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ABOUT THE BOOK

Ray Davies, legendary frontman of The Kinks, is one of the all-time greatest rock ‘n’ roll musicians – and also one of its most troubled and enigmatic.

In the summer of 1964, aged twenty, Ray Davies led The Kinks to fame with their number one hit ‘You Really Got Me’. Within months, they were challenging The Beatles and The Rolling Stones in the charts, swamped by fans and renowned for the rioting at their gigs. Over the next three decades, Davies wrote a string of enduring classics – ‘All Day and All of the Night’, ‘Sunny Afternoon’, ‘Waterloo Sunset’, ‘Lola’ – that secured his status as one of the handful of people to have redefined pop culture over the last fifty years.

But Ray’s journey from working-class Muswell Hill to the Rock ’n’ Roll Hall of Fame was tumultuous in the extreme, featuring breakdowns, bitter lawsuits, spectacular punch-ups and a ban from entering the USA for almost four years. His relationship with his brother Dave, The Kinks’ lead guitarist, is surely the most ferocious and abusive in music history. Based on countless interviews conducted over several decades, this richly detailed and revelatory biography presents the most frank and intimate portrait yet of Ray Davies, and promises to be the definitive biography of this most fascinating and complicated life.
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“Ray Davies – A Suitable Mind For Study. If only Herr Freud was still alive, the results of his analytical survey of Ray’s thinking mechanism would make fascinating material for a best-selling book. Few people can honestly claim to fully comprehend Ray’s complex actions or to be able to penetrate his veneer of what appears to be self-inflicted paranoia.

It has become something of a joke between Ray and myself that every time we meet, either I ask him if he is still paranoid or he tells me that he is trying not to be paranoid. Quite a few other people – especially those involved in the pop business – see Ray in this way and he does nothing to alleviate their suspicion.

Question him on the subject and you are likely to get a long searching look that speaks volumes but, paradoxically, reveals nothing. What is going on inside his head, you wonder?”

Richard Green, New Musical Express, 13 February 1970



CHAPTER ONE

THE FAMILY

AS THEIR FAMILY name suggests, the Davies’ lineage was part Welsh. Ray’s grandfather Harry Davies was from the Rhondda Valley and worked as a slaughterman. He subsequently married a servant girl, Amy Kelly, of Irish descent. Their son, Frederick George Davies, settled in London and took up his father’s occupation, eventually finding work at a cattle market in King’s Cross. There, he met Annie Florence Willmore, born in 1905 to Albert Willmore and Catherine Emily Bowden1. Frederick and Annie enjoyed a short courtship before marrying in the summer of 1924 in the borough of Islington. They rapidly produced a sizeable progeny, beginning with daughter Rosina (Rose) in 1924. Over the next decade and a half a veritable matriarchy was established comprising Irene Gladys (Rene) (1926), Dorothy (Dolly) (1928), Joyce (1930), Kathleen (Peggy) (1932) and Gwendoline (1938). All the girls were born and brought up in the King’s Cross area, where Annie’s mother Catherine (later known as Big Granny) still lived.

The Hungry Thirties was a time of deprivation when a full-time job was considered a prize to be treasured. Fred worked hard butchering cattle in an all-male environment. A convivial personality, he liked a drink and considered himself a ladies’ man. He also attended Variety shows and was a capable tap-dancer, a pastime endearingly at odds with his day job. His wife enjoyed social outings but spent most of her time at home bringing up the children. As the product of a sprawling family herself, Annie Davies easily adapted to her domestic routine, rearing six girls – but she was no shrinking violet. Known for her sharp tongue, she could be crude and forceful when riled. Years later, recalling a revealing piece of family folklore, Dave Davies told me of an incident when his mother challenged the conventions of the time in devastating fashion. Back then, public bars were predominantly male enclaves, where respectable women would never be seen. Older women congregated in cloistered ‘snugs’ accessible by separate entrances, while couples on a social outing drank in the saloon bar. Everybody had their place, as convention dictated. In what would have been regarded as a shocking breach of working-class etiquette, Annie stormed into the public bar like a crusading suffragette. “The girls were babies2 and she had two or three of them in the pram,” Dave says. “She got so fed up with the old man being around the pub that she thought she’d surprise him. One day she walked into the pub and the old man was chatting up some floozie behind the bar. She went up to him and said, ‘What are you fucking chatting up that old tart for?’ Dad was playing the innocent, so she threw beer all over him, left the kids there and said, ‘Sod this, you fucking look after them, I’m going out!’ Then she stormed out of the pub leaving these screaming kids with my dad and this tart. He had beer all over his head.”

The Davies children had a far from genteel upbringing and, in keeping with the times, there were health issues and near fatalities. Rene, the second eldest daughter, suffered a bout of rheumatic fever as a child that left her with a serious heart condition. For the remainder of her life she was a walking time bomb, cursed with the ever-present knowledge that death was merely a missing heartbeat away.

Rene’s younger sister, Peggy, faced more immediate problems. In 1934, at the age of two, she was playing on the pavement outside the door of the family house when a large brewery lorry swerved across the street. The driver had been drinking and lost control of the vehicle which hurtled into metal railings, simultaneously impaling part of her arm. Peggy was rushed to hospital, then despatched to Wales for further treatment and a period of convalescence. A surgeon saved her damaged arm but the limb withered. The collision also left her partially deaf.

During the Second World War, at the height of the Blitz, family life was disrupted as many children were moved to the safer environs of the countryside. The Davies girls were set to depart but, at the eleventh hour, their mother had a change of heart. Instead, the entire family relocated from the inner city to East Finchley, eventually settling at 6 Denmark Terrace in Muswell Hill. It was a happy and necessary compromise that enabled Fred Davies to commute between north London and his workplace in Smithfield Market. His was a reserved occupation, which ensured that he did not have to serve in the armed forces. It also meant that the Davies family had a plentiful supply of meat.

Fred sported noticeably outsized clothes, with baggy trousers held up by braces. This sartorial eccentricity was a ruse that allowed him to smuggle meat from the cattle market or abattoir. Often he would return home laden with cuts. Like a music hall magician, he would produce a joint of meat from deep inside his trousers, followed by a sliver of liver or bloodied heart. Evidently, he was never rumbled. The routine continued during the early years of post-war rationing. Interestingly, both his sons would later become vegetarians.

Annie Davies was 39 when she became pregnant for what she assumed would be the last time. On 21 June 1944, there was great excitement in the matriarchal household when she gave birth to a son, who was christened Raymond Douglas Davies. It was an eventful evening in Denmark Terrace as a nearby air raid had blasted out several windows in the street, including their own.

The war years were also the dancing years for several of the older Davies girls. Ballrooms of romance – with evocative names like the Palais, Mecca and Locarno – proliferated and were made more glamorous by the presence of American servicemen with money and access to black-market goods. Adolescent girls seduced by nylons, chocolates and dreams of becoming a GI bride flocked to the halls as peacetime beckoned. The sisters were dance mad, especially Rene, who started dating a Canadian soldier, Russell Whitbread. Suddenly, there was a flurry of marriages. In June 1943, the eldest daughter Rosina (Rose) wed Gordon Arthur Anning, another serviceman. The ceremony was followed by a reception, with Fred providing a joint of meat and his wife acquiring some additional food from the American Services Club where she was working part-time. The married couple moved to nearby Highgate and, two years later, had a son, Terry. That same year, Rene announced that she was marrying her Canadian beau Russell in December, after which they would emigrate to North America.

