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INTRO

“Brenda”

Most people don’t remember “Rock Against Yeast.” As far as Saturday Night Live’s musical parodies go, it’s not nearly as iconic as John Belushi’s Joe Cocker impression or the Christopher Walken–anchored Blue Oyster Cult Behind the Music send-up (known to all simply as “More Cowbell”). Still, within this mostly forgotten sketch, which aired during the show’s February 17, 1979, episode (hosted by the teen idol and television star turned country rocker Rick Nelson), you will find the basis for this book. “Rock Against Yeast” perfectly articulates the current Mick Jagger Problem : Can we continue to worship and desire a man whom we don’t really like anymore? The Mick Jagger Problem leads us to question whether we ever really did like him. If the answer is no, then how did this guy remain a constant presence in popular culture for fifty years and not, for one instance in that half century,  seem like . . . our pal? After all, his songwriting partner, business partner, and sometime nemesis Keith Richards has been everyone’s cool older brother since Lyndon B. Johnson was president of the United States.

Back to “Rock Against Yeast.” In this sketch, the late Gilda Radner portrays Candy Slice, a Patti Smith manqué with a rooster shag haircut, white tank top, black stick legs, sneakers, unshaven armpits, and a chemically ruined equilibrium. She is participating in a superstar benefit concert featuring Bob Marley (Garrett Morris), Dolly Parton (Jane Curtin), Olivia Newton-John (Laraine Newman), and a fat and thin Elvis tribute band known as the Elvii (John Belushi and Dan Aykroyd), as well as Nelson himself. Bill Murray, as his recurring rock industry, satin-baseball-jacketed sleazeball Jerry Aldini (of “Polysutra Records”), pulls a beer-swigging, belching Candy out of her oxygen tent long enough to participate in the above-mentioned benefit concert, where she debuts, along with her band, the Candy Slice Group, a garage rock number entitled “Gimme Mick.” It’s a complicated ode to both her attraction and repulsion to a then thirty-six-year-old Mick Jagger. “Mick Jagger, if you’re out there, this is for you,” Candy slurs.

“Gimme Mick! Gimme Mick!” she later shouts in the chorus. “Baby’s hair, bulgin’ eyes, lips so thick! Are you woman? Are you man? I’m your biggest funked-up fan. So rock and roll me till I’m sick,” Candy raps. The group soon takes it to the bridge, where Candy, having confessed her attraction to Mick, launches into a Patti Smith–esque stream of consciousness that seems to equivocate it. “You, Mick Jagger, actually continue to perform at a concert where someone got knifed and killed during the ’60s,” she raps, dredging the specter of the then decade-old concert at the Altamont  Speedway in San Francisco where eighteen-year-old fan Meredith Hunter was killed by a furious Hells Angel while the Stones performed “Under My Thumb,” bad acid raged in thousands of nervous systems, and the love era supposedly ended (more on that later).

“You, Mick Jagger, are English and go out with a model and get an incredible amount of publicity!” Jagger had recently stolen the willowy Texan model Jerry Hall away from fellow rock and roll gentleman Bryan Ferry of Roxy Music (more on that later as well). “You, Mick Jagger, don’t keep regular hours!” This was the Studio 54 era, when danceable new wave and disco ruled and Mick’s frequent late nights out made him a constant target for paparazzi like Ron Galella and gave him a permanent air of blearyeyed decadence. And finally: “You, Mick Jagger, have the greatest rock and roll band in the history of rock and roll and you don’t even play an instrument yourself!”

Here we go. This is where we find the disconnect; the point where the Mick Jagger Problem achieves liftoff. The joke goes over with the studio audience, of course, largely because of Gilda’s charisma, genius, and conviction; but the accusation itself (affectionate as it clearly is) could not be more baseless. The joke works because it suits an idea of Mick Jagger that even thirty-two years ago was starting to metastasize. Inside of a half decade, it would almost completely take over the way we view Mick Jagger and obscure many of the facts. He has played instruments. He’s been the Rolling Stones’ harmonica player since vying for the position with the late Brian Jones in 1962. Listen to the malevolent solo at the end of the live version of “Midnight Rambler” (which you will find on Get Your Ya Ya’s Out) if you want to hear the sound of an instrument being played by someone born to do it, a musician.  Even Keith Richards has praised Mick’s natural ability to play the blues harp. “He’s not thinking when he’s playing harp,” Keith famously said years later. “It comes from inside him; he always played like that, from the early days on.” There’s also the not so small matter of the riff to the Stones’ 1971 No. 1 single “Brown Sugar.” It’s probably playing in your head right now. It started as soon as you read the song title on this page. I’d place it in the top, let’s say, fifty, ever written, not just by the Stones but by anyone. And it’s Mick’s invention. Again, even Keith, who literally invents indelible riffs like “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction” in his sleep, admits that this riff was the one that traveled across the rock and roll cosmos and took up residence in the head of the other guy. Not that it matters: Most people think Keith wrote it anyway. Mick’s far too intellectual to create something so basic, primal, and gritty, after all.

