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Owls—they whinny down the night;

Bats go zigzag by.

Ambushed in shadow beyond sight

The outlaws lie.



Old gods, tamed to silence, there

In the wet woods they lurk,

Greedy of human stuff to snare

In nets of murk.



Look up, else your eye will drown

In a moving sea of black;

Between the tree-tops, upside down,

Goes the sky-track.



Look up, else your feet will stray

Into that ambuscade

Where spider-like they trap their prey

With webs of shade.



For though creeds whirl away in dust,

Faith dies and men forget,

These aged gods of power and lust

Cling to life yet—



Old gods almost dead, malign,

Starving for unpaid dues:

Incense and fire, salt, blood and wine

And a drumming muse,



Banished to woods and a sickly moon,

Shrunk to mere bogey things,

Who spoke with thunder once at noon

To prostrate kings:



With thunder from an open sky

To warrior, virgin, priest,

Bowing in fear with a dazzled eye

Toward the dread East—



Proud gods, humbled, sunk so low,

Living with ghosts and ghouls,

And ghosts of ghosts and last year’s snow

And dead toadstools.

Robert Graves, “Outlaws”


 
The Difference

Our source was sitting in the sun on the terrace of a café in London’s Notting Hill on a recent spring afternoon. She’s a sophisticated Scots pixie in her fifties, wearing her white hair cropped short and no makeup, in cool black clothes with Berber silver and coral on her wrists and ears. She worked for the Rolling Stones for years and still has their home phone numbers in her book. She knows everything and everyone—the wives, ex-wives, old ladies, kids, even the grandchildren. She knows where they buried the bodies, at least some of them.

“There is this continental divide between Mick on one side, and Keith and Ronnie on the other,” she says. “And nobody—no one—can cross that invisible line and be mates with both sides. They are in separate universes. Anyone who works for the Stones and even tries . . . You don’t get called for the next tour. You’re over, baby. Dead meat. You can’t imagine what that feels like. You haven’t experienced rejection until you’ve been rejected by the Rolling Stones.

“There’s an old saying among those who have known the Stones a long time. It’s that Mick wants to be Keith, and they all want to be Charlie. Why Charlie? Because he’s genuinely hip, he’s got innate good taste, and understands restraint. Charlie kept his family together, and he never got off on the star trip that the rest of them did. He’s just Charlie Watts, and when the job’s over, he goes home and feeds his horses.

“But there’s a wall between Mick and Keith, forty years after they started that band, and no one gets through it. Anyone who tries to bridge that gap—forget it. You don’t stand a chance in hell.”


 
Dionysus Is in the House

July 1962, London. Cross busy Oxford Street to enter the neon world of Soho, with its strip clubs, peep shows, coffee bars, Italian restaurants, and basement music clubs. The narrow streets are full of night people and tourists, garish women, touts luring people into clubs with clever cockney street raps. The smell of espresso is in the air, the smell of sex, the smell of suicide. It is a desperately lively world—the tawdry nightlife of a central London still scarred by World War II bomb damage.

Outside the Marquee, a basement club on Oxford Street, a small mob of kids can’t get down the crowded stairs. Up the steps throbs some crude-sounding, powerful rock and roll music, crisp and black. Drum and bass back up a pounding boogie piano and wailing harmonica. A voice drawls Chicago blues with an American accent. It’s the public debut of a new West London band who call themselves the Rollin’ Stones.

Two years later, and they’ve spilled across the Atlantic. Five shaggy, shadowy young men stare out from the viscerally jarring sleeve of England’s Newest Hitmakers, their first American album. Unlike the tidy and cheeky Beatles, the sullen Rolling Stones look medieval, saw-toothed and weird, like something out of time. Like characters in an old saga. And the music: the Stones play hard-hearted, funky anthems—“The Last Time,” “It’s All Over Now”—the polar opposites of the familiar pop love songs of the time. Mick Jagger’s loose lips, indecently long hair, sharp clothes, and blatant insolence seem even more important than the music. Brian Jones’s magical cathode-ray aura, his flaxen blond hair glowing like a silver crown, transfixes a generation of young romantics. The Stones come on like a working-class gang armed with black music, rebels with a cause. They stake their claim with incendiary live shows featuring a harmony of sexual panic, fighting, riots, tear gas, violent cops, fan mania, mobbed limos, and chaotic getaways. The Stones, their audience, and the cops clash in a mass, desperate embrace that is loud, edgy, and blatantly erotic. Sex and death go hand in hand. Sirens scream and the earth moves. Dionysus is in the house.

                

Of course they’re not really gods, only gifted mortals upon whom modern media have conferred a kind of immortality. But the Rolling Stones story does have a pantheistic mythos to it. Their advent was uncannily prophesied by a shaman twenty years earlier and five thousand miles away. They started as a band of starving young outcasts on an improbable quest, and ended up a Plutonian offshore corporation that could generate megamillions when it mobilized for a tour. Their imagery is unforgettably Olympian: romantic heroes, senses deregulated, bathed in red-lit narcosis as they celebrated their black masses of carnal cravings and occasional human sacrifice. Rose petals flung from a wicker basket flutter down on drenched, exhausted worshipers. A priapic rock godling rides a giant throbbing phallus to climax a steamy indoor fertility rite. Twin brotherly guitarists, gaunt from constant intoxication, playing the stars from the sky like a pair of magic ravens. Tiny figures on immense, Babylonian stadium stages, magnified and projected by oracular Jumbotrons, remote as gladiators in the arena. Their lives, and deaths, echo the legends of the old gods with their operatic comings and goings, planetary mobility, and mercurial tales of love, lust, and revenge. The Rolling Stones were more than just a rock and roll band. They took the trouble to show us new worlds, and new ways of living in them as well.

                

In 1963, John Lennon was asked how long the mighty, unstoppable Beatles would last. He answered five years. They lasted six. But the Rolling Stones plowed on, deploying a complex, improvisational mix of artistic integrity, steel-hearted careerism, bold appropriation, media manipulation, sexual tension, shameless hype, and quality aesthetics—an intuitive blend of instinct, luck, and calculation that kept them relevant, and improbably cool, through four decades of style revolutions, cultural changes, and technological advances.

Aside from the strength of their music and the hold it continues to have on two generations of fans, the most interesting aspect of the Rolling Stones has been the cross-pollinating interaction they had with almost every important artistic movement of the past forty years. There was a certain epic grandeur in how Brian Jones’s early Rolling Stones led a successful crusade to inoculate America with its own neglected rhythm and blues while forcing a sclerotic and diminished England to inhale a whiff of anarchic insolence. The Stones then morphed into a soul band, introducing Motown and Memphis hits to their European audience, before they brashly crashed America in 1965 as the epitome of the flash London pop group with a string of dark, ascerbic hit records, starting with the legendary “Satisfaction.” From then on, the Stones became indispensable icons of pop and intersected with, borrowed from, and reinspired some of the most important artists of the times. With the Beatles and Bob Dylan, they cornered a heroic transatlantic triad of sixties pop genius. The Stones had important links with the international Beat fathers (William Burroughs, Allen Ginsberg, Brion Gysin, Terry Southern), Andy Warhol’s pop art demimonde in New York, the California music scene, and masters of avant-garde European cinema like Godard, Vadim, and Antonioni. When their music needed fresh inspiration, the Stones became adept at grabbing crucial new sounds at the moment they emerged aboveground: Moroccan rhythms, Brazilian samba, the glam rock of David Bowie, the New Orleans funk of the Meters, Jamaican reggae, disco, punk, hip-hop, and techno. But ultimately, Sex was what the Rolling Stones were all about. Their famous logo—scarlet lips open in invitation, lolling wet tongue, smiling white teeth—advertises oral sex like it’s their real trademark. And their taboo-breaking sadomasochism—in their music and presentations as well as their daily reality—drove audiences to frenzy, while their love stories—their famous golden muses and the sexual tension inside the band—captivated a loyal army of fans for decades.

