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For my Dad,

David ‘Wolf’ Shukman





FOREWORD

Hank and Bruce had been playing at the then 2i’s coffee bar in Soho, London, where I had also been playing, but who would have thought a few months later I would have my first record ‘Move It’ climbing our British charts? With the success of the record came an invitation to join the Kalin Twins, who were about to tour the UK. I asked Hank and Bruce to join me and they did.

We became a new group overnight. Jet Harris became our bass player, with Tony Meehan playing drums. We played together, toured together and recorded together. We were family. But we soon had competition, and loads of it.

We loved what we did and I can only look back and sometimes wonder… Would I have made it without the Shads? Maybe not.

I will always be grateful for the support I had from one of the greatest bands that rock ’n’ roll ever gave birth to.

Sir Cliff Richard, 2026





INTRODUCTION

The first time I heard the Shadows was at my grandmother’s. She had that Shadows’ Greatest Hits LP, the original one on Columbia, with the great cover. I used to listen to it at her house – it was a terraced house in a long-since demolished part of Sheffield in Darnell, two-up two-down houses with the shared backyard and shared outside toilet. Those streets were actually dangerous places to live in the early ’70s when I was a boy because the cement had completely gone to dust between the bricks – it was only gravity that was holding them all upright.

My dad was always either in the steelworks or working in bands, and mum was a nurse, so I was looked after quite a lot by my grandparents on both sides. My dad’s mum was a single mum, which was quite unique in the ’50s – she was into really great music. That’s how I discovered Fats Domino, too, amongst many others; she used to sing his ‘Wait and See’ to me and say that things were going to get better for us. And they did, through music. But she used to play the Shadows all the time.

Dad never really admitted to liking them, but he grudgingly thought that Hank was great, and a lot of those hard rockers were like that. I think it’s a real shame, the begrudging way he’s talked about by some guitarists – I believe that he deserves a great deal more respect than he’s got. Jeff Beck definitely – if you watched him do his thing – took a shitload from Hank.

Hank’s almost like the face that launched a thousand ships; he was the guitar player that launched a thousand careers. Everybody who heard the Velvet Underground formed a band, that’s the tagline, because they sold no records at the time. Obviously, the Shadows sold millions of records, but they inspired so many guitar players that went on to achieve radically different things, myself included.

And I love their sound. Another beautiful thing about them was that it was a very British sound. I think they probably tried to copy American artists like Duane Eddy, but they didn’t succeed. It was like the way the Rolling Stones were trying to copy the blues, and they failed massively, but they invented something completely new by trying, which is always the nature of everything that we do. We fail hugely to copy exactly, but maybe by accident rather than design we create a different shade or a hue from the prism of it all.

Hank is not only a great guitar player but he’s also a great engineer, or like a skilled machinist and boss technician of guitar playing because the Fender Stratocaster is a very complicated instrument to play if you want to master it. The control that he has over what he’s doing on the fretboard, plus the tremolo arm, and the volume and tone controls, it’s like somebody flying an exhibition-level starship to me. Like the Red Arrows, but in space. Because if you actually understand anything at all about playing that particular guitar, to do what he’s doing technically, it’s not just about fingers and thumbs and plectrums and stuff like that, it’s something else far more elaborate and precise. If you get it even slightly wrong, it sounds hideous.

I had the great fortune to work with him. Apart from being a wonderful, inspirational, unique, years-ahead-of-his-time guitar player, his name has entered the English language as a rhyme for being very, very hungry. I wonder how many people who use that phrase every day are actually aware of who he is and his music? I hope they are.

Anyway, I’d got this piece of music. My manager heard it and said, ‘You should record that, it’s beautiful.’ I said, ‘No, it’s too close to a pastiche of the Shadows, I can’t do it.’ It was over the line – it wasn’t like a tribute, it could have actually been a Shadows song. So I said, ‘I’ll do it if Hank Marvin plays on it.’ I thought, that’ll shut him up! But my manager’s an extremely tenacious human being – he sent a demo to Hank, who miraculously got back to him – he loved it.

When it came to a title, I could only think of ‘I’m Absolutely Hank Marvin’ because of the irony, where I am actually not Hank Marvin but I’m having him play on the record. If you listen to it, with his volume swells, and the bends, and the tremolo… it’s so beautiful. Even though I know I wrote it, it’s like a showcase for Hank, for what he does. I’m very proud that happened.

