song.’ The melody might be a familiar song known by both British and American listeners, but the words that followed were different:

I’m afraid of Germany, her planes are beating me

At night, when I should sleep, into the Anderson I must creep

Although I’m England’s leading man, I’m led to the cellar by ten

A leader in the cellar each night, that’s the only damned way I can fight.

But the Allies topped the charts in propaganda parody. In the US the master of goofball music, Spike Jones, had a hit in 1942 with ‘Der Fuehrer’s Face’, a song that literally blew a raspberry in the face of the Third Reich’s absurd philosophies of racial purity and mastery, and, even more brilliantly, did it in the gloriously madcap mongrel musical vernacular of jazz and ragtime, two American musics of black origin.

In Britain, a famous piece of propaganda film cut up goose-stepping Nazis and a Sieg Heil-ing Adolf to the jaunty strains of ‘The Lambeth Walk’ and to brilliantly deflating effect. And, of course, though you’d never hear it on the radio, the people of Britain had their own unofficial propaganda anthem, the frankly implausible tale of the sundry missing appendages of the Nazi High Command and their possible locations sung to the tune of ‘The Colonel Bogey March’.

We British have always enjoyed a smutty tune. From the ribald music-hall ditties like ‘Oh! Mr Porter’, a song about a young woman going too far couched as a train journey, to ‘She’s Never Had Her Ticket Punched Before’ – yet more train-related innuendo – and later the saucy songs of George Formby such as the clearly non-confectionery-based ‘With My Little Stick of Blackpool Rock’. (Clue: it’s about his penis.)

At the opposite end of the scale from these broad and bawdy sing-alongs, the musical equivalents of Donald McGill’s postcards, were some of the elegant and witty comic songs of the 1950s and early 1960s. The masters of this in the UK were Flanders and Swann, a duo whose clipped and proper musical style masked a waspish sense of fun and a vein of gentle satire evident in songs such as ‘The Gasman Cometh’, concerning the still enormously relevant topic of repair men causing havoc, and ‘The Slow Train’, their gorgeous, melancholic farewell to Britain’s branch lines facing the axe from Dr Beeching. Across the Atlantic Tom Lehrer was mining a similar seam of piano-based satire and skittery. Lehrer’s output was slight but hugely popular though his heyday was brief. Legend has it that he retired after Henry Kissinger was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize, saying ‘satire was dead’, but in fact he’d grown bored with performing some years before. He was, however, suspicious of the power of so-called satire. ‘It’s not even preaching to the converted; it’s titillating the converted … I’m fond of quoting Peter Cook, who talked about the satirical Berlin cabarets of the nineteen thirties, which did so much to stop the rise of Hitler and prevent the Second World War.’

In 1955 a twenty-nine-year-old record producer called George Martin became the head of Parlophone – the youngest head of a record company in the country. Martin spent the rest of the decade trying to give the ailing label an identity, and he found it through comedy records. The imaginative and experimental audio techniques needed for comedy songs would stand Martin in good stead for his next big career move with four young scousers. Before that, though, he produced period classics of the comedy genre such as ‘Right, Said Fred’ and ‘Hole in the Ground’ for Bernard Cribbins, as well as Rolf Harris, the Beyond the Fringe team and Peter Sellers and Spike Milligan of The Goon Show, whose surreal radio madness was a weekly fixture of British life from 1951 to 1960 and whose freewheeling fantasies called for absurdist sound effects such as ‘set of false teeth hitting inside of bucket’ and ‘distant zither’. Indeed some of the later shows featured the work of the fledgling BBC Radiophonic Workshop.