                

The Stones and the other great rock bands were about climax, catharsis, narcissism, virtuosity, excess, and the transformative power of love. The Stones personified the exalted status of rock musicians as the troubadours of our age, preserving, in their often clumsy and unconscious way, the ancient popular romantic traditions of the West. The best rock concerts were the rites of crypto-religious societies that actually formed the largest mass audience in history. The amplified power of the music, its visionary themes, and its jungle rhythms opened expansive spiritual vistas for its audience far beyond the routines of everyday life. It validated the yearnings and expressed the fantasies of millions of listeners. The greatest rock stars, living in the moment of performance and on the edge of psychic derangement, rewarded in their youth beyond their wildest dreams, became their generation’s Byronic exemplars of action and experience. When they flamed out and died, like Brian Jones, they were transformed into sacrificial heroes and mythologized. Their fans made their graves into shrines.

The cultural landscape that nurtured all this is now history. Rock music has become “classic rock.” The pop music the Stones’ own kids listen to is fragmented into digital bits of subcultural info: techno, hip-hop, remixes, deejay culture, ambient soundscaping, speed garage, multi-culti world beat, and so on. The twentieth-century rock hero is obsolete in these antiheroic times. Video killed the sheer mystique of bands that kids once had to pay to see, if only to find out what they looked like, just as the excited dash to the record store has become the downloading of a computer file. The bald turntablist replaces the longhaired rock virtuoso. The ritualistic rock concert gives way to the more democratic rave.

The Rolling Stones, at this writing, are still the reigning world champions of rock, untouchable icons of their age. Any attempt at a full biography is limited by the happy fact that their story isn’t over; that the Stones might be laying waste beyond the ramparts of your town, tonight, as you read this. They will hold their heavyweight title as long as they choose, and as long as they remain in the keeping of the generation that understands their entire value, their music’s deepest meanings, and the transcendental distinction of their great songs. That understanding is what this book is all about.

Something magical happens, whether in a garage or a stadium, when the drummer sits down and starts to rock the beat. It’s the call of the orgy, the death of the square, the end of civilization. Primitive instincts kick in as the mating dance starts, and the tribal elders begin to initiate the young. Draw closer to the fire and listen as the story burns away the days, the years, and the decades. The oft-mocked creases and wrinkles of a veteran rocker’s middle age tighten into the beauty of rebel youth. The primal Bo Diddley beat—a jungle telegram of drum and bass line—throbs in the ambient, subsonic background. And away we go, back into the past, to the dusty Delta of the Mississippi River, from where the Rolling Stones drew their original, brilliant, and enduring inspiration.

Old gods almost dead—but not just yet.


 
Rolling . . .



Gonna Be a Rollin’ Stone

The Delta is a low, flat water world of bayous, creeks, levees, and dikes holding back the river from flooding some of the best land in the world for growing cotton and rice. The blues comes from a landscape of cotton fields, gravel roads, groves of pecan trees, kudzu vines, canebreaks, sharecroppers’ cabins, tenant farmhouses, flooded rice fields, and an immense white sky full of water and dust. When the cotton is high, it’s a hundred degrees in the shade.

One hot day in July 1941, an old Ford raised a yellow cloud of dust on the gravel road leading to Sherrod’s Plantation, near Clarksdale, Mississippi. A tall black farmer, twenty-six years old, named McKinley Morganfield became alarmed when the car turned off the road and headed for his cabin behind a row of trees. He worried the car contained Mississippi state revenue agents looking for the corn liquor still, hidden in a thicket nearby, that supplied a juke joint he ran on the side.

But inside the car was Alan Lomax, a young folklorist collecting field recordings from southern plantations and prison farms for the Library of Congress. Lomax had heard of Morganfield’s singing fame on the streets of Clarksdale, where he was known as Muddy Waters. That afternoon, after hours gaining his trust, Lomax recorded Muddy Waters for the first time, performing Robert Johnson’s “Walkin’ Blues,” which Lomax retitled “Country Blues No. 1.”

Lomax questioned Muddy closely about Robert Johnson, the flamboyant slide guitar prodigy, who was rumored to have cut a deal with the devil at a deserted gravel crossroads, trading his immortal soul for mastery of his instrument. Johnson played on street corners in Delta market towns like Clarksdale and Helena, Arkansas, where he was discovered by a talent scout in the music store where he bought his strings. He played his rawboned country blues in backwoods juke joints, fish fries, house parties, levee camps, taverns, lumber camps. He could light a fire under dancers high on corn liquor with propulsive rhythms and a tapping foot. His own songs were a mix of psychic torment and funny imagery full of salacious metaphors for sex.

Johnson’s archetypal recordings—“I Believe I’ll Dust My Broom,” “Stop Breakin’ Down Blues,” “Love in Vain,” “Walkin’ Blues,” “I’m a Steady Rollin’ Man,” “Hellhound on My Trail”—became the structural template on which future musicians built the rhythm and blues, rock and roll, and eventually rock music that captured the cultural arenas of the West forty years later. Robert’s uncanny guitar often sounded like two or three people playing together, and the rhythms he tapped out with his right foot anticipated the R&B band arrangement. “Bach on the bottom and Mozart on top,” as Keith Richards put it.

Muddy insisted he had never actually seen Robert in person, but had been taught Robert’s songs by the older bluesman Son House. Much later, Muddy did remember seeing Robert Johnson playing on a street corner in Friar’s Point, Mississippi, with a big crowd around him. But, he said, “I got back into the car and left, because he was a dangerous man. He was really using that guitar . . . I crawled away and pulled out, because it was too heavy for me.”

Before Lomax left, he also recorded Muddy singing “I Be’s Troubled,” the emotional ancestor to “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction.” Late in 1942, Muddy left the Delta and took the country blues off to wartime Chicago, where a mass migration of black southerners working in war industries had created a cash market for down-home musicians like himself.

But Chicago showed Muddy Waters that his country style was already old-fashioned by the time he arrived.

Blues singing had originally evolved on the plantations of the Mississippi Delta in the late nineteenth century as the secular expression of the first generation of African Americans born out of slavery, but still tied to the land in agricultural peonage. As it developed early in the twentieth century and began to be heard via recordings (called race records), blues singing—slow tempos, flattened thirds and sevenths, moaning lyrics of yearning, melancholy, and remorse—remained a vivid minority music in the American South. Sometimes blues styles surfaced into the commercial mainstream of American music as a featured style or a passing fad, but its origins and its stars were ignored by the outside media until the wartime migrations of the 1940s brought the blues onto the radio and the jukeboxes.