When we consider the Rolling Stones, we think of the heart and we think of the groin. We don’t dwell on the brain. “Keith is the heart,” the veteran New Musical Express journalist turned music publicist Keith Altham remarked to me during an early morning telephone interview. “Mick is the brain.” The heart and the brain. They must function together to survive, but in all matters of poetry and cool, we credit the heart. The heart pumps. The brain schemes. This idea of a manipulative Mick Jagger has caused us to put the finger on him for a laundry list of culture crimes regarding the Rolling Stones’ long, dark past. Mick must have been the one who agreed to change the lyrics of “Let’s Spend the Night Together,” to “Let’s Spend Some Time Together,” at the behest of Ed Sullivan’s frightened flunkies. He surely fired sickly, confused, bloated Brian Jones and left him to drown. He threw the Hells Angels he’d hired under the bus after Altamont. He forsook his  rock and roll brothers and sisters for a retinue of Eurotrash counts and countesses . . . and Andy Warhol. He sullied the Stones’ gravitas by hobnobbing with Paul Young and Duran Duran’s Nick Rhodes in the early ’80s as he wrestled with midlife and grasped for a solo pop career. He took our ticket money for the film Freejack and taxed the poor Verve for sampling a symphonic version of “The Last Time,” on “Bittersweet Symphony.” He’s even to blame for a 2010 World Cup curse (all the teams he rooted for from the stands lost in upsets). Conversely, everything that Keith Richards has done (including nearly derailing the Rolling Stones for good and forever with his all-consuming decade-long heroin addiction) amounts to our greatest antihero at work. Keith cashes the same checks and has never really missed a business meeting where a major decision has been made. “Keith sat at the board tables in Geneva with a bowie knife, carving his initials into the table of this very conservative Swiss bank, while Mick and [former Stones business manager] Prince Rupert Lowenstein and myself sat around working out the tax plan,” recalls former Stones staffer Peter Rudge. “But Keith never left the room.” This perception of Mick as the band’s lone miser and cynic has been encouraged at every opportunity by Keith. During their greatest period of estrangement in the mid-’80s, Keith happened to spy the jacket of a book by Yorkshire-born historical fiction writer Brenda Jagger, and from that moment, whenever his partner erred (in Keith’s eyes), he was referred to (behind his back) as such.

Brenda. Her Majesty Brenda. Or sometimes simply “the bitch.” This didn’t stay an inside joke for long. “Keith has become a bit childish in some of his criticism of Mick,” Altham says. Mick hasn’t taken the bait. He’s never really made an effort to reverse  opinions, to undergo a Brenda-ectomy. His sit-down with close friend and Rolling Stone editor Jann Wenner in 1995 marked the last time to date that he has ever granted a lengthy question-andanswer session longer than the standard twenty minutes he usually allows. The cover story that British writer Zoë Heller wrote in the autumn of 2010 for the New York Times Style magazine was tellingly brief.

“Being interviewed is one of Jagger’s least favorite pastimes,” Wenner wrote in his opening paragraph, before getting into the relatively generous main course. Even during his brief chats with less prestigious inquisitors, Mick can be read as suspicious, truculent, and dismissive. In 1973, while interviewing then Stones guitarist Mick Taylor for the New Musical Express (which for the duration of this book will be referred to as N.M.E.), legendary British music journalist Nick Kent had the cheek to inquire of the singer about the possibility of a solo album in Mick’s future. This was the response: [Busy eating sausage] “ ‘This isn’t my interview.’ ”

Less sausages and more sugar might have endeared Mick to those who would have helped him build a sturdier myth and shield him from some of the potshots that would be fired in the years after “Rock Against Yeast.” For example, in 2003, the late, very occasionally great Blender magazine (where I was a contributor), ranking the fifty worst rock stars of all time, listed Mick Jagger the solo artist at No. 13, immediately in front of hirsute new ager Yanni and the comically volatile Swedish guitar-shredder Yngwie Malmsteen. “Given the roll call of A-list rockers who have appeared on the Stones front man’s four solo ventures, even a tone-deaf six year old could have produced something you’d  want to hear twice,” Blender observed. “Alas it seems there’s never a tone-deaf six year old around when you need one.” A cold shot from a music magazine that’s had Tila Tequila on the cover. There is a temptation to defend Mick (as I just did) because of the silence from the Jagger camp. Keith and the like have turned some of us into playground refs. Two years earlier, the New York Observer published a column by Ron Rosenbaum entitled “Mick Jagger: Our Most Underrated Songwriter” in which the journalist keenly points out that Jagger’s “jet-setting” lifestyle and “manic exhibitionist stage persona” too often overshadow “killer, slow aching ballads,” like “Angie” and “Time Waits for No One,” and the jangly, and perfectly glum “Blue Turns to Grey.” Rosenbaum cites the “spare Beckett-like eloquence of ‘No Expectations’ ” and compares his characterization in “Till the Next Good Bye” to that of Graham Greene. That year, 2001, Mick’s fourth solo album, Goddess in the Doorway, sold about nine hundred copies in British shops its debut week. This despite a vast promotional campaign that included a feature-length prime-time BBC documentary (entitled Being Mick and featuring the catchphrase “You Would if You Could”) and a rare series of interviews with the music press. Like the appearance of pop stars such as Wyclef Jean, Rob Thomas, and Mick-solo-project mainstay Lenny Kravitz, these efforts did little to better Goddess’s commercial fate and may have actually worsened the Mick Jagger Problem. “Again it played into the image that people have always used to underrate him,” Rosenbaum wrote of Being Mick, “to write him off as a jet-setting celeb, rather than the serious artist he was and still is.” Keith could not resist the urge to pile on, publicly referring to Goddess in the Doorway as “Dogshit in the Doorway.”