Accommodating everybody in a three-bedroom house proved quite a challenge. Further complications arose when Annie Davies, now almost 423, discovered that she was pregnant again. Her fecundity was a marvel but also an embarrassment, and she kept the news from prying neighbours. Even her mother, Big Granny, was unaware of the event. On 3 February 1947, the peak year of the post-war baby boom, the second boy in the family was born: David Russell Gordon Davies4. The effects of all this on Ray have provoked much debate among the brothers ever since. “When Dave was born5, I felt like a little child of two whose parents suddenly go out and buy a dog. Of course a kid gets jealous.” One teasingly symbolic moment, often recalled by Ray, became part of the family legend. While baby Dave was being paraded in front of his sisters, his brother became over-excited and ran out of the house, dodging outstretched hands as he tumbled forward, hitting the ground violently, fracturing his front teeth and bloodying his nose. The accident ultimately created that familiar gap-toothed smile. But what Ray remembered most keenly was the immediate effect upon his family. Suddenly, they turned away from the usurping infant and focused all their attention on his injury. He was the centre of attention once more. The event may even have kick-started his interest in music as his parents presented him with a ukulele soon after for braving his first visit to the dentist.

Dave Davies remembers another formative incident that occurred several years later when the brothers were playing in the front room. One of their uncles had left some boxing gloves around, so they decided to have a mock fight. Swinging wildly, Dave hit Ray with a lucky punch, knocking him off balance. As he stumbled to the floor he grazed his head against the family piano and lay still, seemingly unconscious. Hovering close to his face, Dave whispered, “Are you OK?6” Ray bolted upright and punched his brother hard in the face. “It’s symbolic of our whole relationship7 really,” Dave maintains. “I felt the pleasure that I’d knocked him over, then concern that I’d hurt him. But all he really wanted was to get back at me.” For Dave, the confrontation was a harbinger of worse to come. “I was quite a happy kid8 and Ray was a real miserable one. He was probably happy for three years until I was born and realized there was another boy in the family. ‘What’s that little bastard doing here?’”

Such a reaction is common enough among siblings of such a young age, as are their contrasting feelings towards each other. Psychoanalyst Peter B. Neubauer notes: “Differences in the evolvement9 of rivalry, jealousy, and envy may depend upon whether the child is an older or younger sibling . . . The younger child will, in the first years of life, take the circumstances of his environment as he finds them for granted . . . The older child, while feeling displaced, may later enjoy the younger’s admiration, which the latter rarely experiences to the same degree.” That Dave never felt a reciprocal admiration from Ray seems something of an understatement, despite occasional evidence to the contrary. It was part of a peculiar dynamic that they would continue to play out for the remainder of their lives.

Sigmund Freud concluded that all sibling relationships, irrespective of visible positive interaction, were based on “an unfathomably deep hostility” or “primal hatred”, punctuated by the symbolic “intent to murder”. In his view: “The elder child10 ill-treats the younger, maligns him and robs him of his toys; while the younger is consumed with impotent rage against his elder, envies and fears him.” Ray Davies later translated Freud’s theory into song, most notably in the lacerating duet ‘Hatred’, but it was also there in the feminized ‘Two Sisters’ and, most tellingly, ‘I’m Not Like Everybody Else’, a self-analytical howl of independence passed over to the younger brother to perform like some act of psychological transference. “I’m not a psychologist11,” Ray cautions, “but I think what annoys people about one another, and why I think children fall out with parents, and siblings fall out with each other, is because they see everything they hate about themselves in that other person. And it’s familiarity that breeds contempt, not so much the things that are opposite. It’s the embarrassment of seeing yourself in another person that makes you dislike them.”

June 1949 was an occasion of treble celebration in the Davies family. Ray was five years old and two more of his sisters had just married in a joint ceremony: Dolly to Joseph Warwick and Joyce to Kenneth Palmer. The newly-weds temporarily moved into the Davies’ overcrowded home, now teeming with siblings and in-laws.

The multifarious Davies family tree provided more exotic fruit at the beginning of the Fifties. Peggy, independent of mind and irrepressible of spirit, had survived her childhood injuries and established herself as an unlikely star of the ballroom dance floor, along with her sisters. Tongues wagged when she started dating, of all people, an African. Before the influx of West Indians during the late Forties to mid-Fifties many people, even in London, had never seen a black person, let alone contemplated going out with one. Peggy’s defiance of social convention evidently ran deep; she not only had sex with her boyfriend, but fell pregnant. This was a shocking development, likely to lead to ostracism, but Annie Davies proved remarkably supportive of her errant daughter. One solution to such a problem, of course, would have been a rushed wedding. Mixed marriages were rare then and any such couple was likely to meet social disapprobation, but even that was preferable to the shame of mothering a bastard child. Illegitimacy rates were as low as 5 per cent at this time and more than 50 per cent of children born out of wedlock were given up for adoption. Many argued that whatever the emotional deprivation felt by the mother or child, adoption at least removed the terrible stigma of illegitimacy, which was seen as infinitely worse. Peggy’s options were limited, reduced further by the realization that her boyfriend had no legal status in Britain. Shortly afterwards, he returned to the Dark Continent, disappearing as mysteriously as he had arrived.

The child was named Jacqueline Michelle. She faced an uncertain future in an environment that veered between loving and hostile. Faced with the prospect of becoming a social pariah, Peggy nevertheless decided to keep the child. Mrs Davies allowed them to stay at the already overcrowded 6 Denmark Terrace, although it was hardly a matter of choice. Alternative accommodation was a near impossibility. Landlords did not welcome unmarried mothers – citing both financial and moral objections, if asked. It was difficult and often impossible to chase lost fathers for income support and no help was available from social services. Unmarried mothers were not allowed on housing register waiting lists, so there was no prospect of a much coveted council flat, or even short-term lodgings.

Jackie was accepted as part of the family, but was seen as an oddity in the local community. Inevitably, she was singled out at school and on the street, and suffered the familiar and expected prejudices of the time. Children teased her with the nickname ‘Blackie Jackie’, a rhyming monicker that Ray claims was even used by some of her younger cousins. Just as her mother had overcome a physical handicap and defied social convention, Jackie displayed considerable fortitude and was blessed with a sweet disposition. Dave Davies, only a few years older, always felt close and protective towards his niece, and Ray remembers cheering her up in sadder moments by singing a tune in her honour. Peggy, the perennial survivor, married an Irishman named Mike Picker a few years later, a union not entirely free from censure. They left Denmark Terrace to move into a new home, but Jackie was left behind to be raised by her grandmother. A potential victim of the times, she transcended her difficult upbringing, eventually moving to Los Angeles and marrying an established keyboard player.

