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ABOUT THE BOOK

Rich Cohen enters the Stones epic as a young journalist on the road with the band and quickly falls under their sway – privy to the jokes, the camaraderie, the bitchiness, the hard living. Inspired by a lifelong appreciation of the music that borders on obsession, Cohen’s chronicle of the band is informed by the rigorous views of a kid who grew up on the music and for whom the Stones will always be the greatest rock ’n’ roll band of all time.

This is a non-fiction book that reads like a novel filled with the greatest musicians, agents and artists of the most indelible age in pop culture. It’s a book only Rich, with his unique access, experience and love of the band could write.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Rich Cohen is the author of the New York Times bestsellers Tough Jews, The Avengers, Monsters, and (with Jerry Weintraub) When I Stop Talking, You’ll Know I’m Dead. He is a co-creator of the HBO seriesVinyl and a contributing editor at Vanity Fair andRolling Stone and has written for The New Yorker, The Atlantic, and Harper’s Magazine, among others. Cohen has won the Great Lakes Book Award, the Chicago Public Library’s 21st Century Award, and the ASCAP Deems Taylor Award for outstanding coverage of music. His stories have been included in The Best American Essays and The Best American Travel Writing. He lives in Connecticut.


To my wife, Jessica, for the lessons and the guitars






You tell me. I don’t know. What’s it like to live in a world where the Stones were always there? For you, there’s always been the sun and the moon and the Rolling Stones.

—Keith Richards in conversation, 1994
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ROCK STARS TELLING JOKES

When it happens, it happens fast.

I was sitting on the stoop of my West Village apartment, waiting without knowing it. In the summer, the city smells like trash. The streets are desiccated, empty. It seems as if everyone has gone off to the mountains or the sea, leaving the ne’er-do-wells to haunt the redbrick alleys. Then, just like that, I was carried away by the Rolling Stones. It was akin to my childhood dream of running off with the circus. The midway. The strong man. The Ferris wheel revolving against the flat Kansas sky. In 1994, I was twenty-six years old and the Stones were crossing America. I’d been assigned to report on the tour for Rolling Stone magazine. I’d been bored, but I was not bored anymore.

In the next two weeks, I crossed half the continent. I stood in the corners of a dive bar as the Stones played their warm-up gig, got drunk in arenas open to the sky, dozed in hotel lobbies and dressing rooms, leaned against a speaker at the edge of the stage as the band played its encore, saw my country through rock star eyes, airports and towns becoming an insubstantial blur—only the next show was real. I sat beside Keith Richards on the Stones plane, goofed with Mick Jagger, who made fun of my hair when it was long and more fun of my hair when it was short, talked to Charlie Watts about New Orleans and the Civil War, then sat in his hotel room listening to jazz. I drank whiskey with Ron Wood and Bobby Keys when they got word that their friend and colleague, the pianist Nicky Hopkins, had died in Nashville. Keys grimaced, then tossed back four fingers of Jack Daniel’s, eyes filled with tears.

In New York, we stayed fifty blocks from my apartment but a hundred miles from my old life. It had been summer. Now it was fall, glittery Manhattan, the endless avenues. I spent one long day at Radio City, watching the Stones rehearse for the MTV Video Music Awards. The appearance was to goose sales of their new album, Voodoo Lounge, but for the musicians it was just a quick hit between somewhere and somewhere else just like it. I didn’t even go by my apartment, nor see friends. The circus had stopped in my town, but I was different, having been remade by proximity to the greatest sword swallowers, high-wire artists, and sideshow freaks in the world.

I hung out with the band instead, lingering backstage as Keith Richards and Ron Wood traded acoustic licks on Hank Williams tunes, sat in the empty theater as Mick Jagger snaked down the aisle, playing the sinewy harmonica intro to the single “Love Is Strong.” On the way back to the dressing rooms, I had an encounter greater even than my childhood encounter with Joe DiMaggio before an old-timers game—the Yankee Clipper shouted at reporters, “Can’t you sons-of-bitches see I’m naked?” Behind the curtain, Jagger and I bumped into Bruce Springsteen, who regarded us warily. It was a look I’d seen in high school on the faces of rival linebackers. There was a mumbled exchange, a comparing of notes. Mick introduced me as his “good friend.” As we went away, Jagger shrugged, playground-style, whispering something like, “Well, you know, Bruce, he gives a very long concert.”

That night, after the show, Virgin Records threw a party for the Stones at the Four Seasons hotel on Fifty-seventh Street. Empty at midnight, it was packed by two, crowded with rock stars who’d once filled posters on my bedroom wall. There was music, leather, eye shadow, Spanish heels, gin. Mick’s publicist told Mick that Steven Tyler wanted to have a picture taken—“just the two of you.”

“What do you think?” asked Jagger.

“Give it a miss,” said the publicist. “Tyler wants people to think Aerosmith is up with the Stones, whereas, in fact, I mean, come on, Mick!”

The publicist talked about a New York Post article on the band’s recourse to body waxing. It had been written by a reporter who’d covered the Stones for years. “She’s enjoyed life on the inside,” said the publicist. “Let’s see how she likes life on the outside.”

One of the Stones’ people pushed me against a wall and asked me to “come upstairs and blow a joint.”

Slipping away, I found myself in a circle of rock-’n’-roll masters: Steve Winwood of Traffic; Jim Capaldi, the band’s drummer; Ron Wood; and Keith Richards. Though each had his own identity, they seemed to share a single face. Creased and beaten, aged like leather, pounded by abuse into a kind of beauty. An old guy getting a close look at Jagger once said, “You have more wrinkles than I do!” “They’re laugh lines,” said Mick. The guy guffawed: “Nothing’s ever been that funny.” But the guy was wrong—there has been something that funny, mainly, the joke that this generation of rock stars played on fate, which had them marked for lives of quiet desperation in factories and insurance firms but instead set them up like medieval princes in frock coats and buckles—a life that for centuries had been the sole entitlement of the debauched nobility.

Each man in that circle had electric energy and strung-out glory—drank too much, stayed out too late, brain fried and fingers gnarled, but my God, could they play. These were the last of the great rock stars, a species that’s going the way of the snow leopard. Those who survive are precious and strange, relics of an ancient dispensation, that era when the music mattered above all else—when you believed the next album would clarify everything. The men in that circle were human expressions of that belief, heroes who established the revolution, then followed it to the end. They stood laughing and drinking, telling dirty jokes. “Did you guys hear the one about the pianist who was playing songs for his producer?” Capaldi asked. “He plays two beautiful songs, saying, ‘The first is called “My Dick Is Long” and the next is called “My Penis Is Huge.”’ Then he goes to the bathroom. When he returns, the producer says, ‘Do you know your fly is open and your dick’s hanging out?’