Shortly after the release of Keith’s autobiography, Life, in the autumn of 2010, the webzine Slate ran a witty rebuttal from “Mick” as told to journalist “Bill Wyman.” It’s a response that actually might have addressed various Brenda issues; feisty, funny, clever, a little bitchy, but absolutely appropriate: “[Keith] has written a book that says, essentially, that I have a small dick. That I am a bad friend. That I am unknowable. The reviewers, who idolize Keith, don’t ask why this is all in here. We have rarely spoken of such things publicly, and tangentially even then. We don’t talk about it in private, either, and, no, he hasn’t been in my dressing room in twenty years. I thought we both learned that there is no point in sharing anything at all with the press, save a few tidbits for the upbeat ‘the Stones are back in top rocking form!’ article that accompanies each of our tours.”

It was, of course, entirely fictional; the punch Mick never threw. He simply seems to have no interest in improving his rep or letting us in beyond faux cinema verité promotional projects like Being Mick. He does not look back unless it’s good business to do so. Mick doesn’t require, like so many of the journalists who’ve written about him (myself included) context to appreciate or enjoy his own life. His skin is as resilient and dense as Keith’s liver tissue. Kent, who has been chronicling the Stones with great insight since the early’70s, frames this injustice perfectly in his own 2010 memoir, Apathy for the Devil: “In the gooey showbiz sense of the word, he’s always been smart enough to recognize that performers who actively look for love from their audiences often end up needy and burned-out, like Judy Garland.... and yet somehow he always ends up the villain whenever the Stones saga gets recounted—the control freak, the cold fish, the cunning, heartless greed head.  It’s become one big fairy story—the Rolling Stones as perceived by the world’s media—with Jagger as the resident evil goblin.” During a telephone interview for Vanity Fair’s website (where I blog) in the late summer of 2010 while Kent was promoting Apathy, I queried him on this very subject after reading his memoir and asked him to explore the matter for me, and again it comes down to the relationship (or lack of relationship) with people who do what Kent and I do for a living.

MARC: When did Mick cease to be a rebel hero? Keith still is. But Keith cashes the same checks that Mick does. And Keith almost torpedoed the band with his drug problem but he gets credit for being the real deal. The soul of the band. What’s the story?

NICK: Anyone who’s read a Mick Jagger interview knows how evasive he is. He’s not someone who is forthcoming.

MARC: Does he not care?

NICK: He likes to play games with journalists. He’s been doing interviews for fifty years. He can’t help being jaded about the process and at the same time he knows “I’m doing this because there’s a record to promote or a tour to promote. I will give you three or four sentences but most of the time I will just give you one.” But Keith Richards, if you sit down with him, he’ll talk until you get a feeling of the man. He doesn’t filter his opinions through this kind of “Should I say this to a journalist. How is this going to look. Will this look bad?”—he just lets loose. He doesn’t really care. And deals with the consequence whether  it’s running down Elton John or saying how he once snorted his father, which is outrageous and impossible to do, by the way. Anyway, Keith plays the media like a harp.



When I posed a similar question to Marianne Faithfull, Mick’s iconic ’60s lover and creative partner, also during an interview for Vanity Fair’s site, she seemed somewhat amused by the notation. “I think people know he’s pretty cool.”

MARC: But they’ve turned against him over the years. His cool has waxed and waned, whereas nobody’s ever turned against Keith, or you. Unlike Mick, you’ve always been cool. Why do you suppose that is?

 

MARIANNE: I don’t know. I’m very lucky. I think they know my intentions are pure.

I’m not in it for crap reasons. I’m not in it to get laid. Not in it for them money. I’m in it for different reasons.

MARC: And a young generation can identify that. And respect it.

MARIANNE: They know I’m not taking. They can feel it. They know I’m giving.



I’m not sure generosity, of spirit or anything else, is what we think of when we think of Mick. Unlike Faithfull, or other permacool, aging musicians (Leonard Cohen, Lou Reed, Iggy Pop, David Bowie, Scott Walker, Lee “Scratch” Perry), he’s no longer on the list of icons that each new generation feels compelled to explore and welcome as one of their own; one of the forever young.

We, the interested journalists, besotted, like Candy Slice, with that young Mick that we loved, the Mick who rocked us, want an hour. We get twenty minutes. What to do with the remaining forty? We indulge the idea of Brenda. Every vacuum must be filled and so we riff. Mick is an insecure Peter Pan figure. A rock and roll Bob Hope or Dick Clark, one who doesn’t know when to call it a career and disappear with dignity and restraint. A miser, obsessed with the pecuniary details of every aspect of Rolling Stones Inc: the lapping Kali tongue logo on credit cards, power ties, coffee mugs, and key chains. We want Mick to be warm because the music of the Rolling Stones, especially on that perfect four-LP run, from 1968’s Beggars Banquet through ’69’s Let It Bleed, ’71’s Sticky Fingers, and the 1972 double album Exile on Main Street, is so rootsy and loose, smoky and true. It makes us feel sweaty and sexy and . . . warm. How can that guy singing those tunes, every time we dial them up, how can he be such a cold fish? Did he get tired of our love? Our grandmothers and mothers and aunts screaming at him, throwing their panties, and fainting back in the early ’60s? All those record company sleazes, the Jerry Aldinis, and the dealers and hangers on, the snitches in the late ’60s, coming around and flattering, flattering, flattering? Did he close up then? “Everybody wanted a piece,” Keith recalled in Life, harkening to the mid-’60s when Mick, and not Keith himself or the rapidly retreating Brian Jones, was the sole lightning rod. “You start to slowly treat everybody in that defensive way—not just strangers but friends. He used to be a lot warmer but not for many, many years. He put himself in the fridge.” True enough there are people closely associated with the Stones, mostly during the ’70s and ’80s, who attest to this arch aloofness. “Twenty  minutes in six years,” one of them e-mailed me, explaining that the sum total of interaction that they shared with Mick.