The Davies household was always strapped for cash but money often seemed to appear unexpectedly from somewhere. At the beginning of the Fifties, Fred Davies acquired a car, a luxury beyond the budget of most working-class families of the era. He seemed unfazed by the recent 4d rise in petrol costs, which now stood at 3/6d per gallon. A period photo of the L-plated car reveals the proud father in his familiar braces, flanked by his wife and eldest daughter, Rose. In the foreground, a pensive looking Dave touches the vehicle’s bonnet, as if it is capable of emanating magical powers, while the infant Jackie stares into the photographer’s lens. Camera-shy Ray is conspicuous by his absence.

Even as a young boy, when he professed to be happy, Ray seemed unpredictable and difficult to please. “At a very early age12 I was forced to recite poetry on Sunday afternoons,” he complains. In 1949, he was enrolled at the nearby St James Primary, a Church school where he sang in the choir until the age of ten. “Then I trained myself13 to sing out of tune so I could hang around with a gang called the Crooners instead. Our Scottish singing teacher Mrs Lewis said, ‘Never mind, Davies – I hear crooners are making a lot of money these days.’” Ray found the regimented ethos of the school stifling at times, but that was the way of the world. Several of the teachers had served in the armed forces and were still readjusting to civilian life. “I picked up14 a sense of bitterness from some of them. There was one notable teacher who said, ‘Yes, I’m wearing my demobilization suit – it’s all I can afford on my wages.’ I sensed from them that it was not a good world that I was coming into.”

The sensitive child reacted uncertainly when faced with social occasions and entertainments – some of which left him cold. Discussing key experiences between 1950 and 1951, he reminisces about a promised trip to the circus, an opportunity to attend the panto Dick Whittington and even the chance to see some jugglers and comedians. None of these made much impression. “I think I saw Max Wall15 when I was a kid, but I’m not sure if it was the real music hall, or just a Variety night. They still had those at Stratford East when I was young. I wasn’t sure about that kind of thing when I was a kid, though – I remember I walked out of the circus when I was six years old and the same thing happened with the pantomime at Golders Green Hippodrome. Now I wish I’d seen real music hall – I would have loved it, I’m sure.”

One pastime that did meet with Ray’s approval was the cinema. He was a fan of Burt Lancaster, fascinated by the actor’s gleaming tombstone teeth which contrasted so markedly with his own. Fred Davies enjoyed taking his eldest son to the pictures, irrespective of what was on offer. “When I was five16 my dad took me to see Bicycle Thieves at the Odeon in Muswell Hill,” Ray recalls. “A tragic little Italian film, all violin accompaniment. I didn’t understand the subtitles but the pictures and the passion interested me.” Filmed in 1948, Ladri di Biciclette is an existentialist tale of a man and his son’s search for a stolen bicycle involving seemingly endless wanderings around the streets of Rome. The notion of Fred Davies sitting through a 90-minute black and white classic of Italian neo-realism may seem strange, but this family foray into foreign language cinema was not unique. The younger Dave Davies also remembers seeing a French film with Ray featuring a leonine misfit, so alienated from his world that he invents his own language. This briefly inspired the brothers to speak gibberish among themselves as an act of defiance against the adult world. It was one of the few occasions when Dave felt some kinship with his sibling.

Another formative experience that marinated in Ray’s memory banks was being taken by his father to the celebrated Festival of Britain at London’s newly rebuilt South Bank in 1951. The Festival was promoted as a “tonic for the nation”, a phantasmagorical vision of a more optimistic future in which the possibilities were supposedly endless. The event, which attracted more than eight and a half million visitors, served as a political and propagandist coup, an opiate for the masses, an emblem of gratitude to the survivors of the war, a promise of technological advancement – and much more.

The spectacle was meant to be educational rather than merely entertaining and those seeking simpler pleasures were directed to the suitably named Pleasure Gardens in Battersea Park which included a Fun Fair featuring modern American-styled mechanical rides. The major attractions on the South Bank were the rocket-like Skylon, an imposing 300-foot-high tower made of steel and aluminium, and the grandly named Dome of Discovery, the largest hemispherical edifice in the world, whose interior included a model of the solar system. Almost as thrilling, for youngsters and adults, was the presence of an escalator, whose stairs moved as if by magic. An exhibition titled ‘Home Of The Future’ and an opportunity to watch a film in three dimensions were among the other highlights. Considering that basic foodstuffs, not to mention luxuries such as tea and sweets, were still under ration, there was a certain perverse wonder in observing these technological miracles.

For Ray Davies, only a month away from his seventh birthday, the Festival of Britain was a puzzling spectacle. “I was just an infant17 and was a bit confused by it,” he recalled, 60 years later. “They had this thing called a Skylon and I asked my dad what it was and he replied, ‘I think it represents the future.’” Ray was uncertain what his father meant and later became wary of any utopian notions of progress. Symbolically, neither the Skylon nor the Dome survived their time. They were dismantled and consigned to history. It was enough to spark conflicting feelings about what the future might offer.

Three years later, he had similar feelings after glimpsing the opening of Nigel Kneale’s television dramatization of George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four. Broadcast live on a Sunday evening (and starring Peter Cushing as the doomed Winston Smith) the unnerving drama attracted the highest viewer ratings since the Coronation. It was preceded by warnings alerting viewers to its disturbing content. Much to his indignation, Ray was ushered off to bed after being told that he was too young to watch the drama. In protest, he obtained a copy of the novel from the local library and was profoundly affected by its contents. Its dystopian vision seemed to chime with his pessimistic view that all was not well in his world. Orwellian themes would come to dominate much of his recorded work in the early Seventies. Somehow it all went back to that first reading of Nineteen Eighty-Four, and the impressionable visit to the Festival of Britain where the ‘future’ was played out before his eyes. The area around the South Bank attained a psychogeographical significance in his life, partly inspiring one of his most memorable compositions, ‘Waterloo Sunset’, a subsequent teleplay Return To Waterloo and a collection of short stories. In 2011, a cavalcade of cultural events was arranged to celebrate the spirit of the original Festival of Britain, including a series of pop concerts curated by Ray Davies. “It’s poignant to me18 that sixty years on when we are celebrating its anniversary I still feel that the future is upon us,” he said. “At the time we were in a period of terrible post-war austerity and we are going through a similar phase now.”

The Festival of Britain may have symbolized the arrival of a new age in certain eyes, but there was a paternalistic concern about the state of the proletariat. Class consciousness was pervasive and inescapable. It was ever present in newspaper articles, nuanced in didactic columns of concern, and reinforced via church sermons and BBC radio broadcasts. It was as if there was a need to create and establish a revitalized, idealized notion of everyman among working-class communities still recovering from the brutality of a world war. Concepts such as duty, patriotism, decency and right thinking were common virtues seen by many as the very essence of Britishness. Benign condescension was wielded by even the most restrained and seemingly reasonable voices. Novelist/playwright J. B. Priestley captured the mood of the period well in his delightfully innocent yet subtly subversive reflections on the emergence of an aspiring, suburbanite culture whose membership valued conformity and homeliness above all else. Addressing BBC listeners in the summer of 1951, he announced: “Let us – like the good Home Service types19 we are – be cosy together. For that I take to be the mark of our Home Programme, the cosiness of plain easy folk . . . Between the raucous low brows and the lisping high-brows is a fine gap, meant for the middle or broadbrows; and you and I, in our homely fashion, fill that gap nicely. We can be cosy together in it. We can talk about bilberry pie.” That last sentence could so easily have been voiced by a character named ‘Arthur’ or housed within an invitation to join an imaginary Village Green Preservation Society.