“‘Know it?’ says the pianist. ‘I wrote it!’”

Richards leaned back and roared. “‘Know it? I wrote it!’”

As the men laughed, it hit me. I’d always sensed there were people somewhere having more fun than me. I’d always believed there was a better party. And there was! And I’d found it! No need to check my messages, look over someone’s shoulder, wonder where to go next. I was at the center of the best party in the world. For the first time in my life, I was exactly where I wanted to be.

[image: image]

“What about you?” Capaldi said. “Do you have a joke?”

I told him I did not, that I was, in many ways, humorless.

Steve Winwood looked at me, really looked at me, for the first time. A legend of British rock, author of “Back in the High Life Again” and “Higher Love,” and before that a driving force behind the Spencer Davis Group, Blind Faith, and Traffic, Winwood was forty-six with tousled hair and a needle-sharp face. When I told him I worked for Rolling Stone, his sharp eyes became accusatory. “You know, you’re a bastard,” he said, suddenly. “A nasty bastard. I’ve been waiting years to tell you that, and there it is! You nasty bastard!”

“Hey, Stevie, do you know this kid?” asked Ron Wood, surprised.

“Hell, yes, this bastard has trashed every solo album I’ve ever released. You think there’s no life after Traffic?” Winwood went on. “What was I supposed to do, lay down and die when the band broke up? Well, I won’t die for you. No, I won’t die for you.”

There was an awkward silence, then everyone cracked up. It got an even bigger laugh than “Know it? I wrote it!” Taking my arm, Keith said, “You’re crazy, Stevie. You’re talking about fucking nineteen seventy-four. This kid was six years old! What does he know about Traffic?”

“You do know Rolling Stone is a magazine, not a person,” Wood added.

Just then, I had my second epiphany. Time would always separate me from these guys, from this generation. I’d missed everything: 1964, 1969, 1972—those were the years that mattered. I’d been born too late. Whatever happened had happened already. I’d spent my entire life trying to reach this party. By the time I got there, everyone was old. Belatedness: it’s the condition of little brothers and sisters, the sons and daughters of old parents, third children who showed up just in time to see a cigarette floating in the last cocktail of the night. It defines my generation. We’re pinched. Above us, the baby boomers, who consumed every resource and every kind of fun. Below us, the millennials, the children of the baby boomers, who’ve remade the world into something virtual and cold. The boomers consumed their childhood, then, in a sense, consumed our childhoods, too. They overimbibed, lived to such excess there’s nothing left for us but to tell the story.

Time distanced me from the Stones, but it gave me something, too. Perspective. Coming at the end means being able to comprehend the entire story. Rock ’n’ roll was more than just a million garage bands; more than just Top Forty radio; more than just A&R men and record companies. It was an attitude and an age. The Stones were the greatest band of that age, and in a way the only band that mattered, because, in them, you had both the ultimate and the ur, a group that can stand for all the others. If you tell their story, you tell the story. But you need perspective to do it. You have to know the end to understand the beginning. Evening light. Venus in the east. The story of the boomers told by Generation X. The Stones are a train rolling across a valley. I can see every car, the first and the last, the engine and the caboose, which gets smaller as it goes away.

I would travel with the band on various tours, first as a writer for Rolling Stone, then as the screenwriting partner of Mick Jagger. We were working with Martin Scorsese on a script about a fictional record executive, whose rise and fall would encapsulate the era. I got stories firsthand and was able to test ideas with the world’s greatest front man, though Jagger tends to diminish his own role. He abhors the temptation to turn singers into gods, the fate of John Lennon seemingly never far from his mind. Yet it’s clear the Stones were, for a time, the avant-garde, which is one reason Jagger keeps his mouth shut. If you live audaciously, don’t brag. Over time, it became obvious to me that what began with a magazine story was turning into something more—an epic and an obsession, a saga in which a handful of musicians stand for the longings of a society.

I began to seek out witnesses who could fill in the gaps, explain puzzles, add color. I tracked down colleagues and friends of the band; competitors; pioneers; precursors; producers and engineers; drug buddies and assistants; record men; girlfriends of the one-night variety and those more akin to common-law wives. I read memoirs, biographies. There’ve been dozens, perhaps hundreds of books. For people involved with the Stones, no matter how briefly, the experience tends to be the most vivid of their lives. I watched documentaries and listened to the records again and again. I looked at pictures. The Stones were among the most photographed people of the twentieth century. I went to places that loom large in their story: houses where Mick and Keith grew up in Dartford, England; the pub where they first performed; the apartment where they lived in squalor one cold winter; the club in Richmond where they became a sensation; the swank flats and estates they purchased when they’d made it; Olympic Studios in Barnes; Chess Records in Chicago; the Altamont Speedway; Joshua Tree National Park; the mansion in France where they recorded their greatest album; the clinic in Switzerland where Keith Richards kicked heroin. I kept a handful of questions in mind: Why was this music important? Why do the soap-opera adventures of the Stones still fascinate? Can rock save your soul? Is it a religion? If so, why did it go the way of Zoroastrianism? Should we worship the life or the message? Is there a graceful way to get old?

That night at the party in 1994, the Stones struck me as decadent. They were an oldies act, which is less about biological age than about spirit. The Stones had become predictable. Invention had given way to repetition. They were doing what they did because it’s what they’d always done. At the beginning, they imitated black blues musicians. At the end, they imitated themselves. And yet, even at the most tired shows, before the most jaded crowds, you could still, now and then, just for a moment, catch a glimpse of what they had been: a revolution with ten hands, four chords, and a groove.
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THE COWBELL AND THE POSTER

When I was ten years old, my brother ascended to heaven. He did it by moving from the second floor of our house to the attic, which, with its shag carpet and cedar walls, was the frontier. No curfew. No law. Though not allowed up, I now and then stood at the bottom step, listening to the music that cascaded down from the speakers, woofers and tweeters, amp and subamp, turntable. Once, tagging after my father, who’d gone up to let my brother know he was not in fact beyond all authority, I was able to get a good look at the stereo.

When did that bastard get a Nakamichi tape deck?