Let’s say that Jagger is indeed in cold storage. All brain, no heart. When exactly did this happen? When did Mick lose his connection to us? When did he stop being one of the people? Was it Altamont? Certainly when one watches Gimme Shelter, Albert Maysles, David Maysles, and Charlotte Zwerin’s documentary on the band’s North American tour of ’69, there is indeed a moment where perhaps you can imagine Mick Jagger’s very rebel soul leaving his body forever. One minute he’s open; the next, closed for keeps. Mick sits in an editing room with Albert and David Maysles watching footage from the free concert. He is twenty-seven years old, the age that all great rock stars are supposed to check out. He is haggard. His fingernails are dirty. One year earlier, he almost believed in the revolution (more on that later as well). The violence of the concert is revisited; then the monitor that Mick is watching goes to white. He stands, utters a flat, faint, “Thank you,” and the part of him that we still hunger for is, possibly, gone for all time, replaced by an aggressive privacy and the worst public image in rock history; replaced by Brenda.

Or was it? The only reason we even have this moment to cite is because Mick Jagger has permitted it. He’s signed off, along with Keith, on releasing all the footage that would become Gimme Shelter—footage that captures him onstage at Altamont at his most powerless, frightened, and disillusioned. He could have burned it all. “I lost respect for Jagger in one instance,” the musician, writer, and radical Mick Farren told me during another long distance phone conversation. Before we even began a formal interview, Farren warned me that he considers Mick Jagger “the  Fredo Corleone of the Stones.” In The Godfather, Fredo was the one who wanted to be a great leader, but was tragically corruptible and ended up selling out the whole “family.” Farren, too, believes you can see it all in Gimme Shelter. “When faced with some real Satanic majesty, Mick turned into basically a kind of a flapping old drag queen. ‘Oh, people, why are we fighting. Oh. Brothers and sisters.’ This is the moment when you assert your authority. To a degree, Keith did. ‘Listen, you bastards, if it doesn’t stop, we’re out of here.’ Cut-and-dried old rocker. Fuck this shit. That’s what I expected from Jagger and that’s what I didn’t get. It was an emperor’s-new-clothes kind of moment.”

Still, we would not have that moment to form a solid opinion if Mick, the “brain” of the Stones, had decided to scheme.

Perhaps the very instant where some believe that Mick Jagger ceases to be of the people, ceases to give, and ceases to be warm is contained within perhaps his most unguarded and raw offering. When a rock and roll star gives up his cool, well, sometimes that’s all he’s got. We are dealing with a vast gray area when we deal with Mick: a complex, difficult, and troubling subject that has been, all too often, rendered in black-and-white. “When we finished the film and showed it to him, he couldn’t at first bring himself to give us a release,” codirector Albert Maysles tells me. “That took another six months. Fortunately, neither he nor the other Stones asked for any changes at all. So the film remained totally as we intended it to be. They asked that the scenes of violence never be shown apart from the film and we agreed wholly with that.”

Without the release of Gimme Shelter, Meredith Hunter might have otherwise been completely forgotten by history. His  remains currently reside in an unmarked grave in a Vallejo, California, cemetery. There’s a sad, short 2006 documentary by Sam Green that concerns Hunter’s death and very lonely, final resting place entitled simply Lot 63, Grave C.

“To me it importantly signaled Mick’s caring and thoughtfulness with regard to what happened,” Maysles says.

“People were just asking for it,” Keith later said of Altamont. “They had those victim’s faces.” But Mick’s face, frozen in time as he gets up from the edit bay and stares straight into the camera, is a victim’s face as well. Keith, the ideologue who operates in black-and-white, is, crucially, never the victim. He’s invested millions of dollars in medical-quality narcotics, lawyers, and handlers to create a certain impenetrable armor while holding on to some kind of warm energy; sometimes it’s powered by a simple, boyish smile. This, as much as anything, is why young people still want to be like him. It just seems easier, cleaner, more fun, and, ultimately, although we never dwell on the millions required to insure it, safer. During the course of writing this book, the question became a kind of saloon Rorschach test; a parlor game for my rocksnob friends and peers. It’s a simple question but the answer reveals everything (I believe; some might say nothing at all) about where you are at in your own life.

“Who would you rather be,” the question goes, “Mick or Keith?”

Almost nobody wants to be Mick when this game is played (when was the last time you saw him smile?). When pop star Ke$ha sings about kicking dudes to the curb “unless they look like Mick Jagger” on her 2009 chart topping single “TiK ToK,” we assume it’s the Mick of old (whereas the “P. Diddy” that she  references earlier in the song is age appropriate). And if Ghostface Killah didn’t first deduce the rhyme and Kanye West didn’t popularize it on the 2008 hit duet “Swagga Like Us” with Jay-Z and T.I., that blueprint wouldn’t have even been consulted. In America, Mick is almost never name-checked outside of the British tabloids and the New York Post’s Page Six (which inevitably marvels at his spry dancing at some fashion show after-party). Forget that Mick had a diamond-encrusted tooth before the term “bling” was invented. A few years ago, I too would have reflexively answered “Keith,” no contest, but if you explore the facts and hear the stories beyond the public images, it’s Mick in a blink. Mick Jagger is who you want to be when you’re an adult. “I can’t untie the threads of how much I played up to the part that was written for me,” Keith bravely admits in his memoir. “I mean the skull ring and the broken tooth and the kohl, is it half and half? I think in a way your persona, your image as it used to be known, is like a ball and chain.”