He didn’t produce the ‘Ying Tong Song’ though. In fact, the Goons signature tune had a curious gestation. It was originally the B side of ‘Bloodnok’s Rock ’N’ Roll Call’ which was the first British record to mention rock and roll and reached number three in the UK charts in 1956. Casting around for a flip side, Milligan claimed that he wrote this song as a bet with his brother: that he couldn’t get a song with only two chords into the chart, which shows a fundamental misunderstanding of much pop music (see ‘Jambalaya’, ‘Paperback Writer’, ‘Horse with No Name’ and many more). The B side lingered longest in the public memory and affections, though. When reissued as the A side in 1973, it got to number nine. Interestingly only Sellers and Milligan actually sing on the record. As Harry Secombe was signed to Philips Records, he didn’t sing on any of the Goons’ Decca recordings of the 1950s, only speaking his words. Whenever famous Goon fan Prince Charles was parodied in latex form on Spitting Image, he would often be heard mumbling the song to himself. It’s become something of a staple of the comedy song repertoire, covered by artists as disparate as the Muppets and Jon Anderson of Yes.

Within the world of serious rock, a sense of humour of the disdainful variety has sometimes been worn as a badge of honour. During the late sixties and early seventies, artists like Cheech & Chong, The Bonzo Dog Doo-Dah Band and Frank Zappa mocked the culture around them, hippy or straight, with a different kind of funny song: smart, knowing, even a little sneering, an in joke for the cognoscenti rather than fun for all the family. Zappa had both sides squarely in his sights for most of his career. Early albums like Freak Out! and We’re Only in It for the Money satirise the rampant consumerism of modern America and the hippy left and, in particular, The Beatles’ Sgt Pepper album. Later, ‘Dancin’ Fool’ and ‘Valley Girl’ mocked various breeds of New York and LA hipster, the disco stud and the spoiled teenage girl, as played by his daughter Moon Unit. The Bonzos couched darkly seditious words in the comforting nostalgic settings of a palm court orchestra on songs like ‘Canyons of Your Mind’. Sometimes, though, the love shines through these parodies as in the Bonzos’ gloriously silly, cinematic ‘The Intro and the Outro’ and Neil Innes’s masterful Beatles spoof, The Rutles.

Weirdly, some of the pioneers of British and American rock and roll have had their biggest hits not with their earnest and oft-discussed protean classics but with novelty songs. Lonnie Donegan is better known to many for ‘My Old Man’s a Dustman’ (number one the UK) and ‘Does Your Chewing Gum Lose Its Flavour (On the Bedpost Overnight?)’ (top five here and in America) than for ‘Rock Island Line’. Chuck Berry’s only UK and US number one was ‘My Ding-a-Ling’, a risible few minutes of double entendre recorded at the Locarno Ballroom, Coventry in 1972. And while critics may eulogise Johnny Cash’s despairing, deathbed version of Nine Inch Nails’ ‘Hurt’, the truth is that far more people know and indeed bought the daft ‘A Boy Named Sue’ and ‘One Piece at a Time’, a moving account of chronic minor theft from an embittered car plant production line worker.

Ray Stevens, ‘Weird Al’ Yankovic, The Barron Knights, The Goodies … throughout the 1970s there were many acts with sizeable entries in The Guinness Book of British Hit Singles who specialised in novelty song and would appear regularly on Top of the Pops with varying degrees of embarrassment. We might think that, as rock and pop matures and grows, the essentially childish amusement of the novelty song would fade. In fact, the opposite would seem to be true. There have probably been more novelty hits since the 1980s onwards than in the sixties or seventies. The aforementioned Spitting Image team even had a hit with a song that was a parody of the comedy song. ‘The Chicken Song’ spoofs the ‘Ying Tong Song’ and others of its ilk, what the late writer Steven Wells called the ‘ferret, nostril, outer Mongolia’ school of comedy, a brand of lazy, tiresome wackiness.

If the gag-based humour of Benny Hill and The Barron Knights may have dwindled, it has been replaced by tracks that are even dumber and not even human in origin: Jive Bunny, Crazy Frog, and Mr Blobby, the Frankensteinian creation of former Radio One DJ Noel Edmonds, who in 1993 became the second novelty act to reach the coveted UK number-one spot, following Benny Hill with his 1971 chart-topper ‘Ernie (The Fastest Milkman in the West)’. Novelty songs were a chart fixture throughout the eighties and nineties, and the ritual rolling of eyes at their embarrassing presence became a rite of passage for proper rock fans, as witnessed in Noel Gallagher’s apparent disgust at the Mike Flowers Pops lounge version of ‘Wonderwall’, which was a bigger hit than his original.