The other time I saw the equipment, and it hardly counts, was at the stereo store in the mall. There was an outer room filled with downmarket brands and Mickey Mouse doodads; then, behind glass, an inner sanctum with the sort of intricate equipment favored by people who had understanding as well as knowledge. Inside that room, inside the inside, was still another room, an oblong enclosure known as “the listening egg,” where, squeezed between walls of speakers, a customer could have a dramatic last listen before making the purchase. One afternoon, just before the deal was done, I got to recline in the egg as my brother’s soon-to-be speakers blasted a song the salesman considered perfectly suited to “demo the gear”: “Life’s Been Good” by Joe Walsh, cranked to the max, the druggy guitar solo wandering through me like the flu.

Otherwise, I had to enjoy my brother’s stereo from a distance, usually picking up just the rumble of the bass or the scream of a rock god kicking a power ballad into gear. But one day, a strange rhythm touched something inside me, something I did not even know existed. I was lying in bed when I heard the cowbell and twangy guitar. I got up, walked over, and stood at the bottom of the stairs. Opening the door, I crept up and quietly took in the scene: a coffee table covered with empty beer bottles, a record on the turntable, the stereo aglow. My brother was in a chair, head back, eyes closed. A poster was tacked up behind him. Somehow I knew the people in that poster were responsible for this song, “Honky Tonk Women.” For a moment, it seemed as if they were actually playing it, as if the music was coming from the band in the picture, which looked exactly like a band should. The Stones in Paris circa 1976. Jagger in front, leading his commandos on a nighttime raid. In concert, he darts like a hummingbird, impossible to study. In the poster, he’d been pinned like a specimen to a board. He was grotesque yet handsome, with the outsized features of an adolescent, a man who never grew into his face. Richards stood beside him, in striped pants and a gauzy shirt undone to the fourth button. He looked down as he played, eyelashes long and black. Bill Wyman, the bassist, stood beside the drummer, Charlie Watts, who grinned mischievously. All the musicians were jammed into a small space—the belts and crankshafts of a compact engine. It was a real band. That’s what got me. Not the sold-out arenas or the hit records, but five guys playing together, like a family or a gang. I could imagine no better fate. School at bay, parents at bay, adulthood at bay. A group of buddies who started as kids and kept on forever. My brother suddenly loomed above, ordering me to leave, but it was too late. The arrow had stuck fast.

Before this, music had played a background role in my life. It was wallpaper. If it was peopled by clowns, I’d look. Otherwise, I didn’t notice. It was usually just my father blasting Frank Sinatra in the Sedan de Ville. “Nice ’n’ Easy,” “Come Fly with Me.” Until I was eight, I believed “My Way” was the national anthem, as that’s what Sinatra says on his record The Main Event. “Ladies and gentlemen, I will now sing the national anthem, though you needn’t rise.” “Rhinestone Cowboy” was the first song I loved. I heard Glen Campbell sing it on WLS, then saved up to buy the single. The defiant self-pity, the cheap sound of dime-store finery. When treated wrongly, I closed my bedroom door and convened another session of rhinestone therapy. “I’ve been walkin’ these streets so long, singin’ the same old song, I know every crack in these dirty sidewalks of Broadway . . .”

Like everyone else, I soon found my way to the Beatles. This was 1977 or 1978, years after the group had split. You could listen to them with confidence. You did not have to worry about the Beatles making a bad record. It was all out there, finished and done. I remember my father dismissing “Here Comes the Sun.” “If the sun really did come,” he said, “we’d all burn up in about a second.” But there was something annoyingly safe about the Beatles. They represented granny glasses and peace signs. By then, I’d already made my first forays to the local record store, a mom-and-pop shop run by Wally King, a cantankerous old man who’d opened his place in the sheet music days. For years, Wally offered a promotion: for any purchase over seven dollars, he’d throw in a mouth harp, that brassy instrument held between the teeth and plucked. In the 1970s, parts of my Illinois town resembled Appalachia, the kids on their haunches, dead-eyed and twanging.

My first solo trip to the store was a baptism by fire. For months, I’d been pleading with my brother to take me into his musical confidence. I wanted to sit with the big kids, listen, pontificate, theorize. One day, he gave me a kind of test. Shoving a ten-dollar bill into my hand, he said, “Go to Wally King’s and get the new Kansas album, the one with ‘Dust in the Wind.’ We’ll listen to it in the attic.”

I searched the racks for twenty minutes, then went to the old man for help. He took a fat book from under the counter, flipped it open, scanned. He found a listing for the Kansas record with a picture of the cover: a waterfall, a boat going over. “We’re out of this record,” said Wally, “but let me show you something.” He got a different record from the stacks, held it beside the Kansas cover. “This album also has a waterfall on it,” Wally told me. “See for yourself. Almost exactly alike. Your brother will have a hard time telling the difference.”

“Who made it?”

“A fella called Slim Whitman,” said Wally. “He’s been all over the world, singing over his own guitar, playing beautiful country songs. Which, if you think about it, is a wonderful life for a singer. The only life. And, in truth, in all those travels he most assuredly visited Kansas, probably dozens of times. So you see, the story of that other band, the ‘Dust in the Wind’ boys, is, in a way, included in the story of the great Slim Whitman. Like I said, your brother will have a hard time telling the difference.”

When I gave the record to my brother, he looked it over and sighed. If my brother had been my father, he’d have called me a schmuck. As it was, he merely handed it back, saying, “You owe me five bucks.” It was my first lesson in the difference between the right music and the wrong music, the perfect song, which is like the sky ten minutes before sunset, and a song that chills like a rainy Tuesday afternoon.

I did my research after that, reading the literature, making my way into this new consumerist world with terrific deliberation. The first authentic album I purchased was Jimi Hendrix’s Smash Hits, which I placed atop my pile of kiddie records like a C-note on a stack of one-dollar bills. For a time, I lingered between two worlds: childhood and adolescence. But all that changed when I heard “Honky Tonk Women.” The cowbell that opens the song was like a muezzin call, ushering me in to a new life. I became a rock-’n’-roll monotheist. For years, there was just one band, the Rolling Stones. Their music suggested a dangerous world of drugs and liquor and all manner of sin that I looked forward to trying myself.