This isn’t an anti-Keith book. I’ve stressed as much in the letters and requests I’ve sent to some of the subjects. I for one still love that Keith myth. I certainly respect the die-hard nature of the proudly dissipated dandy visage of his late twenties and even believe that Keith wears it with remarkable, improbable grace. I am fascinated by Keith’s deformed fingers, the swollen joints and hardened tips, and that aforementioned skull ring, the constantly burning cigarette and vodka and orange drink consumption, which seems to mock death itself. I respect how he outlived Keithacolytes like Johnny Thunders and laughed at every morbid “next to go,” celebrity-death-list makers who’d placed him at the top. Have a listen to “Keith Don’t Go” by E Street Band guitarist Nils  Lofgren and wonder if Nils feels like Chicken Little in a headband today. With each year Keith survives, each fannish boy he buries, each gigantic check he cashes, it’s more fanfare for the common man.

But Mick Jagger, for all his jet-setting, is that common man: vulnerable, searching, skeptical, never fully pledged to something as monolithic as rock and roll. The Rolling Stones are a covenant for Keith and they are a covenant for us. For Mick, they subsidize and sometimes impede a philosophical life-search. “Ian Stewart once said to me, ‘If Mick ever finds his true identity, it’d be the end of the Rolling Stones,’ ” Keith Altham told me. Altham was referring to the band’s founding pianist and de facto conscience, the Scottish “Stu” demoted to roadie by their then manager Andrew Loog Oldham and the second Stone to die (at forty-seven back in 1985). “The whole Rolling Stones thing in a way is a search by him for his own character.” If Mick Jagger is playing, then he’s still looking, and if he’s still figuring out who he is, then it’s up to us to avoid the temptation to come up with easy answers like “Brenda.” There’s a famous photo from the mid-’70s of Mick standing in front of a T-shirt that reads “Who the Fuck Is Mick Jagger?” His expression is inscrutable. If the Stones are indeed touring by the time you read this (and a fiftieth-anniversary outing is reportedly in the works), then the answer is still out there somewhere and will likely never truly be found. Hopefully this book will offer a few new possibilities: rebel, rocker, rambler, rogue.... Rethought.

MARC SPITZ

NEW YORK CITY—MAY 2011




1

“I Dig to Sing”

Phil Spector, the deeply troubled but frequently sage-like producer and music industry pioneer, once said, “I believe that the English kids have soul . . . they say soul comes through suffering. Slavery for the blacks. And getting your ass bombed off is another way of getting some soul legitimately.” If that’s true, then Dartford, the area where both Mick and Keith came of age in the late ’50s, bred the most soulful English kids going. About twenty minutes from London proper by rail, the suburb had been a constant target for Nazi bombs during World War II. By the time Michael Philip Jagger was born on July 26, 1943, the brutal raids were slowly becoming less frequent, the direction of the war effort moving in the Allied forces’ favor. Benito Mussolini and his National Fascist Party were ousted from power the day before Mick came into the world. If you’re looking for a good, early, Mick vs. Keith metaphor,  the childhood home of Mick (then “Mike”) managed to escape destruction, whereas the home of Bert and Doris Richards was nearly obliterated in the summer of ’44, when Keith, an only child, was not quite two. From there, housing in Dartford was often makeshift. Many residents, like the Richards family, moved into hastily erected replacement homes among the broken bricks and twisted metal of the bomb sites. “Everyone was displaced,” Keith said of his preteens. “They were still building it and already there were gangs everywhere.” The sense of impermanence toughened Keith up and remains the source of his hard-edge image. Mick by contrast was raised in what Keith dismissed (perhaps a bit enviously) as “Posh Town,” but the stalwart nature of the place informed both their personalities.

Mick and Keith were both middle-class kids with hardworking parents, but within the English middle class, as with the Americans, there were sublevels. If you were “posh,” like Mick, it most likely meant that you were slightly upper-middle class with a house that was “semidetached” as opposed to virtually connected to your neighbors. You had the suggestion of a yard and a strand of individuality but were still looked down upon as provincial by Londoners proper (a prejudice that some insist Mick has overcompensated for). Dartford was divided by a railway. Keith literally lived on the other side of the tracks, a section on the border of a deep, wooded area marked by gothic factories, hospitals, and other industrial edifice. Mick lived on the slightly prettier side, but both were born at the right time in the wrong place. The advent of rock and roll would soon redirect them.

On paper, it would seem that Keith alone was built for rock. His war-veteran father was distant. “It wasn’t possible to be that  close to him,” Keith said of Bert. “He didn’t know how to open himself up.” Mick and his father shared a strong bond. Basil Jagger, whom everyone called Joe, was a star athlete as a child and had carved out a respectable career for himself as a motivational purveyor of physical fitness. Father and son looked alike, with lean but extremely strong musculature, jutting ears, knowing brown eyes, and, most famously, pronounced, fleshy lips, thick and uncommonly rouged. He saw a lot of himself in Mick and processed the child accordingly with a caring but tough regimen of physical fitness and worked on sharpening the quick-witted boy’s mental acuity. His creative side was encouraged by his mother. Eva Jagger, whose family immigrated from Australia, was determined to raise the perfect English family and embraced tradition. One particular interest was a love of in-home performing, resonating with her firstborn. “Performing . . . is something that children have or they haven’t got,” Mick told Rolling Stone in 1995. “In the slightly post-Edwardian, pre-television days, 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 [who loved it].” Mick’s gift for song endeared him to his mother, and his skill and discipline as a young athlete filled his father with pride. When Mick was born, Joe Jagger was the physical education professor at a local college called Strawberry Hill but, thanks to an inborn determination, had already established a series of affiliations with national boards like the British Sports Council. He took his work home with him, creating a specific, regular physical regimen of calisthenics and weight training for Mick and his younger brother, Christopher. It was designed to build character and resolve: an aggressively  healthy structure. No one would have expected, at that time, any backlash.