I think it’s an interesting arc. From me listening to Hank as a little boy – in that terraced house which, when they came to knock it all down, they literally touched it with the wrecking ball and the whole street just collapsed – from that humble kind of place to me actually working with him, that was wonderful. We never met, we still haven’t… we did that track over the internet, but he’s friends with people I know from Sheffield who now live in Australia. Wheels within wheels.

At the end of it, he sent a handwritten note, something along the lines of, ‘I’ve done this in a couple of takes. Use what you like, ditch what you don’t. I hope you like it and I’ve done my best, kind regards, Hank.’ And then he’s written, ‘PS I don’t do refunds!’

I kept it, and I framed it.

Richard Hawley, 2026





PREFACE

In April 1974 at Leeds Crown Court, T. Dan Smith, the former city council boss of Newcastle-upon-Tyne, was jailed for five years. The John Poulson affair was a scandal that had involved large-scale bribery in the post-war redevelopment of Britain. It had brought down home secretary Reginald Maudling; it destroyed T. Dan Smith. Palms had been greased, no question, but Smith would always claim he was made a scapegoat.

Smith’s legacy – or his crime – was a physical wrenching of Newcastle, from a decaying Victorian backwater into the modern age. Born in Wallsend, he thought his hometown could be another Milan, an Athens even. In a few short years, he tore down the slums, restored the parks, cleaned up the river, built new homes, shopping centres and a civic centre; he’d made it a destination. Leaving rivals Sunderland and Middlesbrough eating dust, Newcastle became the unquestioned capital of the north east. Smith believed the whole of the north could rise again and counter London’s dominance. It was simply a matter of will and determination.

Among the grimy, decrepit houses to be demolished in this grand rebuilding of Newcastle-upon-Tyne were the homes of one Brian Rankin and his rhythm guitar-playing sidekick Bruce Welch.

Thomas Dan Smith gave himself a Hollywood-styled name – T. Dan – in the style of a visionary movie director. Brian Rankin would likewise be reborn, aged sixteen, as Hank B. Marvin, a brave move for a stick-thin Geordie with milk-bottle spectacles and spots. But Hank B. Marvin and T. Dan Smith were great modernisers; both had a concept to change Britain.

As the country’s first rock group at the turn of the 1960s, the Shadows would provide mental escape for British teenagers still ground down by national service, bowing down to their elders, keeping up appearances and working on lathes at the age of sixteen. Hank Marvin, in particular, would become a lightning rod for liberation from monochrome post-war England. Listening to the thunder of the Shadows, you were transported to Dakota, or the High Sierra, or further into the beyond to Atlantis – away from ‘the Frightened City’. If you got yourself a red Fender Stratocaster and learned how to play, you too could be this free. The Shadows – two guitars, bass and drums – became the original blueprint for a youthquake. They would revolutionise and rebuild British popular music.

T. Dan Smith was a radical agitator – and a successful one. Hank Marvin, though, would not be followed around by MI5; he kept his politics to himself. He started a revolution without intending a band of followers to spray-paint HANK MARVIN IS GOD on back-alley walls.

It’s tempting to say that, had he been born into a slightly later age, Hank would have known how to play the game of the guitar hero a little more cutely. Maybe he wouldn’t have organised a bed-in, but he might have been there at Grosvenor Square and he might have said he’d written the scything ‘Throw Down a Line’ about the confusion and violence of 1968. Or maybe he’d have been in San Francisco, writing paeans for the peaceniks, such as ‘The Dreams I Dream’.

It’s tempting to say this because it’s easy to mistake the Shadows as being of an earlier generation than the Beatles. This is not the case.

They were exactly the same age. The main difference between the formative Shadows and Beatles was that Hank Marvin and Bruce Welch escaped their upbringing in the industrial north sooner, trying their hands in London aged just sixteen. John Lennon, Paul McCartney and George Harrison (then the Quarrymen) made their first recording in the exact same month as Hank and Bruce (then the Chesternuts). But John and George wanted to go to art college, so they stayed in Liverpool which – in 1958 – meant they may as well have been living in Greenland as far as the British music industry was concerned.