But the blues needed a drummer and amplifiers to be heard above the din of crowded cities. Muddy built his first Chicago band around Little Walter Jacobs and his brilliant amplified harmonica. Extremely popular on the South Side, they were recording by 1946, and soon started to work for two white Polish immigrants, Leonard and Phil Chess. The Chess brothers, who ran several bars and clubs on the South Side, built a studio in 1947 when they realized that the wildly popular black musicians they employed didn’t have recording contracts.

Muddy’s first record for Chess was a reworked version of “I Be’s Troubled” called “I Can’t Be Satisfied,” paired with “I Feel Like Going Home.” It was Delta blues greased with electric buzz, and an immediate smash in the summer of 1948. When Muddy added a drummer, the whole Chicago blues thing took off. The new rhythm and blues was dark, sweaty, jumped-up: the dusty mojo of the country hopped up to the violent, frantic pace of the city. The records the Chess brothers made with Muddy and his band sold as fast as they could be pressed. By 1950, Muddy Waters was the undisputed king of the blues, and his band—Muddy on slide guitar, Jimmie Rodgers on second guitar, Otis Spann on piano, Little Walter on wailing, demonic harp, and drummer Elgin Evans—was the most popular group in Chicago.

In 1950, Muddy reached back into the Delta for an old song called “Catfish Blues.” Played slow and solo on the bottom strings of his guitar, retitled “Rollin’ Stone,” the record eerily prophesied the future and a new blues generation, telling in a possessed, mysterious chant of “a boy child coming, gonna be a rollin’ stone, gonna be a rollin’ stone.”

The rest is legend, as Muddy gathered the best musicians around him in the early 1950s. Junior Wells replaced Little Walter on harp. The Chess brothers’ bass player and arranger Willie Dixon wrote “I’m Your Hoochie Coochie Man” for Muddy, another smash hit. Chester Burnett, known as Howlin’ Wolf, arrived in Chicago from West Point, Mississippi, in 1953 and lived with Muddy, who showed him around. A huge man famous in the Delta for performing on his hands and knees, baring his teeth and howling out pure murder, Wolf soon began a rivalry with Muddy that lasted as long as both lived.

By 1955, Muddy was in his prime, full of regal authority, Cadillacs, and women. But in 1956, Elvis Presley, Little Richard, and Bill Haley took over pop music, speeding up R&B with a faster, rocking backbeat. Rock and roll damaged the market for blues records. Muddy Waters and his band still ruled in the taverns of Chicago and in the urban South, but now the Chess brothers had to find a new sound to stay in business.

The diddley-bow is an ancient Delta poverty slide guitar, a one-stringed instrument made from a two-by-four, a couple of nails, some broom wire, and a crushed snuff can. You use a nail or a bottle cap for a slide and you get this piercing African tone that can carry for a hundred yards across a cotton field.

Bo Diddley was born Otha Ellas Bates McDaniel in southwest Mississippi in 1928 and arrived in Chicago at the age of seven to live with his grandmother. When he was twelve, his sister gave him a guitar. “I’m completely self-taught and I don’t play like nobody else,” he says. “I was all rhythm, and I could drive you right out of your tree with chords and that fast wrist work.” He grew up as a ghetto fighter and street musician in the 1940s, playing with little groups called the Hipsters and the Jive Cats. Handy with tools, he was building his own electric guitars and amplifiers as Muddy’s band began taking over the professional blues scene. But “Mac” and his friends were half a generation younger; they began speeding up Muddy’s rhythms, and adapted the post-bop swing of hepcats like bandleader Louis Jordan and Nat Cole. A throbbing tremolo electric guitar gave the music an exotic, primitive edge. Since drums were hard to deploy on street corners, Mac used maracas for percussion, which gave his music an irresistible African sizzle and drive.

In February 1955, he walked into the Chess studio on South Cottage Grove Avenue and tried to interest the man sitting at the counter in a demo recording of a song called “I’m a Man.” But Little Walter, who was helping around the office for pocket money, told Mac to go away. As he was leaving, Phil Chess came out and said he could play the tape. Within a month, they changed Mac’s name to Bo Diddley and released “I’m a Man” as a single, with “Bo Diddley” on the A side, and a new sound was born: an updated version of the shave-and-a-haircut rhythm, a grungy tremolo guitar, and the greasy buzzing of the maracas. This was early black rock and roll, and it was an instant hit on the radio. Soon every young band in America realized that the “Bo Diddley beat” could really jungle up a dance, and the rhythm just exploded. Other masterpieces followed: “Diddley Daddy,” “Pretty Thing,” “Who Do You Love,” “Hey Bo Diddley,” “Cops and Robbers,” and especially “Mona,” a love call to a young stripper Bo liked. Most of these were recorded later by the Rolling Stones, and Bo Diddley probably would have been their biggest influence if the Chess brothers hadn’t released “Maybellene” only two months after they put out “Bo Diddley.”

                

Chuck Berry was born in St. Louis in 1926, a carpenter’s son, and he grew into a tall, handsome young man with a quick wit and huge hands capable of really strangling a guitar. When he was eighteen, a judge gave him ten years for a robbery spree across Missouri. Doing his time, he began to entertain the other prisoners with music, impressed the warden, and eventually got paroled.

In late 1952, Chuck met piano player Johnnie Johnson and joined his band, Sir John’s Trio. Three years later, in 1955, he visited Chicago for the first time. He went to hear the greats: Howlin’ Wolf, Elmore James, his hero, Muddy Waters. When Chuck pushed his way through the crowd to ask Muddy whom he should see in Chicago about cutting a record, Muddy told him about Leonard Chess.

Two weeks later, Chuck Berry walked into the Chess studio, tape reel in hand. “Leonard listened to my tape,” Berry later wrote, “and when he heard one hillbilly selection I’d included called ’Ida Red’ played back on the one-mike, one-track home recorder, it struck him most as being commercial. He couldn’t believe that a ’hillbilly song’ could be written and sung by a black guy. He said he wanted us to record that particular song, and he scheduled a recording session for May 21, 1955, promising me a contract at that time.” They cut “Ida Red,” but Leonard Chess told Chuck to come up with a better title. So Ida Red became a car and got her name changed to Maybelline.

“Maybelline” was a national hit record, and Chuck Berry never looked back. His humor and wit overlaid a light, swinging kind of rockabilly that teenagers liked to dance to. “Around and Around,” “Reelin’ and Rockin’,” “Carol,” “Roll Over Beethoven,” “School Days,” “Little Queenie”: over the next five years, Chuck Berry wrote thirty-five songs that became the cornerstone of the new pop music, a huge influence on John Lennon and the Beatles, and the main inspiration of Keith Richards’s drive to power up the early Stones.








The Blitzkrieg and the Blues

And the guns start to roar / From the ship to the shore / 

And the bombs start to fall / As we crouch in the hall . . .

“War Baby,” Mick Jagger

Adolf Hitler and Nazi Germany declared war on England in 1940 and began bombing English cities and the countryside. English children born during the war spent their earliest years stressed and sleepless because of the banshee air-raid sirens, bursting incendiary and high-explosive bombs, wailing fire engines and ambulances. Charlie Watts (born June 2, 1941), Brian Jones (February 28, 1942), Mick Jagger (July 26, 1943), and Keith Richards (December 18, 1943) heard the fuzz-toned reverb of the Luftwaffe’s buzz bombs and doodlebugs, the chugging AA batteries, the wild feedback of V-1 flying bombs, and the almost silent whoosh of V-2 missiles. Overhead, the insect whines of Spitfire and Hurricane fighter planes could be heard as they dueled with Messerschmidts and the German bombers. Bill Wyman, older than the rest (born October 24, 1936), remembers hearing Winston Churchill on the radio: “Let us therefore brace ourselves to our duty, and so bear ourselves that, if the British Commonwealth and its Empire lasts for a thousand years, men will still say, ’This was their finest hour.’”