The British government also seemed conflicted about the moral health of the nation. Germany’s defeat in the war had vanquished an external threat, but there was still fear of the enemy within. That same year, Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean were exposed as spies and defected to the USSR. The news was kept from the public, as was the embarrassing revelation that the traitors were homosexual. With the old British Empire already in retreat, it was difficult to escape the impression from contemporary commentators that, beneath the victorious façade, something was rotting in the body politic. A reported increase in figures for gross indecency between men, buoyed by convictions for sodomy and bestiality, either testified to some sort of moral stagnation or indicated a concerted clampdown on such activities by the police and judiciary. Perhaps both points of view were true.

These anxieties were made manifest in 1952 when the popular Sunday Pictorial ran a three-issue special titled ‘The Evil Men’. The investigation by Douglas Warth pulled no punches. “Homosexuality is an unpleasant subject20, but it must be faced if ever it is to be controlled . . . a number of doctors believe that the problem would be best solved by making homosexuality legal between consenting adults. This solution would be intolerable and ineffective. Because the chief danger of the perverts is the corrupting influence they have on youth. Most people know that there are such things – ‘pansies’ – mincing, effeminate young men who call themselves ‘queers’. But simple, decent folk regard them as freaks and rarities. They have become, regrettably, a Variety hall joke. There will be no joking about this subject when people realize the true situation.” Warth was adamant that this “unnatural sex vice” was corrupting the country to such an extent that it represented an even greater threat than incipient Nazism. Indeed, in an extravagant flourish, he equated the two. “I have watched it growing21,” he wrote, “as it grew in Germany before the War, producing the horrors of Hitlerite corruption, and as it grew in classical Greece to the point where civilization was destroyed. I thought, at first, that this menace could best be fought by silence – a silence which Society has almost always maintained in the face of a problem which has been growing in our midst for years. But this vice can no longer be ignored. The silence . . . is a factor which has enabled the evil to spread.” The reassuring panacea was eternal vigilance by parents, educators and the establishment.

The year 1952 brought Britain a new monarch, Queen Elizabeth II, the first pop chart courtesy of the New Musical Express and, not incidentally for the Davies’ family, the end of tea rationing. For Dave, it all seemed to pass in an evanescent blur. “When you were the youngest22 in the family . . . it was like a Fellini film – faces everywhere.” Ray was also caught up in the frenetic activity but the ceaseless movement seemed to have a disorientating effect. “I can’t explain23 what my childhood was like. It was like a dream childhood . . . The family had a lot of people living in the house: eight siblings, seven sisters, one brother.” This peculiar miscalculation was not some harried journalist’s typing error, but Ray speaking directly to the camera in a sanctioned television documentary on his life broadcast in 2010. Had he really lost count of his siblings or was he creating an additional sister for his own amusement or to confuse viewers and commentators? Either way, it seemed to testify to an underlying dissatisfaction about his place in the world. “No disrespect24 to where I grew up,” he cautions. “I love my family, but I was bored by being in the house. I did all the things like Christmas and birthdays and New Year’s and waiting for the Saturday afternoon football reports. Most people call it lonely, but I was just isolated . . . It was a sense of loving where I was from but also a sense that I belonged somewhere else. When I was a kid, I heard the sound of the night train. I could hear it in my bedroom.” The train not only symbolized adventure, but escape from surroundings that were simultaneously familiar, reassuring and suddenly confusing.

Later in the year, there was another temporary addition to the family house when Rene returned from Canada for an extended stay. Several years before, she had left war-ravaged London only to discover that life abroad was nothing like the idyllic alternative she had imagined. Transatlantic communication was conducted solely by Air Mail correspondence, which was reassuring, but no substitute for the human voice. Like many GI brides, she missed her family. Adjusting to Canadian customs was surmountable, but her resolve was undermined by her husband Russell, who was a heavy drinker and prone to violence. They had a young son, Bobby, who accompanied her on the trip to London and attended school while she sought a temporary job.

Rene was immediately struck by the personality differences between Ray and Dave. The younger brother was confident, cheeky, mischievous and happy-go-lucky, whereas Ray seemed preternaturally quiet. It was as if he had taken on the burdens of the world while internalizing his feelings. Restive and anxious, he found it difficult to get a good night’s sleep. His insomnia had been present as long as he could remember and would remain with him for the rest of his life. “My sisters used to take turns25 walking me around when I was a baby, trying to get me to sleep. The only way they could get me to sleep was to play gramophone records. All night, as long as it took. It was a wind-up record player. When it wouldn’t work, one of my sisters just moved it around with her fingers.” Rene, already aware of his neuroses, offered reassuring words to soothe his troubled mind. If he was still awake in the early hours, she would cuddle up beside him in bed until he slept. Even then, he seemed restless and uneasy. At times, he was plagued by nightmares and alarmed the family with scary displays of sleepwalking that threatened his own safety. Dave remembers one such incident during which Ray woke the entire household, screaming in fear, convinced that he was being chased by a tiger. Running from the house, eyes wide yet still asleep, he ended up in the garden where he was shaken into consciousness by his mother. The significance of the tiger was never unlocked, but there was no doubting his genuine fear and confusion.

Rene remained the loyal sister and surrogate mother, but she had her own family and health problems to deal with and soon returned to Canada, hoping that her life might somehow improve. Coincidentally, the gap between her departure and next return to England (1952–7) was the precise period that Dave felt most distanced from his elder brother. “During the time26 when Ray was eight to thirteen, he was very quiet, deep and lonely. He never shared anything – least of all his mind. And as a little boy I felt completely left out of his life.”

In addition to Rene, Ray had another mother figure to fall back on. Rose, the eldest of the sisters, had always been there for him since his birth. She now lived in Highgate with her husband (Gordon) Arthur Anning. Their home was a sanctuary for both brothers in times of trouble.

In September 1952, Dave started school at St James Primary where his boisterous personality soon attracted the unwelcome attention of his first female teacher. He ran away, instinctively bypassing his own home in favour of his more understanding elder sister’s. “I was five years old and I was crying and banging on Rose’s kitchen door.

‘I won’t go back to school!’ I said through sobs.

‘But you have only been in school for three days, love!’

‘Well, there’s a mistress there who shouts. She scares me. I threw some plasticine at her. Then I ran home.’

‘What did you tell Mum?’

‘That we had the rest of the day off. She tried to take me back to school. I ran away to you.’

“Mum guessed where I had gone and left me there. Ray and I were always running away to Rose’s. Rose never actually sent us home, now I come to recall; we always left of our own accord. I think she believed in making us face up to our punishment alone . . . When we were children, Ray and I depended a lot on Rose. She was married before we had grown up, and her house was a continual haven in the storms of childhood. . . . Rose was the one who really understood Ray. They had a sort of understanding between them that overcame everything, even silence. The only time there was any closeness between Ray and me was when we were in trouble. We would face the storm of Mum’s anger together. Ray would smile at me, shrug and say, ‘Don’t worry, it’ll blow over by tomorrow and if it doesn’t there’s always the next day.’ He was quite a philosopher, really.”