My collection began with England’s Newest Hit Makers, the first record the Stones released in the United States. The cover is stark. Five faces: Mick, Keith, Charlie, Bill, and beautiful blond Brian Jones. If you see a towhead amid brunets, pray for him, as he’s marked for destruction. This was early Stones; most of the songs were covers. “Not Fade Away,” “I Just Want to Make Love to You,” “I’m a King Bee.” Its distinction was voice, energy. The electric guitar lines of Brian Jones, the driving rhythm of Keith Richards. The best songs hum like an engine, a machine on a black night. “Honest I Do,” “Little by Little,” “Carol.” They made me feel grown up, mean. And sent me out for more records. It became a routine: save five bucks, go to Wally King’s, buy a Stones album.

When I’d exhausted Wally’s inventory, I expanded my search, seeking out stores up and down the North Shore of Chicago, eventually finding my way into the city. As I entered the second year of junior high, my internal map was riddled with record stores. Record City in Skokie. Vintage Vinyl in Evanston. On red-letter days, I’d tell my parents I was going to my friend Mark’s house, then make my way into the city. From a window in the back of the bus, I watched the suburban lawns give way to concrete. In Evanston, I’d transfer to the “L,” which wandered beside asphalt roofs and apartment buildings beneath a sky so blue it hurt. I got off across from Loyola University, walked a block, went up a flight of stairs, through a door, unmarked in the way of a speakeasy, and into Round Records. Having burned through the legitimate catalog, I had come to that part of my life dedicated to the hunting of bootlegs, illegal recordings of Stones concerts. Some were elaborate productions, complete with cover art and liner notes, but most were amateurish—a tape made by a guy in the fifteenth row. You could hear people talking between numbers. Such recordings were usually worthless. But now and then, when you came across a song the band hardly ever played, an oddity or a gem, the feeling of triumph was akin to that of a big game hunter. The more unlikely the find, the greater the satisfaction—it was a quest made obsolete by Napster, YouTube, Google, and Sonos, where everything is right here, right now. Those poor millennials! They’ll never know the glory of stumbling across a recording of the Stones playing Eel
Pie Island in 1964, or the lost art of the mix tape, all those blissful hours spent assembling the perfect sequence of songs.

When you really get into the Stones, listening is not enough. You want to embody the music, live the life. Depending on temperament, you will be Mick, Charlie, Keith, or Bill. You will move like Jagger down the middle school hall or shrug off preteen miseries with the nonchalance of Richards. For me, this resulted in junior high talent shows. In 1981 and 1982, we dressed as the Stones, then played in the auditorium, having learned just enough technique to get through a song a year. I walked into the crowd dressed as Keith in my sister’s studded shirt. I lit a cigarette in the aisle, took a drag, and flicked it into a crowd of sixth graders.

[image: image]

I got to see the Stones in concert that year at the Rosemont Horizon, an arena out by O’Hare Airport. It was my first real concert, and what a way to begin! They were promoting Tattoo You. I remember waiting for them to come on, the cheer that went up whenever a roadie crossed the dark stage, the smoke that hung above us like a cloud. For me, these were like the atmospherics before the Battle of Austerlitz. I’ll never forget them. Bill Wyman played the bass riff that opens “Under My Thumb.” Keith took after him with a crisp lick. Mick danced out in football pants and jersey. “Let’s Spend the Night Together.” “Shattered.” “Start Me Up.” They played it all. At one point, Mick rode a cherry picker over the crowd, hands reaching up to him like the tentacles of a sea anemone. There is nothing quite like Jagger on the move, stalking his turf, shimmying in that dangerous space between male and female. If you are an adolescent boy, it can touch you in a place that makes you excited, confused, and a little ashamed. I danced, thrilling in the fact that Mick and Keith and Charlie and Bill and Woody were right there in front of me, in all dimensions, sharing the same space, grooving and real. Going from the record and the fantasy to the arena and the reality—it was one of the best moments of life. Just like that, you morph from a kid in a bedroom, alone and lonely, to a body in a crowd, lost in the communal energy of the great band. There was a beautiful dirtiness to the familiar songs played live, the way the band screwed up but smiled and kept going, missed chords, the most practiced material giving way to unexpected tangents. It was the familiar toy taken out of its protective wrapping. It came as a revelation—perfect ain’t perfect; rock ’n’ roll is chaos. I liked it best when Jagger stood at the microphone, the Stones arranged as they’d been in the poster in my brother’s room. Not a band—a gang, a pack of junkyard dogs.

Like most great groups, the Rolling Stones begin and end with friendship.


3

[image: image]

THE 8:28 TO LONDON

It’s a founding episode in rock ’n’ roll.

October 17, 1961. Mick Jagger was on the city-bound platform of the Dartford train station in suburban London, waiting for the 8:28 into the city. An eighteen-year-old student at the London School of Economics, he was late for a lecture in financial history. Keith Richards, a student at Sidcup Art College, does not remember where he was going. He’d known Mick when they were kids in Dartford—a gritty town famous for insane asylums and a fireworks factory that exploded—but they’d lost touch. Keith recognized Mick first. He had a businessman’s glaze, but he was carrying records. It was unusual to see a kid with one album, let alone a stack. Keith went over: “Whatcha got?” He later said it was the first time he’d ever seen a Muddy Waters record. Before that, the bluesman had been a kind of legend, spoken of as the Indians once spoke of a great river beyond the horizon. Mick also had records by Little Walter and Chuck Berry. All were on the same label: Chess Records. The name resonated of far-off Chicago, that strange city where Mississippi farmers plugged into an urban current. When the train came, Keith and Mick sat side by side and talked all the way into the city.

Because it’s a legend, details vary. In one telling, Keith wears a scarf, Mick wears a blazer. In another, Keith wears a trench coat that sweeps along the platform. In still another, he carries a guitar. Mick’s inventory changes, too. Sometimes it’s Chuck Berry’s Rockin’ at the Hops and Muddy Waters at Newport. Sometimes it’s The Best of Muddy Waters and Chuck’s One Dozen Berrys. But the crucial details remain the same. It’s always Chess Records—because Chess pressed the sort of electric blues Mick and Keith loved. (Jagger had begun sending away to the label a few months before.) It’s always the train platform, city-bound side, which can be read literally—Mick was late for class—or metaphorically, as a preacher reads the Bible. Though they did not know it, Jagger and Richards were headed for the city—that is, the big time. And they were going together. It’s perfect that they met on a train platform, as the train has always been of great symbolic importance to the blues. The train is escape—it carries the Delta farmer from slave country to the metropolis. The train is freedom, power. That’s why, when you listen to the great old blues songs, you almost always hear steel wheels in the rhythm.