Keith’s family’s house in Dartford, Kent, was badly bombed. His father was wounded in Normandy later in the war. Food was scarce and heavily rationed. Meat, eggs, sugar, and fruit were rare treats, and the English people were deprived of protein in favor of those fighting in the war. The Stones and their generation were slight of stature, thanks to Hitler and his armies.

The war ended in 1945, but England was devastated, and rationing continued. Candy—sweets—didn’t reappear until 1953, and children rioted when the shops finally opened. London, Liverpool, Manchester were pocked by gutted buildings and the gaping holes of bomb craters. The urban landscape was one huge building site as the poverty-stricken kingdom tried to rebuild. It’s no accident that for their first promo pictures as a five-piece group, the Stones were photographed on a London bomb site, almost twenty years after the end of the war, as if they identified themselves as a new generation emerging from the rubble of the old.

                

Cold War. The American B-29s landing in the late 1940s were the first occupying force in Britain for a thousand years. The American servicemen brought their music with them: country music and the blues, sounds the English began to love. But the British music union was protectionist, so one didn’t hear much on BBC radio. Country blues came to England in 1951 when Big Bill Broonzy arrived with a touring jazz show. Broonzy played up-tempo city blues when he performed in Chicago and New York, but in England he only did the old Delta songs he thought the British jazz audience wanted to hear.

In England, jazz still meant New Orleans band music. After the vaudeville-style English music halls faded in the 1930s, they were replaced by dance bands playing a circuit of ballrooms around the country. After the war, the American “progressive jazz” of Charlie Parker and Miles Davis had a cult associated with bohemian intellectuals, but in England, jazz meant the old New Orleans style called Dixieland in America (where it had already died out) and trad in England. Trad jazz was popularized by trumpeter Humphrey Lyttleton, an aristocrat distantly related to the queen, and then taken over by the popular Chris Barber Jazz Band and groups led by trumpeter Ken Colyer and Mr. Acker Bilk.

Then rock and roll hit England hard, when the Hollywood “juvenile delinquency” exploitation movie Blackboard Jungle opened in 1956 with its theme song, “Rock Around the Clock,” blasted out by Bill Haley and the Comets. It was shake, rattle and roll as Haley’s subsequent English tours sparked riots when teenage audiences trashed the movie theaters where Haley played. There was similar mania for other American rockers like Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis, Eddie Cochran, and especially the hoodlum-looking Gene Vincent and his blue suede shoes. Suddenly England had its own delinquents, tough “Teddy boys” sporting leopard-skin lapels and armed with bike chains. The Teds and their girls filled the old dance band ballrooms now. Keith Richards: “We were very conscious we were in a totally new era. Rock and roll changed the world. It reshaped the way people think. It was like A.D. and B.C., and 1956 was year one.”

English rock and roll: Cliff Richard and the Shadows, Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, Johnny Kidd and the Pirates. Low-voltage R&R controlled by mobsters from the East End of London, working out of Soho, the dark and shabby (but very alive) strip-club showbiz zone south of Oxford Street in London’s West End. The vivid, hustling ambience of Soho is captured in the 1959 movie Expresso Bongo!, in which sleazo talent agent Laurence Harvey “discovers” raw teenage talent Cliff Richard in a Soho coffee bar and makes him a star.

Another craze hit England in the mid-fifties when “skiffle” music got big. Played on washboards, banjos, and basses made out of tea chests, skiffle adapted American hillbilly jug band music with a local English spin. Breeding a few stars like Lonnie Donegan and Johnny Duncan, skiffle was easy to play and very catchy. John Lennon’s earliest bands and Ray Davies’s Kinks started as after-school skiffle clubs, and by the time the music faded, skiffle had made its mark as England struggled to find its own voice in the postwar world.

Bandleader Chris Barber was a jazz fan, and he liked to feature American stars in his popular trad concerts. In 1957, he began bringing over blues musicians to guest with his band: Broonzy, Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee, Sister Rosetta Tharp. Then, in October 1958, Barber changed the history of the blues when he invited Muddy Waters to perform in Britain for the first time.

Muddy brought his piano player, Otis Spann, and they embarked on a ten-day tour with Barber’s band. After Barber played Dixieland in the first half, Muddy came out with only Spann on piano. English fans came expecting down-home bluesmen in overalls and straw hats. Muddy and Otis were nattily attired in sharp-cut suits, conk hairdos, and pointed black boots. Instead of an acoustic set, they revved up with electric guitar, ferocious singing, and Spann’s driving left-hand rhythms. Audiences loved it, but the critics were stunned. “Screaming Guitar and Howling Piano” read one headline. Muddy was booed in London when he plugged his guitar into a small amp. They did the hits—“Long Distance Call,” “I Can’t Be Satisfied”—and Muddy would perform “Rollin’ Stone” alone as a country blues with its cosmic prophecy of another generation of bluesmen slouching like some rough beast toward London, waiting to be born. He didn’t know it at the time, but Muddy Waters was arming the English for what would come next, as young musicians were infected with the blues. Eric Burdon, who would later star with the Animals, came to the show in Newcastle and left a budding blues singer. Among the fans mobbing the two nervous bluesmen after the concert in London were two English jazz musicians who would provide the linkup to the Stones: Cyril Davies and, more important, Alexis Korner.

                

Alexis Korner was the kind of dark, woolly-headed, Mediterranean exotic for whom there has always been a place on the minstrel fringes of England. Born in 1928 in Paris, mother Greek, father Austrian. The family moved around Europe and North Africa with the Korner family shipping business, arriving in England in 1939. Alexis was thrown out of good schools for being weird and musicianly. Made his own guitar out of plywood and a table leg. Did menial jobs for record companies and worked at the BBC. In 1949, Alexis joined Chris Barber to play banjo and guitar. He was already interested in obscure blues singers like Blind Jimmy Yancey and Scrapper Blackwell. Korner replaced Barber’s washboard-playing singer Tony Donegan (who later changed his name to Lonnie and had a hit skiffle record with “Rock Island Line”). Barber and Korner started a jazz-skiffle group within the Barber band, which lasted until Donegan came out of the army. Alexis left when Donegan returned, resolving to find some other cats with whom to play a more pure type of blues.

“By ’53 or ’54,” Korner told the BBC, “I’d got passable enough [singing the blues] to go round working solo in clubs. My wife Bobbie tossed a coin and said, ’If it lands heads, you’re freelance’ . . . I met Cyril Davies in the London Skiffle Club above the Roundhouse [in Wardour Street, Soho], and he said, ’Look, man, I’m tired of all this skiffle shit. If I close the place down, will you come in with me and open it up as a blues club?’ ”

Cyril Davies was a big man, like his heroes Sonny Boy Williamson and Howlin’ Wolf. He worked in a junkyard, had a gruff, no-nonsense demeanor, and blew a pretty fair blues harp for a Welshman. He’d been to Chicago, sat in with Muddy, considered himself a bluesman, the real deal. Like Korner, he was a blues evangelist. They opened the London Blues and Barrelhouse Club in the back room of a pub on Tottenham Court Road in 1957. Three people showed up the first night. It was the height of the skiffle scene—the old club had been packed with students and punters every night—and now two white guys were jamming the blues and nobody cared. But they ran the club for three years of Thursday nights, the only place in England where you could hear blues music, which a tiny community considered a soulful alternative to the bloodless version of jazz that trad represented to them.