CHAPTER TWO

‘THE NEGRO’S REVENGE’

ALTHOUGH FAMILY LIFE for Ray Davies was unquestionably chaotic, he retained fond memories of his childhood years. Saturdays had been party time at 6 Denmark Terrace for as long as he could remember. His father’s custom was to enjoy an evening at the local pub, after which he would invite his drinking friends and extended family back to the house for a sing-song. A crate of beer enhanced the mood. Everyone crowded into the front room and congregated around the family piano. All the girls could play, with varying degrees of proficiency. Several of them even created their own vocal ensemble, in imitation of the Andrews Sisters. The soundtrack for the evening was impressively eclectic, a trip through the musical century featuring bombastic show tunes, jazz standards, lachrymose country laments, modern pop ballads and even hymns. Highly charged emotional renditions of ‘I’ll Take You Home, Kathleen’ or ‘Danny Boy’ were complemented by comedy numbers and cockney music hall staples – ‘My Old Dutch’, ‘Bye Bye Blackbird’, ‘Roll Out The Barrel’, ‘Down At The Old Bull And Bush’, ‘Doing The Lambeth Walk’ and ‘Where Did You Get That Hat?’ A religious song could be instantly undercut by a bawdy singalong of adulterous intent such as ‘Who Were You With Last Night?’, ‘Hello! Hello! Who’s Your Lady Friend’ or ‘Hold Your Hand Out, You Naughty Boy’. The spirit of the Blitz was recaptured on a round-the-table rendition of Vera Lynn’s ‘We’ll Meet Again’.

Although expensive parlour songbooks were available in the West End, most families favoured cheaper publications of lyrics without musical notation, bought from outlets like Woolworth’s. Titles such as The Hit Parade and The Magazine Of Song Hits – The Correct Lyrics Of Thirty Songs were self-explanatory. The seasoned drinkers seldom had any inclination to consult these transcriptions for accuracy, preferring to rely on folk memory or improvisation. Fred Davies had a particular affection for Gus Elen, the Victorian music hall artiste known as the ‘coster comedian’ who was still performing in the 1930s. His vocal style was idiosyncratic but appealing, replete with inflexions adapted from the fruit sellers, meat tradesmen and market traders who inhabited Fred’s world. Elen even dressed like a costermonger onstage while enacting his tribute to alcohol (‘Half A Pint Of Ale’) or lamenting an overbearing wife (‘It’s A Great Big Shame’). Dave Davies remembers his father singing the latter with particular passion.

Ray had his own party piece, the show tune ‘Temptation’, recorded by Bing Crosby (1933) and Perry Como (1945), and later featured in the 1952 musical Singin’ In The Rain. The highlight of the night was invariably an hilarious closing routine from Fred who, after imbibing sufficiently, would explode into animation, cascading across the floor like a Gene Kelly or Fred Astaire. This would culminate in a slapstick rendition of Cab Calloway’s 1931 popular jazz tune ‘Minnie The Moocher’, after which Fred would usually end up in a heap, laughing uproariously as his audience applauded his efforts.

Ray was delighted by these family extravaganzas. The more they drank and sang, the louder and more expressive they became, like fictional characters come to life. His sisters in their heavy petticoated flared skirts resembled marionettes as they performed the latest dance routine seen at the local Palais. Aunts and uncles were also present, none more intriguing than Annie Davies’ brother – the dapper and stylish Uncle Frank Willmore. With his pencil moustache, greased-back hair, pinstripe suit and polished shoes, he resembled a well-to-do wartime spiv. Even more than Fred Davies, he was steeped in the street market subculture of King’s Cross and spoke in that strangely baffling mixture of music hall English laced with cockney rhyming slang. The secret argot was in full flow whenever he was conducting business or parlaying with his pals in the local pubs or marketplace, safe in the knowledge that prying passers-by or off-duty policemen would be oblivious to his dealings. “Frank was an old school kind of cockney1,” says Dave Davies. “He wasn’t a spiv exactly but he always had his wits about him. Like he’d say, ‘Oh, blimey, don’t mention that when the rozzers are about . . .’ He lived down the Cally [Caledonian Road] and was embedded in that cockney culture. He and my mum were closer in age and grew up more matey than some of her other siblings. They were very close. Of course, my dad and Frank were always in the pub so they got on very well too.”

Frank was a funny character, almost a caricature, whose comic ways provided endless entertainment, particularly after a few drinks. On one occasion, he commandeered a wheelbarrow to transport their inebriated Aunt ’Lil home from Archway after some ill-advised late-night party. He spent most of the journey swearing in exasperation. Streetwise, confident and provocative, Frank always spoke his mind, a trait he shared with his sister, Annie. When Ray went through one of his uncommunicative phases, it was Uncle Frank who provided the amusing rejoinder that everyone remembered. He called his nephew “a miserable little bleeder”. Ray would later honour Frank’s memory by assuming his image in the enchanting video production of ‘Come Dancing’.

A more distant and meeker character in Ray’s early life was ‘Uncle Son’, another of his mother’s brothers, who would later be immortalized in song on the album Muswell Hillbillies. Sensitive and quiet in comparison to the irrepressible and uproarious Frank, Uncle Son had fought in the Second World War and endured tough times working for the soon to be nationalized British Railways. “I can’t remember talking to him2 but he came to see me when I was very young, just before he died,” Ray recalls. “He had TB from working on the railway and he died because of his job.” Like others in the family, the caring Uncle Son was also struck by his nephew’s shyness and introspection. “He drew me a picture3 of a train. He couldn’t draw, but he thought he was giving me something by drawing a train for me.” The picture elicited a rare smile from the withdrawn child.

Dave Davies also spoke in almost mythical terms about his compassionate uncle. “I would have known him4 when I was really young as one of Mum’s brothers. I haven’t got any clear memories but Uncle Son was often spoken about as being someone special. He was a kind, generous, warm man. My mum would say, ‘Oh, Uncle Son would have liked you’ or ‘Uncle Son would have liked that.’” Often, it seemed as if she was preserving the memory of her brother through constant repetition of his good deeds and thoughtful ways. Despite the size of the extended family, it was considered important that close relatives were treasured and their lives remembered. That attitude was passed through the generations and survived in the lyrics and music of the Davies brothers, both of whom referenced family members in song like storytellers passing on folk memories. Resilience was ever important. “At the time5 things didn’t always seem comfortable,” Dave recalls, “but you had to be an optimist. Things did right themselves. My mum and dad and their families grew up through two world wars. They were enforced optimists. It was live for today – and we’ll deal with tomorrow. During the Blitz they didn’t know whether they were going to live for another day or another week. I can’t imagine what that must have been like. But we were brought up in the tail end of that culture. It was a very supportive family. That’s the good feeling I always get from the past.”