Whereas Mick could have been anything, and soon chose to be a rocker, Keith literally had no other option and very little to lose. He was, as a teen, beaten regularly by the local toughs who came to patrol the still-broken streets on his side of the tracks. Too young to become a loud, dandy Teddy Boy, Britain’s pre-Elvis strain of juvenile delinquent culture, Keith rebelled quietly in his cowboy shirt and tight trousers, absorbing American rock and roll that was broadcast on Radio Luxembourg. Mick listened to the same station, fascinated by the sounds of Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis, the Everly Brothers, and Buddy Holly and the Crickets.

At Wentworth Primary School, Mick and Keith were acquaintances but not best friends as some have assumed. The different circumstances in their upbringing soon found them separated. Mick went on to Dartford Grammar School for Boys while Keith enrolled in Dartford Tech, where most students ended up learning skills designed to funnel them into the workforce. Mick drew high marks in grammar, English literature, French, and Latin. A natural leader, he was even made a student prefect, with charge over his classmates. It proved such a positive experience that decades later, a middle-aged Mick not only returned to his alma mater but funded a music education adjunct, The Mick Jagger Centre, to tutor local children.

Mick seemed destined for a full scholarship and easy entry into respectability and prosperity without detour or distraction. However, in March of 1958, when Mick was just fifteen, he and schoolmate Dick Taylor purchased tickets to a Buddy Holly concert in Manchester. “We were into Buddy Holly very early,”  Dick Taylor recalls. “After that we started playing.” British teens of the late ’50s looked to American rock stars (Elvis, Fats Domino, Little Richard) for inspiration, but they picked up their instruments and learned to play because of the local-born skiffle bands, who, in a proto-punk fashion, made that often intimidating leap from being a fan to being a player seem easy. “Homegrown music was quite the thing. ‘If you can’t play the guitar, play the washboard,’ ” Taylor says. “Learn three chords and that was it. We wanted to do it, and whether or not we thought we had the ability to do it was secondary. And so we soon started playing guitars and plastic ukuleles.”

Technique, given Mick’s natural sense of discipline, was easier to master than the spiritual overhaul that came with the advent of rock and roll. To his father’s dismay, by the end of the ’50s the boy had transformed into a precocious teenage philosopher-prince obsessed with rock and roll and girls, and, worse, became suspicious of uniforms and obedience. At the same time, London itself was changing. Mod culture was on the rise; teens who had buying power for the first time were now investing in sharp suits and dresses, scooters, and piles and piles of records. Mandatory military service would soon be phased out; birth control pills became readily available; and the austerity of the war years was replaced by a flaming desire for more: more experience, more life, louder, crazier sounds. Unspoken but unmistakable, this new wave of energy swept through England, alarming parents and inspiring kids. “We weren’t rebelling in a vacuum,” says Dick Taylor. “And it wasn’t personal. It wasn’t a rebellion against anyone specifically. It was a general rebellion against the stuffier aspects of English society at the time.” Rock and roll, such a part of the establishment  today, was viewed as impossibly crude fifty years ago, a kind of disease that somehow trickled into the local water supply and required immediate and aggressive filtration. “My parents were extremely disapproving of it all,” Jagger has said. “This was for very low-class people, remember. Rock and roll singers weren’t educated people.”

Before long, rock and roll, as a sound, a rebel philosophy, had more sway over the pubescent Mick Jagger than his father’s old-fashioned regimen could hope to. Again, there is photographic evidence of this available. During an episode of the BBC show Seeing Sport from the fall of 1957, Mick, then fourteen; Joe; and two others boys dutifully climbed a sandstone wall in suburban Royal Tunbridge Wells to demonstrate the proper footwear for such an exercise. “Here’s Michael wearing a pair of ordinary gym shoes,” Joe states, then picks up his boy’s little foot and twists it toward the camera. The live audience laughs as Joe, the presenter, turned the boy into a sort of showroom mannequin. Mick, face full with baby fat, smirks and flashes the older man an amused but vaguely contemptuous sneer that would, a half decade or so onward, become an icon of unimpressed youth. Well into puberty, he was still abiding by his father’s intellectual and spiritual model at an age when most boys had sex and only sex on their minds. “I never got to have a raving adolescence,” Jagger recalled to the N.M.E. in 1973. He would, as the 1960s took off, truly begin to make up for lost time.

Joe Jagger was not relinquishing his hold on his eldest boy so easily and had what he thought was a secret weapon, another American import, equally fascinating as guitar, bass, and drums: basketball. Despite its relative lack of popularity in Britain, Joe  had, by the decade’s end, established and coached the basketball program at Dartford Grammar. He made Mick the team captain and even supplied his students with the proper sneakers, imported from America. It was around this time that Mick first heard the blues. He backtracked, by chance, from rock and roll to its older and purer foundation. “I worked on an American army base near Dartford, giving other kids physical instruction—because I was good at it,” Mick said. “There was a black cat there named Jose, a cook who played R&B records for me. That was the first time I heard black music.”