So Korner and Davies began their work as blues catalysts. They imported American blues singers, many of whom lived with Alexis’s family while they were in London and greatly appreciated the warm hospitality and respect that was on offer. Alexis’s daughter was often sung to sleep by the hellacious Big Bill Broonzy.

After Muddy blew through town, his mojo working full-bore, Korner and Davies realized they had to plug in and get some serious amplifiers. It was too loud for the landlord, and the pub threw them out in 1960. No other club would even let them bring their amps inside. So they joined up with the Chris Barber Jazz Band as an internal blues duo, performing a miniset in the middle of Barber’s trad/Dixieland act.

                

One night in 1961, the Barber band played a date in the old spa town of Cheltenham, in Gloucestershire, about a hundred miles from London. Alexis and “Squirrel” Davies did some Blind Boy Fuller blues during their set, which was well received by the unusually hip crowd. In the bar during the interval, the very approachable Korner was bearded by a short blond teenager who softly burbled away, almost in a whisper, that he, too, was a bluesman, from around here, living on his own now, got a couple kids already and, man, if only they could get together, he could maybe play Alexis some stuff because, actually, he wanted to get out of town and come to London and maybe get something together on his own, and . . .

Yeah, sure, all right, said Korner. Meet me in the wine bar after the gig. And the kid—Brian Jones—took his girlfriend home and ran off to get his guitar.
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Yes, I will be famous. No, I won’t make thirty.

Brian Jones












I Will Be Famous

It would later seem ironic to many that Brian Jones, Wild Man of the Sixties, came from Cheltenham, the old Regency-era spa town in the Cotswolds whose springs had dried up long ago. Cheltenham was known for its bourgeois conformity and legions of the retired. It was a hotbed of rest. Cheltenham Ladies College was the most proper girls’ school in Britain. But there was another side to Cheltenham that owed a lot to the American air bases nearby. The town had five movie theaters, ballrooms where bands played, coffee bars for hanging out. A clever boy like Brian could easily get an idea of the world waiting beyond the provincial beauty of the West Country.

Lewis Brian Hopkins-Jones was born on a winter Saturday night in 1942, during the dark days of the war. Father worked in the aircraft industry, mother played and taught the piano. Pure Welsh stock on both sides—a race of singers, musicians, poets despised by the English for being the descendants of the true Britons they displaced in Arthurian times. Brian Jones was a short, strong, charismatic blond kid who pulled one in with his soft, well-spoken voice, intelligent eyes, and blond hair, his famous tool for seduction. He could get a girl pregnant with the toss of his head.

There was something else about Brian, something dark and alluring. “Brian possessed a hidden cruelty,” Mick Jagger would later say, “which in a way was very sensual.”

Did well in school. High I.Q., top grades in literature, math, physics. Strong at sports: the “little Welsh bull” that Keith would later describe. Nine O-level passes by sixteen in 1958—quite respectable—but skipped school, laughed at the teachers, and was often caned. An aggressive little guy: one didn’t mess with his girlfriends. Brought up in a musical family, he showed uncommonly early promise as a piano student (he was the only Stone with a proper music education), could read music, played clarinet and sax. Got a Spanish acoustic guitar for his seventeenth birthday, which he mastered within weeks. Hobbies were trainspotting and jazz records, which led to New Orleans blues singer Champion Jack Dupree’s trenchant, down-home Blues from the Gutter album, which opened the door to the future.

Some who knew Brian Jones thought of him as two people: soft, charming, intelligent one day; a nasty little bugger the next. Sometimes both in the same day, the same hour. The Stones saw it all as they grew up with him in his twenties: the tantrums, mysterious illnesses, “absences,” general bloody-mindedness.

Bill Wyman thinks Brian suffered from undiagnosed epilepsy.

Brian started playing sax in local groups when he was fourteen. The Bill Nile Jazz Band. The Cheltone Six. The Ramrods. He was the cool kid in the proper collar and tie, blowing alto saxophone and making eye contact with the girls. All he had to do was look at one hard enough, and soon she had something in the oven. Brian Jones as Bran, the Welsh fertility god, a stocky little sprite with a long green penis. The first girl to have one of his many illegitimate children was Valerie, aged fourteen. Good morning, little schoolgirl. Brian wanted an abortion, she wanted the child, which she put up for adoption at birth. Word got out, huge scandal in Cheltenham. The girl refused to see him again, and Brian’s parents, socially destroyed and unable to cope, asked the seventeen-year-old father to move out of the house.

In 1959, Brian’s father took him to London for a job interview with an optical firm. Brian was hired and he moved into a one-room flat. But he hated it and spent days in the music shops hunting for records by his blues heroes: Sonny Boy Williamson, T-Bone Walker, and especially Jimmy Reed, the youngest and most successful Chicago bluesman of the 1950s. He quit and went home, moving in with his friend Dick Hattrell. But Cheltenham was too hot for Brian. The parents of the girl he impregnated ran him out of town, and he set off for a tour of Scandinavian blondes with his Spanish guitar on his back. Out of money by early 1960, his brains thoroughly screwed out, he returned home again and tried to settle in. One night he went to see a band play in nearby Guildford. A young married girl, only twenty-three, caught his eye. He took her home, made love to her once, and his second child was born nine months later.

To support his blues studies, Brian got a job in a factory, which he quit after he was hurt in a car accident. His leg was injured, and a front tooth knocked out. For the rest of his life, Brian covered his mouth with his hand when he laughed. So he hung around Cheltenham’s beatnik coffee bars, waiting for something to happen. He met a pretty sixteen-year-old beautician named Pat Andrews, and together they began work on Brian’s child number three. He was eighteen years old, a scuffling young blues apprentice struggling to survive.

                

Chris Barber played Cheltenham in 1960, and Brian was there. Barber’s blues guest that night was Sonny Boy Williamson from Helena, Arkansas, an imposing blues giant in a London-bought homburg and a two-toned gray flannel suit that he had tailored as his vision of an English gentleman. Sonny Boy blew harp with a vengeance and a bottle of bourbon in his back pocket. Brian noticed that his huge mouth was roughly callused from years of playing the harp, and that Sonny Boy sang through his harmonica, his hoarse vocal passing through the metal instrument, honing his voice like a razor so it hit the microphone with an extra metallic slash. Brian’s future as a bluesman was settled that night.

He kept scuffling, working as a bus conductor in Cheltenham and other jobs. He and Hattrell moved in with some art students, and soon Pat Andrews was pregnant. Brian started seeing other girls. Their son was born in October 1961, and Brian named him Julian, after his jazz hero Julian “Cannonball” Adderley. He tried to visit Pat and the baby every day until her furious mother started beating him over the head with her umbrella when he showed up.