Although more considered, Ray expressed similar feelings, acknowledging that the family’s longevity and endurance meant that they remained close-knit yet open to new ideas and fresh musical influences. “These people had lived6 through World War II. Their culture had survived that, so it could survive anything. They weren’t anti-youth at all – they [later] embraced rock ‘n’ roll and my dad liked some blues but, generally speaking, more traditional music was played . . . I always tried to get the approval of my parents because they owned the gramophone. It was a musical house, everyone played something – just not necessarily very well. We had enthusiasm and commitment. My mum and dad were happy we were expressing ourselves.”

Another of Ray’s happier memories was attending football matches at Highbury with his father, an avid Arsenal supporter. This ritual began when Ray was “five or six”. He remembers the thrill of being taken on the 212 bus from Muswell Hill to Highbury, then walking to the ground by way of Blackstock Road, before turning into Avenell Road. “It was then7 that I saw the stadium for the first time, glittering and palatial between streets of terraced houses. As we got closer, I could hear the crowd cheering and singing. It turned out to be one of the most enduring moments of my life.”

The boy was enchanted, not just by the football, but the sight and sound of the accompanying brass band, who played rousing marching songs during which their leader would throw a baton in the air that he retrieved with the expertise of a seasoned juggler. Fred Davies held his boy above his head so that he could witness the spectacle in all its glory. Even the smells of sweat and charcoal-cooked food were alluring and intoxicating. At half-time, Fred proudly presented his son with “a weak tea8 and soggy meat pie” as if it was a delicacy to be savoured. Tellingly, Fred spoke of Arsenal as if it was a church rather than a football club. “My father instilled in me9 the belief that Highbury was the most hallowed of places and the stadium itself epitomized the noblest spirit of Corinthian sporting endeavour. He had seen the great Arsenal side of the 1930s dominate English football . . . Having a club like Arsenal to support must have given Dad a sense of purpose and place particularly in the post-war austerity of 1950s London with the old British Empire crumbling around him.”

Fred Davies was clearly a more complex character than some of his contemporaries assumed. Convivial to a fault, he also had a quiet side and liked to escape the chattering household throng by retiring to the sanctuary of his allotment10 where he could talk to his plants, safe in the knowledge that they would not answer back. Drink and football provided a similar escape.

Both his sons inherited a passion for football, with Ray emerging as an accomplished school soccer player. Unfortunately, the boy seemed prone to injuries, some of which he kept secret. He was plagued by a back problem which never entirely disappeared but, more alarmingly, there was evidence of self-harm. Later, Davies mentioned being discovered by his mother hitting his bruised shins with a hammer following a football match. “I had no way11, as a child, of conveying how I felt to people. I guess to a confused kid you want to see less of the hurt. So I tried hitting my leg to see if a bruise would come up, and it did. It was just an experiment. Kids experiment with these things. It was nothing drastic like putting oranges in your mouth and hanging yourself up with garters. I just hit myself on the leg and a bruise came up. My mother saw it and she was shocked. She would be – quite rightly. It sent, I guess, the shudders of doubt in her mind about whether I was really here.” Even before this disturbing incident, Ray was displaying a recklessness that bordered on the dangerous. He discovered a ‘Carbolic’ concoction in the kitchen (“the stuff you used to put down the sink12 to clean it out”) and dared himself to taste it. “I drank a bottle of that13 for a laugh. Not good. It was worse than Epsom salts.” His mother was concerned enough by his introversion and odd behaviour to arrange a visit to a child psychologist.

A revealing family photo of the period captures Ray Davies at his gloomiest. While his sister Gwen smiles like a Hollywood starlet, he stands in the background, arms tightly folded, his eyes staring at the floor, avoiding the camera. The remainder of the scene is strikingly normal by comparison. Dave sits on the ground, studiously playing with a mechanical toy, the acme of contentment. Jackie, no longer a baby, positively beams radiance, while carefully clutching a fair-haired doll. It seems like the perfect family portrait, spoiled only by the despondent aloofness of a boy who clearly wishes he was anywhere else. “Gwen inspired the song14 ‘Come Dancing’, so it was a good symbolic shot,” Davies says. “It’s me looking like an edgy thirteen-year-old. It also looks very American. I’m dressed like somebody from the television series My Three Sons.”

Ray’s edginess and retreat into quietude and the safety of his own imagination were not untypical of an adolescent searching for space amid the hubbub of an overcrowded household. In larger families there is often greater competition to be loved, a feature, according to some psychologists, more likely to exacerbate sibling rivalry. This, in turn, may create an over-stimulated inner world demanding a kind of psychic retreat. Psychoanalysts specializing in this field suggest that “the inner world of an only child15 is quieter, their dreams less populated by events with a lot of people”. Conversely, Ray Davies’ dreams were over-populated to such an extent that he was susceptible to vivid nightmares, sleepwalking and ultimately insomnia. It was akin to a sensory overload.

The psychological complexities multiply when we consider the confluence of mother figures in this saga. As Dave Davies acknowledges, his parents were old enough to be his grandparents. For Ray, Rene and Rose served as emotional buffers against internal and external hostilities. Yet, the maternal figure was also a shifting presence. Ray was later shocked to learn that he had once considered his eldest sister to be his mother. “I called Rosie ‘Mum’16 until I was five years old . . . She said that, and I couldn’t believe it. Maybe that had a lot to do with the way my relationship with Dave was formed because I’ve never really had a brother relationship with him. I always thought that my nephew, Terry, who is Rose’s son, he’s only a year younger than me – I felt like he was my brother.”

In their study ‘Oedipal Sibling Triangles’, S. A. Sharpe and A. D. Rosenblatt posit the theory that in families with a large number of siblings some of the children may create triangular relationships among themselves independent of the mother/father/child model. Amid these constellations, they note that “a big brother transference17 will usually entail attitudes of mingled admiration and more openly intense competition”. Commenting on the type of long-term fraternal conflict familiar to the Davies brothers, they conclude: “Siblings have easier access18 to acting out their wishes and desires, whether hostile or loving, and this results in a greater intensity of feeling, which in turn becomes less easy to relinquish . . . the narcissistic blow to the self-esteem that results from the loss of the battle means that there is far greater investment in continuing the battle rather than giving it up . . .”

While Ray was displaying disconcerting signs of introversion and withdrawal, his younger brother appeared to be heading in the opposite direction. Dave thrived on attention and loved noise – the everyday bustle of family life and the prattle and clatter of the school playground invigorated his imagination. “I often got chased19 by infuriated neighbours who claimed I’d wiped my hands on their clean washing. I made mud pies and threw them at smaller boys, and I let off stink bombs.” This sounded like the world of Richmal Compton’s Just William, but there was another more sensitive side to Dave Davies which was equally compelling. Even at a very young age, he had a keen interest in girls that separated him from his fellow pupils. In 1954, he became infatuated with a “new girl in the class20”, Gillian Richardson, who stood out from the rest, not least because she was wearing her previous school’s green blazer, in striking contrast to the red uniform of St James Primary. “I really fancied Gillian21, but I felt a bit sorry for her . . . she was from another school and seemed to be lost. I wrote her a love letter and the teacher found it and took it to the headmistress. I was called into her office.” Dave was mortified to learn that the head intended to read out the note in front of the entire school at Monday morning assembly. Worse still, he was to be paraded before them like a criminal. What followed was the longest weekend of his pre-pubescent life. “I was absolutely terrified22. On Monday morning, I went in early to see the headmistress to beg and plead. I caught her as she was coming into school and said, ‘Please, Mrs Lewis, don’t read that letter.’ She said, ‘What letter? Oh, that! I threw it away.’”