In every version, Mick is the one with the records, whereas Keith has only a guitar. Because records equal wealth. Mick had it. Keith did not. Keith played rock ’n’ roll for the same reasons as Chuck Berry—because he loved it and because there was nothing else he could do. But Mick had choices, was on his way to a comfortable life when he ran into Keith. Which is why Keith would always question Mick’s commitment. Mick loved the blues in the way of a rich kid: like a hobby. Keith loved it as a sick man loves penicillin. It was his best hope.

It was a golden moment in rock ’n’ roll—some think it never got better. Elvis had remade the world in 1956 with the release of “Heartbreak Hotel.” Just about every important British rock musician of the sixties and seventies remembers lying in bed listening to Armed Forces Radio when the King lit up the night. It was style as much as anything: the stripped-down production, the tremble in the vocal, the tinny guitar. The emptiness between notes brought the country roads of the New World to life. English showbiz impresarios cashed in with knockoffs: Tommy Steele, Adam Faith. British Presleys riding a craze for everything American, not just the music but the clothes, the lingo. It raises the big question: Why? Why did American trash music, poor-boy music, so idiosyncratic and unique to the American experience, a music that came out of the forbidden mix of white and black, mulatto and octoroon, a music that combined the oldest country traditions with the deepest Delta blues, a music that tells the history of the nation—from slave ships to civil war to the Great Migration to factories in the smoky Midwest—find such fertile ground in England?

If you ask people who lived through that period, who were ten or fifteen when Elvis broke, they paint the same picture: England after the Second World War, supposedly victorious but experiencing a kind of ruin. Bombed-out blocks and rubble, muck in the passageways. The country was broke, the empire being dismantled. Goodbye, India. Goodbye, Mandalay Bay. Just this bleak island, where it began, where it will end. Wartime rationing continued into the mid-1950s. During the Beatles’ first U.S. tour, a reporter asked George Harrison if he’d had a record player growing up. “A record player?” Harrison said, incredulous. “We didn’t have sugar!” Keith later spoke about scoffing at the Germans during an early gig in Munich: “It’s ’cause of you we got bad teeth—no oranges!”

Filth, rot, dissipation, gray shadows on broken walls. Brits who came of age after the war liken their youth to a black-and-white film. No vibrancy, no warmth. The coming of rock ’n’ roll was Technicolor. Bubblegum pink! Eggshell blue! No one ever cared more about music than that first generation, for whom it was brilliance and life, a chance for fun, an escape from history—America as only a sad kid could dream it. “There’d been a tremendous war,” Ethan Russell, an official Stones photographer in the sixties, told me. “Western civilization was in shambles. England was a wreck. Keith Richards was a kid, living in a shitty house on a bombed-out street in Dartford. But he was listening to Chuck Berry. One of my favorite pictures is Keith doing Chuck Berry’s duck walk on that street! He’s fourteen years old, but he’s already out of there!”

Rock ’n’ roll’s first flush had played out by the time Keith accosted Mick on the railroad platform. Part of it was just the normal cycle. “It’s a five-year progression,” Neil Sedaka told me. “The Everly Brothers had five years of hits. Connie Francis, five years. Fats Domino and Brenda Lee, five years. All those artists who broke in the 1950s were done by the time the Beatles and Stones came of age.” Part of it was a cascade of mishaps and disasters. Elvis went into the Army in 1958. He’d come out in 1960 but would never be the same—the service bridled him, snuffed out that blue electricity. Jerry Lee Lewis married his thirteen-year-old cousin, which took him out of the game. Chuck Berry was arrested for violating the Mann Act. Little Richard, the most foppish and over-the-top of the early stars, had a vision that convinced him he was in danger of losing eternal life. “If you want to live with the Lord, you can’t rock ’n’ roll,” he explained. “God doesn’t like it.” It happened on a flight in Australia. An engine flamed out, the plane shuddered. Little Richard got on his knees—and his purple pants did not wrinkle, nor his pink handkerchief crease—and pleaded with God, promising that if his life were spared, he would devote himself to gospel. He threw his rings into Sydney Harbor a few days later, returned to Alabama, and entered the Seventh Day Adventist Church.

By 1963, the pop charts were littered with bubblegum. “Hey Paula” by Paul & Paula. “I’m Leaving It Up to You” by Dale & Grace. That’s when many Brits found their way to the blues. It was a refuge, a place to escape the deprivations of radio. The blues was real. Kids like Jagger and Richards got into the blues for the same reason kids of my generation got into Public Enemy and NWA. It was about authenticity. At the beginning, they listened to whatever they could find. Over time, the pole stars emerged. Muddy Waters. Chuck Berry. Jimmy Reed. The Delta blues became an obsession indistinguishable from faith. For the Stones, it was religion. In this, they’ve been fortunate. An artist needs a belief. It does not matter whether that belief is Rastafarianism or Communism. It’s the structure of belief that matters—it gives their work coherence, shape. It’s there even when you don’t know it. Of course, the Stones have made some terrible records, but the blues always saved them in the end.
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COLLECTORS

Jagger and Richards started as geeks. “Record hounds and record collectors,” Mick explained. “We’d go from store to store, from house to house, listening. Then we’d go to other people’s houses and listen to their records. It’s that time in life when you’re like a stamp collector. The records were interesting in themselves, but collecting was the real point. We were getting to know this music, the labels and the business, learning the songs inside out.”

“We must’ve spent a year before the Stones got together just collecting,” said Richards.

When I asked Ian McLagan of the Faces—a keyboardist who later toured with the Stones—how he’d started in music, he said, “By going around buying records, which was close to impossible. Because there were no good records for sale in England in the late fifties and early sixties. I lived in a suburb called Hounslow, near Heathrow Airport. I walked into the local store one day and said, ‘I want Muddy Waters at Newport.’ And the guy behind the counter said, ‘There’s nobody called Muddy Waters.’ I said, ‘I also want Thelonious Monk.’ He said, ‘You’ve made it up.’ But he looked in the guide and sure enough! It took weeks and weeks for my records to arrive. The boom was all about availability, or lack of. That’s my theory. The music wasn’t available in England, which made us crazy. When you heard it, you’d go, ‘What the fuck? I’ve got to have it.’ It was a small bunch of us doing this. We all knew each other. It was like a secret club.”

If Jagger and Richards couldn’t find a particular song, they’d teach themselves to play it. That’s really how the Stones began. Even then, Mick was out front, carrying shy, whispery Keith. It was a perfect role for Mick, who was raised in the bottom rung of show business. His father was a gym teacher, in sweatsuit with stopwatch and whistle, who ascended to the level of small-time guru. In 1959, he hosted the BBC show Seeing Sport. In one clip, Mick lingers as his father says, “Here’s Michael wearing a pair of ordinary gym shoes.”