In December 1961, on a long English winter night just before Christmas, Chris Barber’s band was playing Cheltenham Town Hall. For over a year, they’d been playing at the famous Marquee Club in Soho every week, with Alexis Korner and Cyril Davies doing electric blues between Barber’s sets. Brian went with Pat and Dick and was mind-blown by the Korner-Davies blues set. He used his local musician’s street cred to get backstage, and charmed Alexis into a private drink at the Patio Wine Bar across the road after he dumped Pat at home and got his guitar.

Brian connected with his future mentor in the back room. Korner knew what time it was, saw a glimmer of what was coming, gave Brian Jones his phone number and address, and invited him to London. He and Cyril were leaving Chris Barber to put their own blues band together, and maybe this kid could help.

Brian and Pat visited London in early January 1962, and Brian spent several days listening to Alexis’s record collection. Rock music’s equivalent of St. Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus occurred when Brian first heard Elmore James’s stunning electric slide guitar version of “Dust My Broom.” It was raw, soulful, and charged like a shot of battery acid. Jesus! Back in Cheltenham, Brian borrowed enough to buy a cheap electric pickup for his guitar. Unable to afford an amp, he converted a German tape recorder and ran the guitar through the speaker. He made a bottleneck slide and spent the next months obsessively listening to blues jams and learning the slide. By March, he could make his guitar whine like a tigress in heat.

That’s when he saw the little ad in the London music paper Jazz News for Alexis Korner’s new band, Blues Incorporated. “The Most Exciting Event of the Year.” And it gave directions: Ealing Broadway Station. Turn left, cross the zebra (pedestrian stripes), and go down the steps between ABC Teashop and the jeweler’s. Saturday at 7:30 P.M.

That morning, Brian hitched to London. It was March 17, 1962.








Charlie Boy

Alexis Korner needed a drummer to form a Chicago-style R&B group. He found one playing cool jazz in a Knightsbridge coffeehouse, the Troubadour.

Charlie Watts.

His family called him Charlie Boy. He was born in 1941 in North London as the bombs were falling, the only child of a lorry driver for the railroad. The family moved to Wembley after the war, when the now-crowded London suburb was still farmland. Charlie grew to be a shy, unassuming teenager: focused, hardworking, short of stature, somewhat pampered by his parents. He lived at home until well into his twenties, and his father bought his clothes for him.

When he was ten, Charlie heard Earl Bostic’s “Flamingo” on the radio, and it woke him up. The next year, he heard Chico Hamilton playing drums on Gerry Mulligan’s “Walkin’ Shoes” and started beating on pots and pans. His first instrument, a banjo, he bought himself at fourteen. He took it apart, converted the banjo body into a snare drum, and built a stand out of a Meccano kit (called an Erector set in the United States). In 1955, his parents bought him his first drum set for Christmas, and Charlie began playing along to jazz records. He hated rock and roll; was instead obsessed by cool jazz. He saw himself, at fifteen, as Miles Davis, standing outside the Village Vanguard in an Ivy League suit, waiting to go on with ’Trane and Philly Joe Jones.

He left school at sixteen, studied graphic design at Harrow School of Art in the late fifties, and in 1960 got a job in a London ad agency, where he learned lettering and poster design. He was making a little money, which he spent on smart clothes and Charlie Parker records.

Charlie Parker. Bird. In 1939, improvising on his alto saxophone, Parker had fallen through the chord changes of the standard “Cherokee” and discovered bebop, the free-flowing and inspired jazz that grew into a hipster cult whose trademarks were the beret, the goatee, and the needle. Bebop was the cutting edge of music, and its players—Bird, Dizzy Gillespie, Thelonious Monk, Charles Mingus—were the artistic astronauts of the time. Charlie Watts loved Charlie Parker so much that, in 1961 at the age of twenty, he wrote a children’s book called Ode to a High-Flying Bird, with little illustrations that told the bebop story in a sweet, innocent style.

                

Summer 1961. Charlie was playing drums with brushes behind a little Thelonious-style combo at the Troubadour when Alexis Korner came to sit in and play some blues. Korner took his little portable amp and hung it on the wall behind Charlie, who, though not particularly assertive, got up and took the amp off the wall. If it had to be amplified, it wasn’t going to drown the rest of the band. Alexis liked Charlie’s impeccable time and swinging approach, which recalled Papa Jo Jones of Count Basie’s orchestra. Alexis asked Charlie to join the blues group he was putting together for bandleader Acker Bilk. Charlie instead went on a Danish tour with veteran bebop reedman Don Byas, a cool gig for a twenty-year-old.

Back in London, Charlie Watts met Alexis Korner again and joined the first lineup of Blues Incorporated in late January 1962.

                

But Charlie Watts was confused by Blues Incorporated. They wanted a Chicago-style backbeat, but Alexis and Cyril Davies were fighting (as they usually did) about how heavy it should be. Davies wanted a blues shuffle; Alexis wanted it to swing.

“It was an amazing band,” Charlie said, “but a total cacophony of sound. On a good night, it was a cross between R&B and Charlie Mingus, which was what Alexis wanted.” Korner had seen Mingus’s band, the Jazz Workshop, in action in London around 1960. Mingus, protean New York jazz bassist and composer, ran his shows as rehearsals, demanding his players redo passages that he didn’t like. Now Alexis Korner wanted a similar band that could develop its own audience and even a wider blues scene. The regular lineup and auxiliary musicians in the club could be joined by anyone from the audience with enough bottle to get up and wail with the best cats in London. Korner knew, from run-ins with young talent like that Brian kid in Cheltenham, that there were young blues fanatics out there, just drooling for the chance to get up and show their stuff.

Charlie Watts was bemused by the whole disorganized lot. “When I first played with Cyril Davies, I thought, ’What the fuck is happening here?’ ” Watts had never heard an amplified harmonica before. Everyone was coming from their own special interest in the blues. “I didn’t know what the hell was going on.” During the winter of 1961, Korner, Davies, and Watts jammed together, joined by other Korner recruits, as they tried to line up club dates for the new group.

But nobody wanted to hear it. The club owners felt threatened because their clientele wanted jazz, and these guys were playing the blues, considered primitive and uncool. Korner tried to book Blues Incorporated on the National Jazz Federation’s circuit of clubs and was bluntly told to get lost. The excuse was “acoustic only,” but this was war. If blues got big in England, the jazz clubs would go out of business. Money, jobs, and prestige were at stake, and so the jazzers tried to suppress Korner’s new movement. It provoked a lot of bitterness in London over the next two years.

Finally Korner found the dank underground barroom down piss-smelling stairs under a tea shop at the end of a tube line in the western London suburb of Ealing. They set it up as a club, strung a tarp under the skylight to keep the stage from flooding when it rained, and charged five shillings membership admission. The Ealing Club could hold about two hundred.

                

March 17, 1962. Blues Incorporated made its debut with eight musicians: Korner on guitar, Davies on harp, Watts on drums, jazz guy Dick Heckstall-Smith on sax, plus bass and piano. There were two singers: Long John Baldry, a tall and blustery young blues shouter, and Art Wood, a softer vocalist in the Mose Allison style. Starting at about eight o’clock on Saturday night, they played electric blues for a small group of fans. Attracted by the Jazz News ad, Brian Jones showed up with his friend Paul Pond, whose blues group Brian had briefly joined in Oxford.

Brian had his guitar and asked Alexis if he could sit in with the band. “Not tonight, mate,” Korner said. “Come back next week and you’re on.”