Hank Marvin moved from Newcastle to London where, quite quickly, people realised he was the best guitarist in town. He played clean, single notes with extraordinary power and versatility. He owned the first-ever Fender Stratocaster in Britain, meaning he could bend notes and sound like a prophet from the future. Or, at least, from California. Before ‘Apache’, no one before had been able to make records that sounded both authentically American and shot through with an Anglo originality. What’s more, Hank wrote his own songs with his grouchy lieutenant, Bruce. This was equally unheard of. In the first half of the 1960s, they were a national soundtrack, cajoling a country to emerge from the rubble, bright primary colours spinning out of singles – made with and without their singer Cliff Richard – like ‘Summer Holiday’, ‘Foot Tapper’, ‘The Young Ones’ and ‘Kon-Tiki’.

T. Dan Smith did the public relations work for Peterlee – the kind of post-war dreamscape that the Shadows would soundtrack with ‘Wonderful Land’ – a brand-new community, unspoiled by bombsites and class divides, where there would be jobs for women, clean housing, public art and green spaces. The reality of Peterlee, Stevenage, Crawley and Glenrothes proved to be rather different, and the melancholic edge to later singles like ‘Atlantis’ and ‘A Place in the Sun’ would echo the illusory perfection of the new towns.

Objectively, the Shadows were huge. Unquestionably the most influential British group before the Beatles, they had twelve number-one singles in the early ’60s: seven with Cliff and five instrumental. They were also one of the most influential groups in the world. Their style was adored and mimicked in Scandinavia, Yugoslavia, Spain, France, Australia and New Zealand, Brazil and Argentina and Mexico, the Far East and Canada. In fact, the only country that seemed immune to them was the US, which was more down to bad luck than bad judgment, as we’ll discover later on.

Different eras and different situations affect our judgment and bend our understanding. Everything that has come since the ’60s – whether it’s Hank goofing around on Cliff’s TV show, or their Eurovision entry in 1975, or the TV-advertised albums in the ’90s that were essentially MOR instrumental albums of songs by Foreigner or Mike Oldfield – will, of course, shape how we think of the Shadows. They stuck around, and stuck around, and sometimes they were their own worst enemies. But then my pet theory is that if John Lennon had lived long enough, he’d have got the Beatles back together for Live Aid; he’d have been glad-handing with Bob Geldof and Midge Ure, possibly wearing a similar suit to Phil Collins, and we’d likewise be unable to shake that image from our heads. (I appreciate some people might think this would be a good look for John Lennon, but not me.)

What we can hear in the Shadows’ ’60s records, though, especially with the original quartet of Hank B. Marvin, Bruce Welch, Jet Harris and Tony Meehan, becomes indestructible with context: the rawness of the guitar break on ‘FBI’, the insanely fast rhythm guitar on ‘The Savage’, the fat R&B backbeat on ‘The Rise and Fall of Flingel Bunt’. These records, and the group’s image, defined the look, sound and feel of a British beat group as early as 1960. They are completely intertwined with what came after, with the Beatles, the Who, Fleetwood Mac, Queen, Dire Straits, the Smiths, Blur – the complete British rock and pop lineage. Outside of the UK, you can throw in Neil Young, too, who wrote ‘From Hank to Hendrix’ about his primary influences.

I won’t be talking at great length in this book about guitar tone, or specific guitars and pedals. There are other books available that have already done a fine job of this.

My aim instead is to give context to the Shadows’ music and shine a light on their legacy, to strip away the decades of moss and lichen and uncover the machinery underneath, the original sound, the original fury. I want to talk about how and where and why the Shadows’ records were made, in the ’60s and the ’70s (the latter a considerably more unsettled decade for the group, but often just as rewarding).

I also wanted to talk about the Shadows’ extended, though compact, family and how the original members unintentionally guided a generation of great pop songwriters and producers in the ’70s and ’80s, as well as becoming the source material for some of the most influential American music of the twenty-first century.

The Shadows kept their circle small, but the members were completely trusted.

‘All you need is ten good people and you can do anything,’ said T. Dan Smith. ‘You don’t even have to know what you’re going to do. You can achieve anything, if you have the conviction. Between you, you have the ability to organise, then to publicise, and then to get across to ordinary people.’

Hank Marvin and Bruce Welch had to find eight more people. They didn’t know them when they were in Newcastle; they would find them in London and Lincolnshire and Leeds. The other members of this elite were Jet Harris, Tony Meehan, Cliff Richard, Brian Bennett, John Rostill, Brian Locking, Alan Hawkshaw and – over in Australia – John Farrar. Just ten people.