The incident did nothing to diminish his romantic interests or sexual precociousness. Within four years, he would be following girls home on his bike and, at a later date, would face expulsion from school following a public liaison with his then teenage love. His pre-pubescent behaviour marked him out as a buccaneering romantic figure in marked contrast to his elder brother. “I never had sex at the age of seven23,” Dave stresses, in jest. “I’m sure I would have tried. You must consider that I was surrounded by beautiful women. All my sisters were voluptuous and in the prime of their womanhood. I suppose I was eager . . . and felt comfortable in the presence of girls.”

In 1955, Ray Davies sat the dreaded 11-plus examination. The elite minority considered academic were allowed access to a grammar school; the remainder could choose between a technical school or secondary modern. Gwen, the sister closest to Ray in age, had passed the exam back in 1949 and secured a place at nearby Tollington Grammar. Both her brothers would fail that all-important test and, in doing so, were left with little or no chance of entering a profession.

That autumn, Ray passed through the gates of the recently built William Grimshaw Secondary Modern, a large building which boasted its own playing fields and athletics track, with facilities designed for up to 600 pupils and a staff that would soon rise to 40 in number. Upon arrival, Davies’ teachers laboriously recited the school rules, informing him that he had been allocated to Harvey house, named after the eminent sixteenth-century physician William Harvey. The house system was an affectation borrowed from the public school system. Pupils at William Grimshaw spoke about their particular house as if it was made of bricks and mortar, but no actual buildings ever existed. The ‘houses’ were nothing more than an abstraction in the collective imagination of their inhabitants. These invisible edifices only truly came to life as teams on sports days. That aside, they remained the fairy-tale equivalent of the emperor’s new clothes, an organizational mirage by which a concept could be concretized.

Ray Davies may have thought he had a lively imagination, but seemingly he was no match for his own school. When recalling the more troubled part of his schooldays, especially his visits to a child therapist, he wrote of his sense of being an outsider or misfit. He imagined being discussed in the same tone reserved for the local eccentrics, the fallen women or the queers who loitered around public toilets like those “evil men” that the Sunday Pictorial’s Douglas Warth had warned Britain about back in 1952. Such fancies merely underlined the extent of his sensitivity. It was true enough that schools, particularly in the Fifties, were conformist and conservative by nature. Verbal bullying was frequently accepted as character building and taunts based on creed, complexion or skin colour were often tolerated, not least because most pupils shared the same religion and ethnic origin.

Despite his lurid imaginings, Davies was neither bullied nor ostracized. His athletic abilities, both on the football field and running track, ensured that he was admired. Even when he went into his shell, it was initially seen as nothing unusual. For the first two years at William Grimshaw, before his brother joined the school, Davies seemed reasonably settled and well-adjusted, but he was not at peace. There was a noticeable sadness about his demeanour which would not go away.

The ubiquitous presence of the extended Davies family provided Ray with therapeutic support. All his sisters lived nearby, including Joyce and her husband Ken Palmer, who had moved next door to 5 Denmark Terrace. In 1955, a new family arrived at number 4, having bought the street’s newsagent/sweetshop. The Joneses had three children: two daughters and a son, Peter, who soon acquired the nickname ‘Jonah’. One of the first commandments issued by his overbearing father was to have nothing whatsoever to do with the Davies family, whom he considered as common as muck. The prohibition piqued Peter’s interest, but his initial encounter with the brothers merely confirmed his father’s prejudices. He had been innocently invited to participate in an ‘apple fight’ across the garden fence separating their respective houses. At first, it was fun, then it turned nasty. Jonah became agitated and angry when the brothers were joined by two of their cousins and proceeded to shower ‘apple bombs’ in his direction. The hapless human target felt humiliated and hurt. “All of a sudden24 it was four against one. The ground rules were that you only threw soft apples. So I picked up a hard one, aimed it at Dave, hit him on the forehead, and knocked him out. He was the first person that I consciously hurt in my life.” There was no further comment about the incident, but a mysterious retribution awaited. “A couple of days later25 our garden shed went on fire. I don’t know how it happened. I think they set fire to the shed.” It would be a long time before Jonah tackled the brothers again.

*

The mid-Fifties was a time of acceleration. It could hardly have been otherwise in a country suddenly released from the shackles of post-war austerity. The coronation of a young monarch, followed by the end of rationing and the emergence of a thriving labour market, brought new opportunities particularly for those entering the workforce. Changing tastes in popular music were subtle, but significant, spearheaded commercially by Bill Haley & His Comets, whose ‘Shake, Rattle & Roll’ had enlivened the charts, serving notice of more to come. In January 1955, ‘Rock Around The Clock’ entered the UK Top 20, climbed to number 17, then dropped out. The disc gained a second lease of life when it was featured in the film The Blackboard Jungle and by November it was number 1. Its success was a personal triumph for a 35-year-old music publisher, whose effect on the life of Ray Davies, as both saviour and nemesis, would prove profound.

Edward Kassner, an Austrian-born Jew, had already experienced tragedy and good fortune in unequal measure. When Hitler annexed Austria in 1938, Kassner’s family faced a future of ruination, concentration camp incarceration and death. Miraculously, the boy would be spared their fate. “He was tipped off26 by his friends that they were rounding up Jewish boys,” says his eldest son, David. “He fled through Belgium and got caught trying to cross the border at Aachen twice. On the third occasion, a German soldier caught him but let him go saying that he hadn’t signed up to shoot young boys.” As Kassner walked – then ran – towards freedom, he was still convinced that the soldier would shoot him27 in the back. Silence meant salvation. Kassner subsequently traversed from Holland to Belgium, eventually reaching England. What he left behind was his family doomed to die amid the horrors of Auschwitz.

In common with other refugees, Kassner was interned, then deported to Australia, but subsequently joined the British Army, serving as an interpreter attached to the Canadian tank corps. He married in 1944 and, following his early interest in music, formed the Edward Kassner Music Co. Ltd on a shoestring budget. Success quickly followed when one of his own compositions, ‘How Lucky You Are28’, was covered by Vera Lynn just after the war. Sheet music sales proved a lucrative business and over the succeeding years Kassner secured substantial publishing income on songs recorded by the leading popular vocalists, including Frank Sinatra, Perry Como and Nat ‘King’ Cole. A voracious expansionist, he extended his operation to New York in 1951, acquiring the Broadway Music Corporation whose catalogue included such evergreens as ‘You Made Me Love You’, ‘I’ll Be With You In Apple Blossom Time’ and ‘Take Me Out To The Ball Game’. It seemed ludicrous to think that any rock ‘n’ roll tune could compete with these standards, but Kassner, via a conjunction of instinct and luck, stumbled across the perfect song. He paid a modest $250 for the publishing rights to ‘Rock Around The Clock’ which made him millions of dollars and helped establish Edward Kassner Music as one of the most powerful music publishers in the world. Kassner’s accession did not depend on rock ‘n’ roll, but the arrival of this new music, accompanied by rapid social change on both sides of the Atlantic, transformed everything.