Brian was back the following Saturday, March 24. There had been a good review about the new blues club in that week’s Melody Maker, and this time they got a good crowd. “Thank you very much,” Korner said after finishing his version of “Hoochie Coochie Man.” “Now we have a visitor who’s come all the way from Cheltenham, and he’s going to play some bottleneck guitar with us. Please give a warm welcome to . . .” Korner had forgotten the stage name Brian wanted him to say.

“Elmo Lewis,” whispered Brian.

“To Elmo Lewis! Take it away, Elmo!”

And Brian ripped into the clarion riff of his hero Elmore James’s take on Robert Johnson’s old “Dust My Broom,” and the room started rocking as Charlie Watts clicked in, and it was groove city. The humid, beer-soaked old drinking club gave off a solid juke-joint ambience, Brian looked great in his turtleneck sweater under a sports jacket, his short blond hair cut like jazz star Gerry Mulligan’s, and the piercing sting of the slide guitar cut through the cigarette smoke like a rusty blade. It was that weird, slithery diddley-bow African delta sound, an echo of hypnotic country blues.

Bill Wyman: “Brian was the first person in England to play bottleneck guitar, when nobody knew what it was.”

And watching intently, standing in the back of the crowd, were three young blues fans who had come up from Dartford, Kent, on the bus and the tube. They couldn’t take their eyes off Elmo Lewis, this guitar prodigy almost exactly their own age, maybe just a year older. They had their own amateur blues band back in Dartford, these kids: Mike Jagger, Keith Richards, and Dick Taylor. They were all eighteen years old.








Mike

Dartford is an ancient town southeast of London in Kent, a rest stop on the old pilgrims’ road to Canterbury. Suburban now, back then it was a sleepy mix of housing, fields, marshland, and factories.

Michael Philip Jagger, “Mike” to his mates, was born there in July 1943. His father, Basil “Joe” Jagger, was a serious, athletic northerner from a Baptist family in Yorkshire. Mike’s mother, Eva Scutts, was born in Australia and came to England as a child. They married in 1940 as the Blitzkrieg was starting. Mike was the first son, joined by brother Chris four years later. Joe Jagger worked as a physical education teacher. Ambitious, he took graduate courses and became a sports professor at a teachers’ college. Later Joe Jagger became the foremost British authority on American basketball and the author of a landmark textbook on teaching the sport.

In 1950, when he was seven, Mike started at nearby Wentworth Primary School. In his class was a dark, runty little boy called Ricky, who lived on the same street as the Jaggers. This was Keith Richards, a big Roy Rogers fan who knew the names of Roy’s horse, dog, Jeep, etc. (Cowboys and Indians was the game for English boys in those postwar days when their dreams had a distinct American accent.) Mike and Keith knew each other, but weren’t really friends. While Mike was outgoing and popular, Keith kept to himself and went home after school.

In 1954, the Jaggers moved to a bigger house on Denver Road in a better part of Dartford. Mike started at Dartford Grammar, the next rung up the British educational system’s ladder of success. He was a good student who fit in well and excelled in sports like cross-country running and basketball. At the same time, he annoyed some of his teachers with his cruelly dead-on impersonations of their foibles.

The Jagger household was prim and very proper, kept orderly by meticulous, somewhat snobby Eva Jagger, who sold cosmetics door-to-door. Mike didn’t invite his friends to the house, preferring to spend time at their houses, or to be alone. Some of the local kids thought he was a mama’s boy. The focus at home was on school and especially sports. Joe Jagger took his boys “down the Valley” to see the local football team, Charlton Athletic, and its famous keeper, Sam Bartram. In 1957, when Mike was fourteen, he started appearing with his dad in the ATV television series Seeing Sport, which promoted activities such as rock climbing. It was the beginning of his career in showbiz, and it set him a little apart from his friends, who were nonplussed when Mike announced he had to rush off to the studio to be on the telly.

“In those slightly post-Edwardian days,” Mick later told an interviewer, “everybody had to do a turn at family gatherings. You might recite poetry, and Uncle Whatever would play the piano and sing, and you all had something to do. And I was just one of those kids. You have to want some sort of approval, but it’s also just the love of doing it.”

Mike Jagger was into music early. The Jaggers had a radio but no record player until much later. Mike couldn’t hear the American music he liked on the BBC, so like other R&B fans, he tuned in the distant signal of the American AFN (Armed Forces Network) broadcasting from Germany. The AFN played music that nobody else in Europe heard: jazz, country and western, and especially Chicago blues. It was a gold mine for a few English kids in love with American sounds and the faraway dreams they represented. Mike also picked up Americana at a summer job teaching children sports at an American air base, where a black cook was always playing R&B.

He got his first guitar at fourteen, a Spanish acoustic bought while on holiday in Spain. Already adept at singing tunes he heard on the radio, Mike started learning to play Ritchie Valens’s big hit “La Bamba.” A gifted mimic since he learned to talk, Mike bawled out a phonetic version of the Spanish lyric with an eye-popping intensity that scared his parents. At fifteen Mike Jagger already knew how to put a song over. Soon he was practicing his guitar in the garden shed in back of the house on Denver Road so his mother couldn’t hear him. She didn’t really approve.

Buddy Holly came to England that year, 1958, as pivotal a musical event as Muddy Waters’s almost concurrent tour.

Holly was a gawky, goofy-looking Texan with Coke-bottle glasses, a neat little band, the Crickets, and a bag of great rock and roll songs: “That’ll Be the Day,” “Peggy Sue,” “Maybe Baby,” “Oh Boy,” “Rave On.” Holly’s stuttering style and geeky demeanor gave immense hope to anyone, especially in England, who felt out of it and yet ready, ready, ready to rock and roll.

Mike and his friend Dick Taylor went to see Holly at a movie theater, the Woolwich Granada. Young Jagger had seen American rockers only on television shows like Cool for Cats, Oh Boy, and Six Five Special, which had introduced rockabilly stars like Eddie Cochran, Gene Vincent, and Ronnie Hawkins to England. Buddy Holly—twitching, stuttering, really intense Texas music—was Mike Jagger’s first experience of living rock on the hoof.

Mike discovered Howlin’ Wolf in Dick Taylor’s record collection, and the two started to look for imports in the record shops along the Charing Cross Road. Mike began writing to Chess Records in Chicago to order LPs that were impossible to find in England. He got hold of a Blind Willie Johnson EP, Dark Was the Night, Cold Was the Ground, and wore it out. Mike and Dick and some chums in Dartford started jamming in the front room of Dick’s house in Bexleyheath. Dick’s mum would serve tea to the boys and giggle with Dick’s sister in the kitchen as Mike Jagger belted out “La Bamba” for the umpteenth time.

They called themselves Little Boy Blue and the Blue Boys. (“Little Boy Blue” was Sonny Boy Williamson’s nom de bleus.) Mick recalled later, “I used to do Saturday night shows with all these little groups. If I could get a show I would do it. I used to do mad things—get on my knees and roll on the floor—when I was fifteen, sixteen years old. And my parents were extremely disapproving of it all, because it was just not done. This was for very low-class people, remember. I didn’t have any inhibitions. I saw Elvis and Gene Vincent and thought, ’Well, I can do this.’ It’s a real buzz, even in front of twenty people, to make a complete fool of yourself.