And let’s not forget that there’s many a true word sung as well as spoken in jest. It’s become received if half-baked wisdom to bemoan the fact that Ultravox’s portentous ‘Vienna’ was kept from the top spot by Joe Dolce’s piece of cod-Italian familial silliness ‘Shaddap You Face’. But as music critics like Alexis Petridis and Pete Paphides, both the children of immigrant families, have pointed out, Dolce’s song, about getting on and making a success of life in a new country with fortitude and good humour, was a great deal more relevant to them and others than ‘Vienna’, which, let’s face it, meant nothing to Midge Ure or indeed most of us.

The long history of the novelty and comedy song proves that there is no accounting for taste and nor should there be. To a degree, you can hear them as a great leveller, a silly coloured thread binding us all. You can hear ‘Right, Said Fred’ and ‘Hole in the Ground’ in ‘When I’m Sixty-Four’ and ‘Yellow Submarine’, both fine examples of George Martin’s studio expertise. And The Goon Show’s anarchic surrealism, itself an inheritor of Edward Lear, Lewis Carroll and Beachcomber, has filtered down to become one of mainstream entertainment’s most lasting and popular tropes, very much with us in the zaniness of Vic and Bob and Paul Merton. Pop culture and pop music are much too important to be taken too seriously.


4. ROCK ISLAND LINE

Long before The X Factor or Britain’s Got Talent or Pop Idol, long before New Faces or Opportunity Knocks, talent shows had been a staple of British TV. From 1952 to 1960 there was one for kids called All Your Own hosted by Huw Wheldon, later of arts show Monitor fame. By today’s standards it was mild and genial, there was no sneering jury, no tears and rage, no competitive edge at all, in fact. Just nicely brought up kids harmonising or morris dancing or showing off their bonsai trees, stamp collection or matchstick model of Nelson’s Column.

One teatime in 1958, Wheldon in his brisk but kindly style introduced a musical quartet from Epsom, one of whom, James Page, announces his intention, after school, to become a biological researcher and find a cure for cancer ‘if it’s not already been found’. In fact Jimmy Page was to put a great deal more time into chemical research in his early adulthood, while one of the biggest rock stars in the world with Led Zeppelin. But back in 1958 thirteen-year-old James was strumming along with his pals to a tune called ‘Mama Don’t Allow No Skiffle Playing in Here’. Like every other music-mad kid in Britain, he was in a skiffle band, playing what might well be called Britain’s first homegrown pop style; the rangy, lonesome sound of itinerant American hobos transplanted to Blighty and played on homemade instruments and pieces of furniture in every parlour, shed and church hall from Berwick to St Ives.

We think of the 1950s as a time of austerity. Post-war Britain was a bankrupt nation, and the recovery was long and slow. It’s fitting then that Britain’s homemade, hand-me-down, make-do-and-mend musical mongrel of the fifties should be named after an earlier attempt to make ends meet. In 1920s Chicago a skiffle was a rent party; an informal, illicit knees-up held in someone’s home where a hat was passed around or admission charged to help pay the host’s rent. A handful of American bands and records of the prewar era contain the word ‘skiffle’. But the word was seldom heard again on either side of the Atlantic until the mid-1950s. Ken Colyer led a popular dance band of the time in Glasgow and his banjo player was one Anthony James Donegan (‘Lonnie’, to his friends), whose impromptu interval ‘skiffle’ sessions – lively, simplistic affairs with Lonnie on banjo and vocals with tea-chest bass and washboard accompaniment – soon became as popular as the regular dance band sets. The presiding spirit of these sessions came far from Glasgow, far from Britain, in fact. He was an irascible jailbird, labourer and guitarist from Louisiana called Huddie Ledbetter, or Lead Belly.