Mick was precocious. Several people told me the same astonishing fact: Jagger was the first kid in Dartford to discover rock ’n’ roll. It was the summer of ’55, before Elvis. By high school, he was singing at parties—always the same song, “La Bamba” by Ritchie Valens. After all, you couldn’t mess up the lyrics. He teamed up with classmate Dick Taylor, a Dartford kid who followed the same trajectory. One night, when Mick was fifteen, they borrowed a car, lied to their parents, and drove to Manchester to see Buddy Holly and the Crickets, who’d just released their second album, which included several classics. It was Jagger’s first real concert. “After that, it was only rock ’n’ roll for Mick,” Taylor told me. “Nothing else stood a chance. All the way home, he couldn’t stop talking.”

Jagger formed his first band a few days later. That’s what happens when you see Buddy Holly. They rehearsed at Taylor’s house. Dick played guitar. Mick sang because he had no shame and could, without feeling self-conscious, mimic the intonation, phrasing, and mojo of black Americans. “We rehearsed for goodness knows how long but never thought of doing a gig,” Taylor said. “We just played. It was me, Mick, my friend Rupert Beckwith. Now and then, my mother would look in and smile.”

“Me and my friends used to sit in the next room and crease up with laughter,” Taylor’s mom said. “It was lovely, but so loud. I always heard more of Mick than I saw of him. I didn’t dream they were serious.”

When I asked Taylor what kind of music they played, he said, “La Bamba.”

When I asked Taylor about Mick’s voice, he told me a story: One day, Mick collided with a kid on the basketball court and bit deep into his tongue. On doctor’s orders, he didn’t speak for a week. Taylor figured, That’s it, time to find a new singer. But Mick turned up at rehearsal and insisted on performing. When he opened his mouth, he sounded different, guttural, strange. It was akin to the moment when Marlon Brando, wrestling with stagehands, busted his nose. Too pretty before, a sensation after. Imperfection made him interesting. It was the same with Jagger: his voice was formed by a happy accident. I don’t know what it sounded like before, but it was sly and dirty after, instantly recognizable. Good voices are a dime a dozen; what a front man needs is distinction. “Mick’s voice sounded so weird after that,” Taylor told me. “How it sounds now, actually. That crash-up changed it completely.”

Mick Jagger’s voice is a perfect vehicle for the blues. Not just the tenor, but how he employs it. Phrasing is an instinctual art. It can’t be taught.

Jagger’s talent began in mimicry. He could imitate any sound, become any person, which often meant a nineteen-year-old kid howling like a black bluesman. At times, he parodied to the point of minstrelsy, but he usually got it right. “Even when the rest of us could barely play,” Taylor said, “Mick was spot-on.”

Richards joined the band in a roundabout way. Though he’d been hanging out with Jagger, it was Taylor who recruited him. Taylor was at Sidcup Art College with Richards. They’d hang out in the boys’ club, where would-be bohemians smoked cigarettes, talked philosophy, and jammed. “Keith wanted more than anything to sound like Elvis’s guitarist, Scotty Moore, while everyone else was playing folk or jazz,” Taylor told me. “Keith knew I was in a band but never asked to come along. I never thought to ask him. Then he had that famous meeting with Mick at the Dartford station. That’s how he came in. There was suddenly a mutual friend. So Keith got on the bus with me one day, and we started rehearsing. He had a little arch-top Höfner”—an acoustic guitar—“and we put a pickup on it. At that point, we had a surplus of guitarists, so I said, all right, I’ll play drums.”

[image: image]

In those first session, the boys struck to the basics: Billy Boy Arnold, Jimmy Reed.

“Keith was limited,” Taylor explained, “but what he played, he played good. It was two Scotty Moore songs at first, some Billy Boy Arnold. But he developed quickly. Very soon he was getting off those Chuck Berry licks. It didn’t take Keith long to turn into Keith in his playing.”

In the summer of 1962, the boys performed at the Dartford church hall, their first show. A few weeks later, they played the Odeon theater in Woolwich. By then, Taylor had decided to make a demo—four songs, roughly played: “I Ain’t Got You,” “Shop Berries,” “Around and Around,” and “La Bamba.” When I asked Taylor if the band on the demo sounded like the Stones, he said, “Sort of. In a way. Not completely. A bit. Kind of. You can tell. Not really. But yeah, why not?”

Taylor planned to send the tape to Alexis Korner, who fronted the best blues band in England, but first he needed to name the group. “I have a horrible feeling it was Mick who thought of Little Boy Blue and the Blue Boys,” Taylor told me. “Because what sort of name is that? I often fantasized about what would’ve happened if, when we met Brian Jones, instead of calling ourselves the Rolling Stones, we’d said, ‘There’s more of us than you; we’re going to stick with Little Boy Blue and the Blue Boys.’

“I recorded the demo on my tape machine,” Taylor went on. “We must’ve made a copy, so I suppose we had two tape machines. I sent one to Alexis, kept the other. In 1965, I went on tour to New Zealand, and when I came back I discovered that some idiot had recorded over my Little Boy Blue and the Blue Boys demo. Even then, I realized it was a foolish thing to do. The Stones were already huge. Then, about fifteen years ago, I got a call from a big auction house, Sotheby’s, I think. And they said, ‘We have this tape we’d like you to authenticate.’ I leapt in the air; maybe the demo didn’t get taped over! But it turned out that a friend had taped one of our rehearsals. Mick bought it for fifty grand.”

At those first gigs, Keith kept to the shadows, watching his fingers as he played. He was like a character out of Dickens, an urchin, a dodger emerging from tenement shadows, skinny and fast. The guitar was his revenge and only chance. Otherwise, he’d be the hack that picks you up at Heathrow and talks all the way into London. His persona has been exaggerated over the years, but the outline was plain from the start. The outlaw, the pirate. “[He] used to dress in a cowboy outfit, with holsters and a hat, and he had these big ears that stuck out,” said Jagger, who met Keith when they were six years old. “I asked him what he wanted to do when he grew up. He said he wanted to be like Roy Rogers and play guitar.”