It’s not difficult to deduce what the young Mick Jagger found appealing about the blues. In staid, leafy Dartford, listening to songs about gambling, running around with good-time women, and a cosmic, doomed sense of “my time here ain’t long” fate were akin to a cowboy or gangster movie that one could play and replay, losing oneself in the lurid details. Blues was essentially storytelling, and it transported, working its magic on the listener in the same way that singing it transported the black sharecropper from his cruel and straining work under the sun. Whether swampy, acoustic Delta sounds or the spiffed-up electric R&B out of Chicago, the blues was a boredom-killer. Often lyrically hilarious and always hypnotic, it came with a beat one could play on a kitchen pan or the back of a schoolbook. “It was the sound that got us,” Dick Taylor says. “When you first hear Howlin’ Wolf or Chuck Berry—the sound is incredible. And for Mick it was the language. Chuck Berry was an incredible poet. The language was very rich. Mick got into his words. He would listen and write them down. We’d spend a lot of time spinning those records and trying to get the words exactly right. And I know we got a lot of them wrong.”  R&B was essentially a new, fast, and smart slang, a mod way to communicate. For a few mostly white British kids of the early ’60s raised in painfully quiet households and physically reprimanded for talking out of turn at school, it was finally (if oddly, given its African heritage) an idiom of their own. “It’s a language that expresses the whole range of emotions, from sadness to blind hatred to sheer, crazed lust,” wrote the late music writer Robert Palmer in his excellent study of the form, Deep Blues. “The slurs and rasps in the singing, the bending of the notes, the deliberate fluctuations in rhythm and tempo—all these blues techniques are designed to unlock and unleash emotions. The heavier the rasp, the more pronounced the bend, the deeper the feeling—a legacy of the music’s roots in Africa, where spoken language is rich in tone, and the lower one pitches a phrase, the more feeling it conveys.”

In the same bins where the American pop and rock imports were racked, Mick and Dick Taylor found blues LPs from independent R&B labels like Chess and Specialty. Fascinated by the covers, they’d pick up a Jimmy Reed or Howlin’ Wolf record along with the new Chuck Berry, whom Mick had been fascinated by after seeing Bert Stern’s 1958 documentary, Jazz on a Summer’s Day, in which Berry sings “Sweet Little Sixteen,” shot in profile like a president on a coin, or from the floorboards, giving him the appearance of a giant, which he may as well have been. “You could also get hold of records directly from Chess Records in Chicago,” said Jagger. “I had come across a mailing address for them in some magazine or another. And when I had the money I would send off for records from them. They were really quite expensive for those days, because American record prices were higher than they were in England, and also to actually get them mailed out across the Atlantic cost a lot.”

“He’d send money orders. I worked in the shipping room,” says Marshall Chess, son of the label’s cofounder Leonard Chess, today. “I remember sending boxes of records to England. Filling out the customs forms. That first wave of blues lovers wanted those Chess albums.” Marshall Chess would meet Mick Jagger when the Rolling Stones passed through Chicago on their first U.S. tour in 1964, and at the dawn of the 1970s, after Chess was sold, he would formally join the fold and help launch Rolling Stones Records. At the time, however, he was just a kid, helping his father during summer break from school. And Mick was merely one of a few hundred misfit English kids going mad for this then esoteric noise, someone who today would be referred to affectionately as a “record geek.” “It was rare. It wasn’t an everyday thing, to get an order from England,” Chess recalls.

The product would often take weeks to arrive, causing great anticipation and excitement, unimaginable by today’s split-second downloaders. “You didn’t even know if you were going to like the record when it arrived,” Mick recalled. If you didn’t you could always trade it. “We’d have a reel-to-reel recorder hooked up,” Taylor said, “and we’d rig them up so we could tape the records and swap them. We’d also tape records off the radio. We were real fan boys. Pretty obsessed with the whole thing.” Mick would remain a “record geek” even after he’d started making singles and albums himself. “I remember visiting his house on Cheyne Walk,” Chess says, “And he had a long table in the living room. At the end of it, there was a turntable, with stacks and stacks of records. He had some Zydeco, blues. Some deep cool shit on that table. Not a lot of white people knew about Zydeco. He put on this Clifton Chenier song. ‘Black Snake Blues.’ It was a rare thing. I never saw a white guy other than maybe a Cajun who would have that side.”

Blues music was also extremely sexy. It made the heart race; one jumped to it and surrendered composure to it. The lyrics, even to a student, were teaming with readily decipherable double entendre.

Mick’s early sexual experimentations were likely in keeping with the gender segregation of the times. Boys at British public schools examined and explored their changing bodies together with a mixture of fascination and fear. ”I think that’s true of almost every boy,” he has said. At age fourteen, he was still awkward and pimply, all ears and grin, his features yet to settle into the strange, somehow regal handsomeness of his early twenties, but R&B made him feel attractive inside, largely thanks to an uncanny ability to imitate the mostly black vocalists, sounding much like a man from the American South. “He had a gift for mimicry,” Dick Taylor says. “He got really immersed in memorizing all the words and singing in all those accents.” Even Joe was impressed by how he applied the same focus of sports and study to music: “I’ve never known a youngster with such an analytical approach to things,” he said. “If he copied a song, he was able to capture the sound exactly.” To the local teenage girls, Mick became newly fascinating, a sort of surrogate figure capable of conjuring the sounds and energy and sex of the new sounds on command. Black music gave him a kind of confidence that sports could not. “It attracted the girls,” Taylor says. “If you could play and sing, you had a better chance. You could pull a tasty girl.”