The year 1956 was when the cult of the new threatened to overwhelm the old order by the sheer force of its assault. There was no concerted movement, simply a series of seemingly superficial changes that would gain momentum in strange and unexpected ways. Those seeking the secret origins of the Swinging Sixties need look no further than this remarkable year when life in England suddenly lost much of its greyness. At first it was simply a series of unremarkable fads that seemed to have captured gullible young consumers, but their new spending power would soon attract magazine proprietors, jukebox manufacturers, B-movie film-makers, record companies, concert promoters and merchandisers of every persuasion.

America loomed large in the public imagination. The year began with the Davy Crockett craze which saw youngsters sporting raccoon hats, singing along to the chart-topping ‘The Ballad Of Davy Crockett’ and queuing to see the Disney film of the same name. It was innocent enough, but indicative of the subtle persuasion that children could exercise on more permissive parents still adjusting to post-war affluence in the new age of the enlightened consumer. A feeling of ersatz glamour was in the air. It was there in the neon signs of Soho where coffee bars, most famously the 2I’s, sprang up seemingly from nowhere, with a contrasting clientele of well-scrubbed teenagers and studiously disgruntled beatnik types. It was there onstage where a girl named Norma Sykes was transformed, Cinderella-like, into the exotically named Sabrina, an abstract creation whose finest asset was not her singing voice but a curvaceous figure, highlighted by a stupendous 40-inch bust. It was there at London’s Royal Court Theatre where a young playwright named John Osborne presented Look Back In Anger, a new type of play which took drama out of the drawing rooms of the upper classes and into the claustrophobic confines of an impoverished bedsit, where a young married couple, Jimmy and Alison Porter, offered a fresh take on modern life that was at once funny, resentful and quietly revolutionary in its peculiar mundanity. In popular literature, The Outsider became the publishing phenomenon of the year. Its author, the self-proclaimed ‘genius’ Colin Wilson, was another of those brash young men whose anti-establishment views and unguarded arrogance divided critical opinion.

It was in popular music that these cultural changes were to have the most profound and lasting effects. In February 1956, Lonnie Donegan achieved chart success with an adaptation of Leadbelly’s ‘Rock Island Line’. This spearheaded another craze: skiffle. Based on the negro rent parties of Depression-era America, this working-class roots-based music transformed any young street kid of whatever age into a potential player. All you needed was a household implement like a washboard and thimble or a double-bass constructed from a broom handle and tea chest and a handful of folk and blues tunes. The effect was liberating.

Amidst these homegrown changes arrived the greatest pop phenomenon of the age: Elvis Presley. The single ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, which entered the UK charts in the spring of 1956, represented a clarion call to any sensitive listener, sated by the staid Tin Pan Alley balladeers of the moment. There was something indefinably evocative about the disc. Presley’s voice, so youthful, yet so mournful, sang in almost elegiac recognition of a loneliness beyond redemption, accompanied by a stark piano accompaniment in curious contrast to a throbbing bass line which highlighted the song’s central drama. Of course, Elvis was also a consummate rocker whose aura of brooding sexuality proved intoxicating.

The Davies family invited rock ‘n’ roll into their home with the same welcoming smile they offered to every other musical style. Back in Canada, Ray’s beloved sister Rene had already fallen for Elvis’ sultry charms and had even sent over some rock ‘n’ roll discs which were swiftly assimilated into the family repertoire. Before long those Saturday evening singalongs featured an Elvis impression, sandwiched between Fred Davies’ ‘Minnie The Moocher’ and sister Dolly’s moving renditions of Slim Whitman’s ‘Rose Marie’ and ‘Indian Love Call’. The old show tunes were still family favourites, but what Rene called ‘the new music’ was also accommodated. This dualism appealed to Ray who embraced modernity but never at the expense of a treasured past.

“My sisters bought be-bop29 and dance records from their generation and a lot of middle-of-the-road,” he remembers. “When my sister emigrated to Canada after the war, it meant we had Elvis Presley records before anybody else did. I said, ‘We’ve got an Elvis Presley here, he’s called Lonnie Donegan.’ Lonnie was quite cool at the time. So we had access to a lot of music, old and new.”

That summer a new disc arrived, ‘Blue Suede Shoes’, a Top 10 hit for both Carl Perkins and Elvis Presley. Like the young skifflers on the street, Davies caught himself thinking, “I could do that. I could make a song like ‘Blue Suede Shoes’.” It was an exhilarating thought, at once presumptuous yet eminently possible in this new world of youthful rebellion. The same month that ‘Blue Suede Shoes’ entered the charts, the music paper Melody Maker paraded a provocative and enticingly rhetorical headline: ‘Shall We Surrender To The Teenagers?’

The military metaphor was apt. Looming in the background was the Suez Crisis, which saw Britain threatening to invade Egypt in violation of a UN charter, a political act that severely divided public opinion in what was otherwise seen as an age of adult consensus. That unrest was played out in microcosm for the remainder of the year in a series of newspaper headlines focusing on the irresponsibility of youth. ‘Rock ‘n’ Mayhem’ and ‘Youth On The Rampage’ screamed the regional press as the film Rock Around The Clock, a fantastic money-spinner for publisher Eddie Kassner, provoked an orgy of razor-slashed seats, broken light bulbs, impromptu aisle-jiving, smashed milk bottles and police constable baiting from teens and Teddy boys. The rock ‘n’ roll craze resembled nothing less than an assault on British decency. More worryingly, its newest stars, the “crippled” leather-clad Gene Vincent and the disconcertingly effeminate Little Richard (memorably described by the music press as “an animated golliwog30”), suggested that much worse was to follow. “It is nothing more31 than an exhibition of primitive tom-tom thumping,” insisted the much respected BBC Orchestra conductor Sir Malcolm Sargent. “The amazing thing about rock ‘n’ roll is that youngsters who go into such ecstasies sincerely believe that there is something new and wonderful about the music. There is nothing new or wonderful about it: rock ‘n’ roll has been played in the jungle for centuries.”

Sargent’s view was echoed in the national press with the then broadsheet Daily Mail suggesting: “It has something of the African tom-tom32 and voodoo dance.” The paper went on to provide a sociological perspective on the phenomenon which concluded with high-minded moral authority: “It is deplorable33. It is tribal. And it is from America. It follows ragtime, blues, Dixie, jazz, hot cha-cha and the boogie-woogie, which surely originated in the jungle. We sometimes wonder whether this is the Negro’s Revenge.”

By the end of the year, rock ‘n’ roll had devolved from the jungle into the realms of prehistoric man as Tommy Steele, Britain’s first major teenage star, charted with ‘Rock With The Caveman’. Meanwhile, the Suez Crisis was living up to its name. Its endgame not only threatened the mental and physical health of Prime Minister Sir Anthony Eden, but persuaded Buckingham Palace to
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