Richards grew up in an apartment on the wrong side of Dartford, amid coal fires and men in shirtsleeves staring out second-story windows. His father was named Bert and had side-whiskers and smoked a curved pipe. He’d been in the first wave at Normandy on D-day. The English rockers had that big thing behind them: the war and the poverty that followed. Bert Richards was a printer and later a foreman for General Electric. For a time, he worked in a lightbulb factory, where he met Keith’s mother, an office girl named Doris. Keith was born December 18, 1943, an only child. He was funny looking, a gutter rat with dark circles around his eyes. They called him Monkey because of his ears. He was a loner and was bullied. He learned to linger in his own mind, he learned to run—a perfect childhood for rock ’n’ roll, shared by a thousand runts who found solace in a symphony of power chords.

He attended Wentworth Primary with Jagger. Choir was the only thing he liked, an angel with a dirty face hitting the high notes. He was chosen for an ensemble that performed for the Queen at her coronation. Westminster Abbey. Royal Guards. Handel’s
Messiah. He was removed from chorus when his voice changed—the first blow. Then he tanked the eleven-plus, the British exam that determined a kid’s fate—the second blow. Mick, having passed, was sent to Dartford Grammar, where he’d be prepared to enter the middle class. Keith, having failed, was sent to Dartford Technical. He was one of those kids who vanish, then turn up years later behind a pneumatic drill. When poor attendance proved him ill-suited for even the trades, he was given a spot at Sidcup—his final chance. “A lot of music goes on in art schools,” he said later. “That’s where I got hung up on guitar, because there were a lot of guitar players around, playing anything from Big Bill Broonzy to Woody Guthrie.” Keith spent many afternoons in the record section of the Dartford Woolworth’s. He later described the listening booths, with their turntables, glass walls, and kids always banging to get in, as his classroom.

Music was a family business. Keith’s maternal grandfather, Gus Dupree, led a dance band in the thirties and another dance band, Gus Dupree and His Boys, in the fifties. Gus played saxophone, but he could tease a song from any instrument. Even when semiretired, he still performed on weekends. Though Keith plays a different kind of music, he credits his grandfather as a key inspiration. (No Gus Dupree, no “Satisfaction.”) For years, Keith stared longingly at a guitar set atop his grandfather’s upright piano. When he asked if he could hold it, Gus said, “Someday, when you’re ready.” Richard got that guitar when he was ten or so years old. His grandfather handed it over with one order: learn to play “Malagueña,” the fictional Cuban folk ballad. If you can play that, Gus told him, you can play anything.

Keith got his first real guitar when he was fifteen, a Rosetti “professional style” acoustic. It was a gift from his mother. Perhaps this is when Keith started referring to guitars in the feminine. A beautiful lady! A lovely girl! Over the years, Keith remade himself in the shape of a guitar, took guitars to bed, held them tenderly as he slept. Steel guitars and hollow-bodies, resonators and twelve-strings, Fenders and Gibsons, Starlites and Stratocasters, a cataract of wah-wah pedals and pickups, cherrywood gleaming. If you look at pictures of the Stones in the sixties and seventies, you’ll always see Keith in the background with his guitar. The cops are searching the flat? Keith is on the bed, strumming his beautiful lady. The customs agent is cutting open the luggage? Keith is on the bench, plucking his lovely girl.
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UNBROKEN

Mick Jagger had already changed. Imagine it happening in a series of time-lapse photos, the good manners and careful training, the inhibitions and breeding of a thousand years of civilization fading away. His hair grew long, his shirts came undone, his mouth went slack, his limbs languid. The music had gotten underneath, the funk, rhythm and beat, the nasty sentiment and vulgar verse. It turned the inside out, exposed what had been hidden. Lust and appetite. A teacher at the London School of Economics named Walter Stern, who witnessed the transformation, was horrified to see this “scrupulously polite boy from the provinces [turn] to a Ted, who lounged around and smoked his way through our appointments.”

The parents of the 1960s were right to fear rock ’n’ roll. It turned their children against them. Over time, it undid everything. Imagine winning the World Wars only to watch the power abdicated in the London dives. An eighteen-year-old at the Marquee Club in 1962 would have been twelve when Elvis broke. Having been blown away by the King, he would be an entirely different creature than his parents had been at the same age. He would be a rock ’n’ roll native in the way kids who grew up with the Internet are said to be natives of cyberspace. He would have been the product of scarcity and hunger. He would have two parents: Churchill and Presley. “A certain kind of guy came out of England at the end of the Second World War,” Sam Cutler, who later worked for the Stones as a kind of stage manager, told me. “The country was hard in the late forties and fifties. If you look at all the English rock ’n’ rollers that survived it, from Pete Townshend to what’s his name, you find tough, lean guys with bad teeth because we didn’t get to eat properly; they came through a fire, which made for a unique group.”
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Eighteen-year-old boys had been drafted into the British military since time out of mind. Conscription filled the ranks, but, more important, it broke the rowdies, crushed their spirit, and remade them for the machine. (“Your whole life you’d heard, ‘When you’re eighteen, you’ll be in the service, and that will sort you out,’” McLagan told me.) But after the war, England could not afford to maintain a large standing army. The country was busted, the Empire, that vast archipelago of subservience, painstakingly dismantled. Instead of being sent to patrol in distant lands, the young men of working-class England were cut loose, set free. In this manner, a generation slipped away, undrilled and unbroken. In England, their energy became an important factor. In the past, it would have been spent in Burma, Egypt, India. These boys went off to the blues clubs instead. England lost the Empire but got rock ’n’ roll—yet another unintended consequence of war.

As all Russian literature is said to have come out from under Gogol’s “Overcoat,” all British blues can be said to have come out of Chris Barber’s trombone. “When people talk about the British blues boom, they don’t go back far enough,” Paul Jones, the British blues legend who fronted Manfred Mann, told me. “They only go back to John Mayall. As if everything comes from John Mayall. But it really started in the fifties with Chris Barber and his band.”

Chris Barber is gray: gray face, gray fedora, gray eyes, trembling gray fingers. You’d never pick him out of a crowd and say, “There’s the guy who started it!” He’s the last pioneer still out there performing. A slide trombone solo executed by a man in his eighties is something to admire. I met him in London, where we spent a day talking. He told me about his life. He grew up in the English countryside, where the only escape was the albums that turned up in the general store like birds blown off course. Sidney Bechet was his favorite. The melodic runs of the clarinetist. Songs that break your heart. Songs that make you wish you were outcast so your heart could be properly broken.