As the early ’60s progressed, Mick went from collecting discs with haphazard fervor to slowly developing the refined taste of a collector to keeping a list of favorite tracks based on what he could sing well. When he and Taylor and another schoolmate, Bob Beckwith, finally decided to make the leap from fans to actual  blues band, Mick was the natural choice to sing. By the time his first band, Little Boy Blue and the Blue Boys, made its public debut at Dartford’s Church Hall in the summer of 1960, seventeen-year-old Mick was a long way from Clarksdale, Mississippi, but whether he knew it or not, his feet were firmly planted at the crossroads.

Mick had aced his A-levels, an advanced standardized test, and been accepted to the prestigious London School of Economics, which bred holders of high political office and wealthy bankers. This appealed to his parents. The philosophy of the L.S.E. suited the inquisitive, questioning teen perfectly. “Rerum cognoscere causas” was the school motto: “To know the cause of things.” Everything was economics: social order, wealth, poverty. It wasn’t pure math or tutelage in how to make the most money, as many disparagers of Jagger have cited: “He went to the London School of Economics, for God’s sake!” The L.S.E. would become a hotbed for radicalism by the end of the ’60s for a reason. That said, there was no reason to believe that anything would keep Mick from thriving in the City. There were certainly no high career aspirations when it came to Little Boy Blue, despite how great it felt to play the blues for people. “We were a teenage band,” Taylor recalls. “We weren’t thinking in terms of a career. We were thinking in terms of ‘Let’s just do it.’ It wasn’t about how or where it was all going.” Mick lived at home at the time and dutifully took the train into London to study.

Ironically, it would be a trip home from the school’s Houghton Street campus in the early fall of 1961 that would push Mick down the road to becoming a full-time musician. Mick was standing on the platform, as usual, carrying his beloved albums,  including the Chess imports of Chuck Berry’s Rockin’ at the Hops and The Best of Muddy Waters, when a rough-looking kid in a purple Western-style shirt and cowboy boots approached him. Mick instinctively held his records close, sensing trouble. As the kid drew closer, he relaxed. It was his old friend Keith, now seventeen, expelled from Dartford Tech and attending Sidcup Art College, which he would also soon leave. Keith had come to the blues the same way Mick had—backward via rock and roll—and had a natural affinity for the sound as well. He’d already swapped his cowboy acoustic for a Hofner electric. As they rode the train together, Mick informed Keith that he’d been singing with Taylor. Keith admired the records and Mick allowed him to inspect them, fetish objects that they were; he felt proud that his harder-edged childhood friend was, as a young adult, now approaching him as an equal, if not the more culturally correct of the two. “I got a few more albums like these,” Mick said. Keith asked Mick over to his house. “So I invited him up to my place for a cup of tea,” he said. “He started playing me these records, and I really turned on to it.” Keith told Mick about his guitar playing. Mick owned a guitar but couldn’t really play. “What can you do?” Keith asked excitedly. Mick had an idea, one encouraged by his mother when he was a child; one that could never, ever be anything more than a trifle around the living room. “I dig to sing,” he said.
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“Preaching the Blues”

The Dartforders were becoming real Londoners. It started gradually; Mick, trustworthy and cautious, had use of the family automobile on occasion and had started taking Keith, Dick Taylor, Bob Beckwith, and the occasional girlfriend on trips into the city and as far as Manchester to see blues shows. Meeting Keith was an electrifying accident, and both boys’ ardor for R&B was now barely containable. “It was great meeting someone else who was that enthusiastic,” Dick Taylor says. “There’s strength in numbers.” They didn’t look sharp like the jazzers who’d monopolized the clubs of London. They were scruffy students with bad skin and torn sweaters, but Mick and Keith afforded each other a confidence that neither boy owned only a few months earlier. They excited each other, challenged each other, and that eventually produced an air of sophistication that emboldened both to soon leave Dartford for good.

Alexis Korner did look sharp. Korner was a trim, goateed, half-Greek, half-Austrian guitarist with a dandified wardrobe; a camp, antiquated manner of speech; and a tireless commitment to the blues. He had joined forces with a stocky, balding Londoner named Cyril Davies to infiltrate the city’s jazz venues and turn as many people as possible onto the other great American form. Davies played his mouth harp until his round face flushed a deep and mad red. The strange duo had, by 1961, built their reputation as arbiters of the new music scene by actually backing Muddy Waters at their “blues night” at the Roundhouse Pub in the late ’50s.

The Ealing Club was the main attraction for the young blues enthusiast. Little Boy Blue and the Blue Boys had visited during one of their blues-seeking sorties to London and up north. Now they were going every weekend without fail and slowly growing emboldened enough to imagine actually playing on the small stage. Each Saturday they’d hit the Ealing to study Korner and Davies’ band, known as Blues Incorporated. Mick, who aspired to play the blues harp himself, often focused solely on Davies, watching from the wet floor as the elder blues enthusiast performed. “It was full of all these trainspotters who needed somewhere to go, just a bunch of anoraks,” he recalled. “The audience was mainly guys—most of whom were pretty terrible—and the girls were very thin on the ground.”

None of these Englishmen could hope to really be like Muddy Waters, but twenty-year-old Elmo Lewis, aka Brian Jones of Cheltenham, was certainly giving it a shot. Shortly after Mick and Keith had started frequenting the dilapidated Ealing, its poorly ventilated walls sweating, they met Jones and his friend, the conservatively dressed Ian Stewart, lantern jawed and only twenty-five,  but boasting the air of a much older gentleman. Brian, like Mick and Keith, had become an evangelical blues fan in his teens, but while Mick was doing pull-ups in Dartford and Keith was floundering in art college, Brian Jones carried on like a moonshineabetted
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