“But people seemed to like it, and it always seemed to be a success, and people were shocked. I could see it in their faces . . . Yeah, I thought it was a bit wild for what was going on at the time, in these little places in the suburbs.”

Mike Jagger finished Dartford Grammar in 1960 and won a grant to attend the prestigious London School of Economics, whose graduates usually went on to run the British Empire. Mike told friends he wanted to be a barrister or a journalist, maybe even a politician. During the summer, to earn money for his record addiction, he sold ice cream outside the Dartford library. Keith bought one once and they chatted briefly.

Mike started classes in September 1960, commuting by train from Dartford to LSE in Aldwych, in central London. He quickly identified the blues cultists among his fellow students and helped organize an informal club. Mike started bringing LPs from his impressive collection to school, and he was carrying a bunch of these when he was approached early one misty, gray October morning on the platform of Dartford Station by a starved-looking art student, who looked like he’d slept in his purple shirt and was carrying a guitar case. Mike knew the face: he’d been at school with him. “I always knew where he lived,” Mick recalled, “because my mother would never lose contact with anybody, and she knew where they’d moved. I used to see him coming home from his school, which was less than a mile away from where we lived.”

It was his new brother from the other side of the tracks, Keith Richards.








The Boy at the Top of the Stairs

Keith’s beloved grandfather, Theodore Augustus “Gus” Dupree, was a musician and bandleader descended from the Huguenots, Protestants who fled Catholic France in Elizabethan times and settled around Canterbury in Kent. Gus played some guitar, had dance bands in the area in the early 1930s, and fathered six pretty daughters. The youngest, Doris, married Bert Richards from northeast London in 1936. When the war came, she got pregnant to avoid factory work, and Keith was born in December 1943 in the same Dartford hospital where Mike Jagger had been born five months earlier.

With the Luftwaffe’s bombs falling, the family was evacuated to the country while Bert was in the army. He was wounded in Normandy and after the war took a job in a factory in Hammersmith. Keith didn’t see much of him and was raised an only child, doted on and coddled, in the musical world of the Dupree sisters and their dad. The Dupree girls were all talented, could play instruments, wanted to be actresses or movie stars. The family lived on Morland Avenue in Dartford and called their little boy “Ricky.”

Gus Dupree played guitar, fiddle, and piano and breathed music into his grandson, especially the country and western styles of Ernest Tubb, Hank Williams, and Jimmie Rodgers. To supplement his income as a baker during the 1950s, he had a C&W group that played at American bases. Doris loved jazzy pop music, and the radio was always playing Sarah Vaughan, Ella Fitzgerald, Count Basie, Billy Eckstine, Django Reinhardt. When Keith visited his granddad’s house in London, he would be drawn to Gus’s guitar, which lived on top of the piano. Gus would take it out of its case, polish it with a cloth, tune it, play a little for the boy. He never offered the instrument, never pushed it on Keith, just let him be fascinated by it. Sometimes the two would visit Gus’s friends in the repair shop under Ivor Marantz’s music store in Charing Cross Road. Keith sat in the corner while the men repaired guitars and violins. The cozy room smelled of hot, bubbling glue, steamed wood, and tobacco, and Keith watched as they rebuilt old instruments and hung them from the ceiling to dry.

At age seven, Keith went to school. He hated it with a passion, preferring life in his mother’s cheery house. He cried in the mornings, and they almost had to force him out of the house. At school, he met Mike Jagger, who remembered: “I asked him what he wanted to be when he grew up, and he said he wanted to be a cowboy like Roy Rogers, roping ponies and playing guitar.”

Keith’s two passions were animals and singing. By age eight, he was in the school choir, and a teacher picked him out as a natural harmonist, able to descant almost any tune by ear. At age ten, he was one of the best young choristers in London. The choir won several competitions, which is how Keith and three others—“the three biggest hoods in the school”—were picked to sing in the massed choirs at the coronation of the new English queen, Elizabeth II, at Westminster Abbey in 1953. He made several more appearances in the abbey at Christmastime, before his voice finally broke at thirteen.

In 1955, Bert Richards moved the family to the Temple Hill council estate on the other side of Dartford. It was government housing for working families, and for twelve-year-old Keith, it was rough. The older kids were Teds, Teddy boys, tough little thugs in exaggerated Edwardian costume who thought nothing of beating up weaker kids for their pocket money. It was the Teds who rioted when Bill Haley barnstormed the U.K. in ’56. It was bicycle chains and razors in the ballrooms, the lead pipe down the trousers. The chicks were as tough as the cats. So Keith learned to keep his head down, watch his mouth, watch his back.

In 1956, Keith’s poor grades channeled him into Dartford Technical College, where underachievers learned manual trades. He hated it and ended up having to do a year over again with younger kids, which he hated even more. But that was year one, when rock and roll hit England, and that was it for Keith’s formal education. In early 1958, the family got its first record player, and for his birthday that December, Doris bought Keith his first guitar, a seven-quid Rosetti acoustic, and he started to practice almost every minute, sitting in a sonically cool place at the top of the staircase in the little council house. Keith had learned the rudiments from Gus Dupree, who had taught him to play the Spanish guitar classic “Malagueñ
a.” Now Keith hardly moved from the stairs as he laboriously taught himself guitarist Scotty Moore’s bouncy riff from Elvis’s “That’s All Right, Mama” and the rhythmic lick from “Blue Moon of Kentucky.” Scotty Moore was Keith’s first mentor on the guitar via records, all the way from Sun Studios in Memphis, Tennessee.

Thrown out of school at sixteen for insolence, tight trousers, and cutting class, Keith enrolled at Sidcup Art School, where he took classes in commercial art. England’s art colleges in the late 1950s were the real incubators of the rock movement. As David Bowie has said, “In Britain there was always this joke that you went to art school to learn to play blues guitar.” Sidcup was full of talented kids like Keith with guitar cases slung over their shoulders. The smoky lavs were packed with teenage pickers teaching each other Woody Guthrie and Ramblin’ Jack Elliott songs, trying to duplicate Leadbelly’s ringing twelve-string orchestrations on cheap Spanish guitars with gut strings. The first song Keith learned to play in art school was Jack Elliott’s version of “Cocaine Blues” (Keith didn’t know what cocaine was). This is where Keith met Dick Taylor, who happened to be in Little Boy Blue and the Blue Boys with Mike Jagger.

Dick was another art student, more serious than Keith. They began to practice guitar together at Dick’s house. Another schoolmate formed a country and western band, and Keith and Dick joined up. Keith Richards’s first gig ever was at a dance in Eltham, south of London near Sidcup. The band didn’t get paid, but this is where Keith started to play the easy progression that powers Hank Snow’s classic country song “I’m Movin’ On.”

Chuck Berry got to England late, because his early records weren’t released there and the movies he appeared in weren’t distributed. Keith first heard him around 1959, and it was all over. “Chuck Berry was my man,” he says. “He was really the one who made me say, as a teenager, ’Jesus Christ! I want to play guitar!’ And then suddenly I had a focal point, not that I was naive enough to ever expect it to pan out. But now at least I had something to go for, some way to channel the energies you have at that age. And definitely, with rock and roll, you have to start somewhere around then.”

Keith’s discovery of Chuck Berry coincided with the young Richards’s dreadful split with his father. Bert Richards worked in a warehouse, left home at five in the morning, and came back exhausted at seven at night to hear his boy making a racket at the
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