Also in Australia were Alan Tarney, Trevor Spencer and Terry Britten while, crossing the oceans from Sydney to London in the same year as Newcastle’s world-class international air terminal opened, was Olivia Newton-John. Then, hiding in the shadows of the Shadows, there would be Peter Gormley, Norrie Paramor and Peter Vince, the engineers who could produce, publicise and amplify the Shadows so they could shape and re-shape what was possible for kids in post-industrial Britain, and then in post-war Europe.

But once you take power, you get your hands dirty.

My aim is also to tell the story of the Shadows individually as well as collectively, which is often one of deep sadness in spite of their smiling public image – the missed opportunities, the deep depressions, the stupidly intense work rate, the mistakes they made so that the Beatles and others of their generation wouldn’t have to. I’ve also been driven by Paul Morley’s quote that ‘a group called the Shadows should have been better and stranger than the group called the Shadows actually were’. I wanted to write this book to explain why the Shadows was actually the perfect name for the Shadows, and hopefully I will also help to pull their reputation from the shady corner it has been hiding in.

Viva los Shads!

Bob Stanley

West Yorkshire, March 2026





1 DIRTY OLD TOWN

Brian Rankin grew up in a two-bedroom flat, at 138 Stanhope Street, in the west end of Newcastle-upon-Tyne, with his mum and dad and little brother Joe. Newcastle was involved in a three-way tie – along with Glasgow and Liverpool – for the title of hardest city in post-war Britain. ‘Violent fights between our back lane and an alliance of the other neighbouring back lanes was a major feature in my life for a while,’ remembered Brian. ‘We’d fight with stones, half-bricks, broom handles, whatever came to hand. I don’t think we were naturally violent. Because we’d seen local gangs having a go at each other, we assumed that’s how life’s meant to be.’ Aged eight, he ended up in Newcastle infirmary after being hit on the head with a brick.

One way out of getting brained by your neighbours was sport. Cricket in the alley, with the wicket painted on a dustbin, could just as easily lead to scraps, but football was different. The law of the jungle dictated an age-related hierarchy among the kids on his street, though being a decent footballer could make you an exemption: ‘You respected the guys who could dribble a ball like Jackie Milburn.’ Milburn was ‘Wor Jackie’, who had been a teenage pit worker in Ashington, Northumberland, until he took a wild chance and wrote to Newcastle United asking them for a trial. On Bonfire Night 1946, he led them to a 13–0 defeat of Newport County. He was a shining example – there was a life away from the shipyards and the back-to-backs; you just had to know when and how to take your chance. The kid Rankin also looked forward to the annual fair – the Hoppings – on the town moor where he would spend all his money on the dodgems. ‘The whole idea of travelling around from town to town with no routine was really appealing.’

Routine was built into working-class Newcastle life. If you didn’t want to work in the shipyard, there was always Richardson’s leatherworks in Elswick, where raw, untreated animal hides were brought in and fine leather came out the other end (you didn’t really want to know about the processes in between; that was men’s business). On washing day, mothers would load up the pram and go to Bond Street baths and washhouse where, for a small fee, they had access to a sink, a bench and a dryer. Pubs were out of bounds for unaccompanied women, so the washhouse became the source of local news. No one had any money.

Nothing seemed to phase Brian Rankin, ever. Poverty at home didn’t bother him – his dad didn’t drink or gamble so, compared to some of his mates, Brian thought of them as relatively blessed financially. He was also developing a fascination with the family’s wireless radio. How did it work? What was that noise? He thought the orchestra was somehow inside it, which was cute, but he also loved the weird noises you could get from twiddling the dial, which would be the first sign that Brian Rankin might turn out to have an ear for unusual sounds.



Bruce Cripps was an illegitimate child, something that hardly means a thing in the twenty-first century, but in post-war England it meant you were a ‘bastard’. He didn’t find out until he was seventeen and would feel deeply uncomfortable about it for decades, as if it meant he was sub-standard and always had something to prove. It also led to bouts of depression; finding out that his parents weren’t married led to him suffering from what he described as an ‘almost obsessive desire for perfection’.

The Cripps lad would grow up with no recollection of Grace Welch, his mother, who died when he was only five years old. She had married William ‘Topper’ Meehan in Ferryhill, County Durham, a pit village surrounded by nothing more than other pit villages. It was such a difficult marriage that Grace left Meehan and moved to Bognor on the south coast, a grey seaside town so desperate to improve its image – and its ugly name – that it was rechristened Bognor Regis in 1929 after King George V had spent a few weeks there on his sick bed, gulping in healthy sea air.