The musicologist John Lomax discovered Lead Belly and championed his music, making a record of him performing at the Louisiana State Penitentiary in 1933. A year later Lomax recorded the inmates of another southern jail, this time in Alabama, singing a song written by one Kelly Pace and telling the jaunty tale of a freight-train driver and his smuggling runs on the Chicago, Rock Island and Pacific Railroad.

In the 1940s Lead Belly himself recorded the song, slightly altered, under the aegis of Lomax again. And it was this version that young Lonnie Donegan heard, recorded and which became the blue touch paper for the British skiffle boom, the incendiary spark from which the whole conflagration of British rock music roared and crackled.

In the United States, 1955 was to prove a landmark year for several incidental but crucial moments in the story of popular music. The Rock Around the Clock movie was on general release, and Colonel Tom Parker became Elvis’s manager. But no single event was as important for the future of British music as Lonnie Donegan’s version of ‘Rock Island Line’. Donegan had upped the tempo from Lead Belly’s recording but kept the sparse instrumentation, the archetypal tea-chest bass and washboard rhythm section with Donegan’s cheap driving guitar and wailing vocal over the top. But the sound cut through the schmaltzy orchestral light music that dominated TV and radio like a freight-train whistle. Slangy, hip, unstuffy, to a generation raised on rationed boiled beef and carrots and the prim, pinched formality of austerity Britain, even the sound of poor, rural America sounded exhilaratingly like freedom. But in Donegan – a cheeky everyman with a nasal voice and infectious stage presence – they also had a very homegrown hero. ‘Rock Island Line’, coupled with ‘John Henry’ on the B side, raced to the top of the UK charts, became the first début release to go gold and, in a wry coals to Newcastle by freight train fashion, even made the top ten in the United States.

This transatlantic musical trade was not without its scandal, though. Just as the ‘Rock Island Line’s engine driver was not entirely honest about his cargo, so Donegan, some claimed, was economical with the truth when it came to crediting the true originators of the song. Down the years Donegan often grumbled that, despite the song’s huge success, he received merely a fixed studio fee of a few pounds from Decca Records. But he often failed to mention how he received publishing royalties on the song – his or any other version – by virtue of the fact that he was registered as the British copyright holder on a public domain song. This annoyed the likes of Pete Seeger – who recorded his own solo vocal version accompanied by the sound of chopping wood to demonstrate the song’s older and simpler roots – and Alan Lomax, son of John and esteemed musical folkorist in his own right. In The Penguin Book of American Folk Songs, he states:

John A. Lomax recorded this song at the Cumins State Prison farm, Gould, Arkansas, in 1934 from its convict composer, Kelly Pace. The Negro singer, Lead Belly, heard it, rearranged it in his own style, and made commercial phonograph recordings of it in the 1940s. One of these recordings was studied and imitated phrase by phrase, by a young English singer of American folk songs who subsequently recorded it for an English company. The record sold in the hundreds of thousands in the US and England, and this Arkansas Negro convict song, as adapted by Lead Belly, was published as a personal copyright, words and music, by someone whose contact with the Rock Island Line was entirely through the grooves of a phonograph record.

While Lomax is undoubtedly right, the peeved tone of this is sadly typical of the backbiting, infighting and skullduggery that runs through even the liberal and humane world of folk.

It should be said too that many of the British kids who were knocked out by the crazy new sound would go on to discover the likes of Lead Belly and Howlin’ Wolf for themselves. Ironically, some of them – just like Donegan – would go on to become millionaire rock stars by purloining the older, poorer, blacker men’s wares. But this is conjecture; and we are getting ahead of ourselves. Lonnie’s uptempo reading of ‘Rock Island Line’ was to spend eight months in the chart, while the Busby Babes took the football league title and ITV took its fledgling steps, Hugh Gaitskell took control of the Labour Party and the Suez crisis darkened the horizon.