He listened, then taught himself to play. He performed in small combos, then big combos. By the early 1950s, he was leading the most popular jazz band in Britain. It took him to America, where he saw Muddy Waters play on the South Side of Chicago. Ripple and rotgut. The blues master on his knees. Barber raised money to bring Muddy and other American musicians to England. Big Bill Broonzy, Sister Rosetta Tharpe, Sonny Terry, Brownie McGhee. It was these shows that gave Barber the idea for the blues break. During intermissions, when his band knocked off to smoke or whatever, a few players would remain onstage—a band within a band—to perform a primitive variety of blues known as skiffle. It lacked sophistication—the instruments were often homemade—but it reeked of emotion. Though Barber meant the break as a novelty, it began to get a bigger response than his regular set. The breakthrough came when he recorded a handful of skiffle songs: “John Henry,” “Wabash Cannonball,” “Nobody’s Child.” Cyril Davies on harmonica, Alexis Korner on guitar, Barber on bass, Lonnie Donegan sang. “Rock Island Line” was the standout. Released in 1955, it launched a craze. “Everyone started a skiffle group,” Peter Asher, who became famous with Peter & Gordon, told me. “It was easy to play and you had everything you needed to make the instruments in your house. You’d get a wooden tea chest and strap a broom handle to it and string it. You’d have multiple guitars playing three chords. You could take any American folk song and skiffle it up.”

With its low bar of entry, skiffle was the perfect musical gateway drug, the schoolyard joint that leads to the heroin of rock ’n’ roll. The pantheon is filled with artists who came into the fold via the skiffle of the Chris Barber blues break: Van Morrison, Paul McCartney, Cliff Richard, Eric Clapton, Brian Jones, Chas Hodges, Bill Wyman.

According to Chas McDevitt, a skiffle star and the author of Skiffle: The Definitive Inside Story, thirty thousand to fifty thousand skiffle groups were started in the United Kingdom in the wake of “Rock Island Line.” The names have the flavor of the old East Side street gangs: Terry Kari and the Cruisers, Derry and the Seniors, Cass and the Casanovas, Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, Kingsize Taylor and the Dominoes, Gerry and the Pacemakers, the Silhouettes, the Four Jays, the Bluegenes. The Beatles began as a skiffle group, first called the Blackjacks, then called the Quarrymen. A typical Quarrymen set included skiffled-up versions of “Cumberland Gap,” “Wabash Cannonball,” “Midnight Special,” and “Rock Island Line.”

When I asked Chas Hodges—he’s had numerous hits as part of Chas & Dave—to describe skiffle, he asked if I’d ever listened to the Traveling Wilburys, the supergroup that included George Harrison, Bob Dylan, Roy Orbison, and Tom Petty. “Because the Wilburys were basically a skiffle group,” he told me. “The way they gathered together, a band with a hundred guitars, each guy shouting a verse for a laugh. You go from there right back to Chris Barber, who, really, I mean, has any man ever been so screwed out of proper credit?

“The musicians of my era—Albert Lee, Eric Clapton, I can’t name them all—started out in skiffle,” Hodges continued. “The ones who found they could play went on to rock ’n’ roll. I was in the Horseshoe skiffle group. I bought a banjo at a rummage sale for a shilling. I strung it with fishing wire. I was twelve, and in the window of the local paint shop was an advert for a guitar or banjo player for a skiffle group. And my mum said, ‘Go audition for it.’ I said, ‘Mum, I’m not good enough.’ ‘Yes, you are,’ she said. I auditioned and was the best guy in the band. I floated out. I said to me mum, ‘They want me.’ And she said, ‘Of course they do.’”

For Barber, the success of “Rock Island Line” was disorienting. In its aftermath, there was a tidal pull in that direction. But the trombonist stuck to jazz, which created a rift with his guitar player, Alexis Korner, who was tired of patiently waiting, night after night, for the blues break. There was an argument: Dixieland or skiffle. To jazzmen, the blues presented a threat. Qualities that had always been treasured—ability to read music, proficiency—lost sudden value. The blues is not about skill, it’s about attitude. Just like that, a shoddy musician with a convincing stage presence could become a star.

After quitting the Chris Barber Band, Alexis Korner, along with the harp player Cyril Davies, formed Blues Incorporated, a loose outfit fleshed out on any given night by whoever felt like getting up to play. “It was always in a state of flux,” Paul Jones told me. “For a while Alexis had Jack Bruce [who later played in Cream] on bass. He had Spike Heatley. At different times, he had Ginger Baker [who later played in Cream and Blind Faith] and Charlie Watts, who was very young and a step ahead of everyone, on drums.”

“That was the first electric blues band in England,” Dick Taylor explained. “It was pretty much our version of the Muddy Waters band. There was nothing else like it here. You’d hear them play and think, ‘My God . . .’”

“Alexis came out of the Chris Barber Band on a mission,” Paul Jones told me. “Like Eddie Condon and a bunch of other leaders, he tended to recruit people better than himself. His major talent was not as a guitar player or as a singer, but as a bandleader and a scout. He had amazing ears. He didn’t have to hear much of somebody to know, ‘I want him.’”

“I played with [Alexis] in a coffee bar, the Troubadour in Earls Court,” Charlie Watts said later. “There was a crowd of us who used to play in a band that was a straight nick of the Thelonious Monk group, and Alexis used to sit in. Six months later, I was in Denmark working in advertising and I got a call from Alexis saying he wanted me to come back and start this band.”

Blues Incorporated began by playing music from the blues break: skiffled-up versions of American folk. They had a residence in a Soho club called the Roundhouse. The early crowds were small, but word spread and soon the place was packed. It got so loud the music was lost, at which point Korner made a decision once made by Muddy Waters, for the same reason. He’d plugged in to be heard. But you can’t dabble in electricity. Once you’re wired, noise becomes the point. In this way, the music got louder and louder until Blues Incorporated was evicted from the Roundhouse. Korner found a new home for the band across from the Ealing tube station in West London. Between numbers, you could hear the rumble of feet, a million nine-to-fivers unaware of the revolution being hatched below. The entrance was easy to miss. For many musicians, going down the steps was like slipping through the wardrobe into Narnia. It was a rectangular cellar, with a bar in back and a tiny stage. Water dripped from exposed pipes and pooled on the floor; concrete walls echoed everything into rockabilly. As Lake Itasca is the headwaters of the Mississippi River, this cave in West London was the headwaters of the British blues.

A few days before the club opened, an ad ran in the New Musical Express, a sort of bible for the trade that began publishing in 1952:
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