Age twenty-seven, Grace took her mother and sister Sadie with her to Bognor and found work at the Royal Norfolk Hotel, where she met Stan Cripps. One thing led to another and Bruce was born on 2 November 1941. Grace was still married to William Meehan; the rest of the Welch family in Ferryhill were not informed of Bruce’s arrival.I

Soon after Bruce was born, the family all moved back to County Durham, leaving Stan Cripps in Bognor. They went to the tidy town of Chester-le-Street and a semi-detached house on Broadwood View. Bruce grew up to be a big, square-jawed lad who spent his time at the Palace cinema and fell in love with the romance of cowboy movies – Roy Rogers, Gene Autry, Hopalong Cassidy. Music was also starting to sink in. At home, Sunday roast was eaten to the strains of Two-Way Family Favourites on the BBC Light Programme, with Cliff Michelmore and Jean Metcalfe introducing the likes of Teresa Brewer’s ‘Music! Music! Music!’, Patti Page’s ‘Tennessee Waltz’ and Guy Mitchell’s ‘My Heart Cries For You’. It was light, undemanding stuff that eased Britain through the post-war era and its collective post-traumatic stress.

The idyll of Chester-le-Street was short-lived. Grace caught TB and died aged thirty-two. Bruce, just five years old, remained in the house on Broadwood View with Aunt Sadie. When his grandmother died in 1950, Sadie sold the house and moved in with her boyfriend, Nazam Din, in Newcastle, some eight miles to the north. It wasn’t Chester-le-Street. Bruce remembered early ’50s Newcastle as being ‘almost devoid of colour’.

Machine shops, industrial terraces, the Dunston engine works, the Elswick ship yard… The city would soon be rebuilt by the city planners, but ‘for the time being at least, the falling-down buildings and city slums I passed each day had to remain,’ Bruce remembered. ‘They fostered hopelessness, depravity and bitterness.’

They lived above Nazam’s fish and chip shop on Elswick Road, a run-down thoroughfare west of the city centre. A few doors down from the chippy was the Crown Hotel, a pub that was always the first port of call for men who had just come out of prison, as it was opposite the dole office. A hundred yards away was Scotswood Road where the names of the pubs unceremoniously reflected the industries of Elswick: the Gun, the Hydraulic Crane, the Forge Hammer, the Vulcan, the Blast Furnace, the Rifle Hotel, the Mechanics Arms. Bruce had moved to Elswick Road just as the area was sinking into terminal industrial decline. Its dark brick terraces were at the end of their lives, their purposes outgrown. Hopelessness, depravity… the streets of Elswick would be where the pre-teen Mary Bell went on to notoriously kill two small boys in the late ’60s.




‘The houses down here were falling apart. No inside water. All along Scotswood Road, there was no water. If [T. Dan] Smith didn’t do something, these slums were going to be here forever. It wasn’t as civilised as people think. About ten years after the war, it got like if you turned ’round they pinched your bootlaces.’

Jimmy Forsyth, photographer



Aged eleven, Brian Rankin and Bruce Cripps were both sent to Rutherford Grammar School after passing the eleven-plus. This dirty old part of the city, where the sun refused to shine, was a crumbling relic. Eighteen months later, the boys were moved to a new, purpose-built school at Westgate. Bruce remembered there was ‘room to breathe, as Newcastle started the first stages of its post-war redevelopment’.

Brian earned a nickname, Hank, on account of his bow legs which meant he walked like a cowboy. On top of his bandy legs, it turned out his eyesight was terrible and he was given an inch-thick pair of NHS glasses after he managed to throw a dart into his brother’s leg rather than at a dartboard. Still, he appeared to have remained incredibly carefree. Instead of his nickname and his NHS specs getting him down, he ran with them, adopting the nickname and dressing in a blue duffle coat and brightly coloured scarf, cutting a dash like a fourteen-year-old Parisian jazzer. ‘I had this image of myself as being kind of bohemian, with the duffle coat and the school scarf, and the hair slightly longer than normal – not long hair by any stretch of the imagination. Just a little longer, so the fringe hung down a bit, sideburns… But I couldn’t afford to be more bohemian. You needed money to be a beatnik.’