Skiffle was soon everywhere, a genuine grassroots phenomenon that spread from scout huts and classrooms to clubs, pubs and dancehalls. But its creative heart, at least symbolically, was a coffee bar on Soho’s Old Compton Street called the 2i’s, named after its owners the Irani brothers and run by two Australian wrestlers. Here, according to legend, as the Gaggia machine gurgled, the first generation of British rock and rollers learned their skiffle trade: Cliff and The Shadows, Joe Brown, Wee Willie Harris, Tommy Steele, Clem Cattini, Wally Whyton, The Vipers, Chas McDevitt, Johnny Kid, Jet Harris, Mickie Most, Screaming Lord Sutch, Paul Gadd (later Gary Glitter), Ritchie Blackmore (later of Deep Purple). Even its burly bouncer, one Peter Grant, was later to find a kind of rock and roll immortality as the feared and legendary manager of Led Zeppelin.

Out in the industrial towns and the leafy shires, kids acquired the rudimentary equipment needed to play this most joyous music: future rock and folk legends such as Mark Knopfler, Van Morrison, Roger Glover, Albert Lee, Martin Carthy and the aforementioned Jimmy Page all formed skiffle bands. And nowhere more so than in Liverpool, where a group called The Quarrymen were a popular local teenage outfit. At their gig at the Woolton church fête in July 1957, bandleader John Lennon first met a young amateur musician called Paul McCartney and they formed plans for a band together. George Harrison, then a local schooboy, later reflected on the cultural impact of skiffle, as quoted in Andy Babiuk’s Beatles Gear:

There was this big skiffle craze happening for a while in England … Everybody was in a skiffle group … All you needed was an acoustic guitar, a washboard with thimbles for percussion, and a tea-chest – you know, the ones they used to ship tea from India – and you just put a broom handle on it and a bit of string, and you had a bass … you only needed two chords: jing-jinga-jing jing-jinga-jing jing-jinga-jing-jing-jinga-jing. And I think that’s basically where I’ve always been at. I’m just a skiffler, you know. Now I do posh skiffle, that’s all it is.

Washboards and thimbles, string basses and broom handles … there was an element of the quaint to all this, but there was also a deeper and more lasting significance to the skiffle boom. This was, to reiterate, a grassroots, local and defiantly amateur movement, existing outside of the establishment light entertainment world and the stifling strictures of the conventional music business. Witness the sometimes fraught beginnings of skiffle’s very own flagship radio show, Saturday Skiffle Club. Initially, the prom commissars of BBC management were suspicious about the very notion of a radio show specifically for teenagers. But once this radical notion had been absorbed, auditions were held and early regular performers included the fledgling skiffle-arti: Chas McDevitt, The Vipers, George Melly and, of course, Lonnie Donegan (Cliff Richard auditioned but was sadly turned down). The powers that be at Broadcasting House were not just concerned at the youthful recklessness of it all. They were also concerned with the material itself. Skiffle songs were often American in origin, even sometimes reflecting the black or working-class experience, and they often used religious themes in a breezy, faintly sacrilegious way. But their fears were allayed, the programme became a huge success and, as the sixties dawned, the ‘skiffle’ was quietly dropped from the title to become simply Saturday Club and Brian Matthew’s show was to become a bulwark and mainstay of sixties’ British pop life. This in itself was a nice, sweet analogy reflecting how skiffle itself developed into and was absorbed into the musical body politic of pop that was to dominate sixties’ culture.

However gently and politely it did it, skiffle reacted against the drably consensual austerity of post-war Britain with homemade and improvised instruments being used to play rough and proletarian music. Soon, many of these skiffle-mad youngsters grew bored with the limits of this basic music. They became accomplished instrumentalists and sought out new avenues of expression. They became the British rock vanguard of the next decade. Something of skiffle’s rough mongrel impulse would echo decades later in the upstart glee of punk. But before that, though, British rock would become a potent global force, and its first star was a son of Empire who brought something of the curled-lip sexiness of Elvis to the Lyons Corner House culture of post-war Britain.


5. MOVE IT

Someone once called it the easternmost city of the United States and, from the glittering blustery waterfront at Liverpool, you could see and hear why. Here was a bustling Atlantic seaport full of off-duty sailors, Irish, Chinese, Catholics, black marketeers. Liverpool turns its back on the rest of Lancashire, the rest of England, indeed, and turns its majestic face to Manhattan. Liverpool has always emulated the brash, wisecracking melting-pot mentality of the Big Apple and it was from New York and home to Liverpool that the merchant seamen, ‘the Cunard Yanks’, as they were known, brought back new and exciting music from across the Atlantic: blues, country, r&b and, most significantly from the mid-1950s onwards, rock and roll. Liverpool heard rock and roll pretty much before the rest of England, and among the first few British kids to hear this new sound would have been John Lennon, George Harrison, Richard Starkey, Paul McCartney and their various school friends. The effect was immediate and far reaching.

It’s hard at this remove to understand the visceral shock that hearing the first rock and roll records gave to British teenagers in the 1950s. But even now, the early recordings of Elvis, Little Richard, Eddie Cochran and Jerry Lee Lewis carry an almost electrical jolt that must have fizzed like sodium and illuminated the grey day-today landscape of post-war Britain.

Rock and roll was an American mongrel born on the wrong side of the blues, country and gospel, distributed by the crackling new technology of radio stations, recording studios and primitive amplification. Its appeal was its carnal primacy: rock and roll was black slang for sex and the music positively reeked of sweat, perfume and booze, and that appeal was felt instantly by the pallid, hungry young of a bankrupt, bored Britain.

The rest of the country wasn’t so sure, though. The establishment, in its various forms, denounced it as debauched, communistic, crude and alien. It wasn’t just retired colonels, maiden aunts and shires curates who felt like this. The fledgling New Musical Express, faced with the choice of which new music to support – rock and roll or trad jazz – made the explicitly and deliberately political decision to opt for caution and go with Acker Bilk and Kenny Ball over Elvis and Jerry Lee. Its competitor the Melody Maker was no keener on rock and roll, calling it ‘one of the most terrifying things to happen to popular music. The rock and roll technique, instrumentally and vocally, is the antithesis of all that jazz has been striving for over the years, in other words, good taste and musical integrity.’

By the way, in case you find this toe-curlingly British and fuddy-duddy, here’s the hip view from the states on Elvis and rock and roll in 1957, as expressed by one Frank Sinatra in an article he wrote for the LA Mirror News:

Sung, played and written for the most part by cretinous goons; and by means of its almost imbecilic reiterations and sly, lewd – in plain fact, dirty – lyrics it manages to be the martial music of every sideburned delinquent on the face of the Earth. His kind of music is deplorable, a rancid-smelling aphrodisiac … it fosters almost totally negative and destructive reactions in young people.

As with so many things, and to misquote Willy Dixon, the men don’t know, but the little girls – and lads – understand. Teenage Britain knew the power and worth of rock and roll instantly. The ground had been primed and seeded for the US rock and roll invasion for over a decade, of course. American troops had been stationed here since the Second World War, their glamorous, exotic presence echoed in the music of Glenn Miller: a thrilling source of attraction to British girls and fascinated exasperation to young British males. We shared a language, which not only helped rock and roll music find an audience here but may explain why an American movie with only a slender rock and roll connection would ignite a youth cultural ferment in sleepy post-war Britain.

By the time he put out ‘Rock Around the Clock’ in 1954 Bill Haley had already had hits with ‘Crazy Man, Crazy’ and ‘Shake, Rattle and Roll’. But ‘Rock Around the Clock’ became the anthem of rebel youth, particularly in Britain. It was originally a B side that caught the ear of a young film writer/director called Richard Brooks and inspired him to make a film about youth and rock and
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