Bruce, on the other hand, would turn up at school angry and half asleep after having to gut fish and peel potatoes for Nazam every evening and scrambling to do his homework every morning on the bus. At weekends he’d be loading, unloading and selling wares on one of Nazam’s market stalls across Tyneside. All this work was unpaid. He had no time for himself, not even for homework. One teacher caught him nodding off and shouted ‘Cripps! Your mother must have dragged you up to have such appalling manners.’ Bruce was already on the rugby team, already a fighter, a good fighter; when he didn’t have time to do his homework on the bus he’d copy some other kid’s and they never argued. Now his dead mother’s name was being used in vain and that was too much. He walked to the front of the class and smacked the teacher in the face.

In 1955, Bruce got to see Blackboard Jungle at the Regal cinema in the Newcastle suburb of Kenton. It was an X, meaning you had to be eighteen to get into the theatre and Bruce was just fourteen. No matter. He had an eighteen-year-old friend who wanted to see it; his mate bought a ticket, made like he was heading for the toilet and, instead, opened the exit doors to let Bruce in. Once the film started, with Bill Haley’s ‘Rock Around the Clock’, Bruce remembered how ‘everyone in the cinema stood up and cheered. It was so different from what anyone expected.’ When he came home from school one day with his hair greased back in a quiff, Sadie tried to literally pull his hair out – she was convinced he’d joined a local gang. She didn’t understand. Most parents didn’t understand. That was half the appeal.

Bruce found fairgrounds, with like-minded souls dressed up to the nines, to be the place to hear rock ’n’ roll loud and unfiltered – and it sounded even better from a carousel or a big wheel. You didn’t have to wait for the annual Hoppings. Spanish City was a permanent funfair at nearby Whitley Bay, six miles up the coast. The smell of diesel and candy floss, the multi-coloured lights, the girls… Bruce heard Buddy Holly, the Everly Brothers, Johnnie Ray’s forgotten rocker ‘Yes Tonight Josephine’, Gene Vincent’s barely controlled ‘Be-Bop-a-Lula’. This was the life he wanted.



Hank discovered jazz. His schoolfriend Brian White (nicknamed Jim; none of the Brians at Rutherford Grammar seemed to be called Brian) gave Hank a wind-up gramophone and the first record he bought to play on it was Earl Bostic’s ‘Flamingo’. He started reading Melody Maker and would cut out the jazz columns, gluing them into a school exercise book, alongside tickets for shows he had been to by George Melly and Lionel Hampton. Their French teacher, James Moody, took a shine to Hank. He brought his five-string Windsor G banjo into school one day and Hank cheekily asked if he wanted to sell it. So Mr Moody sold him the banjo, which Hank paid for in weekly instalments of half a crown. He bought a tutor book and practised long and hard. He saw Chris Barber’s Jazz Band, the greatest in the land, play Newcastle City Hall and got all of their autographs (signed, even then, ‘to Hank’). Johnny Duncan was their banjo player, having replaced Lonnie Donegan who was by then a solo star; Duncan himself would leave soon after and have his own rollicking solo hit with the frenetic ‘Last Train to San Fernando’. Hank tried to imagine being a good-enough banjo player to play with Barber. He tried to imagine having his own record deal, his name printed on the maroon Nixa or green Columbia labels.

In 1956, Hank started to hang out at the Vieux Carré, a club in a condemned building on Melbourne Street near the Tyne. It was run by Big Pete Deuchar, another banjo player, who had been to Tabley House public school but now lived in a caravan. Born in 1933, Pete was the heir to Newcastle’s James Deuchar brewery business and his obsessions were cycling and New Orleans jazz. His wealthy upbringing provided him with an admirable nerve and after he heard that banjo player Diz Disley had left the Ken Colyer band, he wrote to British jazz hero Colyer. ‘I received a letter from Pete Deuchar,’ wrote Colyer in his autobiography, When Dreams are in the Dust, ‘saying he was second only to [New Orleans player, Lawrence] Marrero and would like to join us. He came down and he was useless. We sent him home.’

Once back in Newcastle, Deuchar co-founded the Vieux Carré Jazzmen with trumpeter Peter Gascoigne and set up the club. He wore his run-in with Colyer like a badge, telling a local paper: ‘He has scolded and derided me until now I can play with him whenever I like in London. And that is always a great thrill.’

Possibly through Deuchar’s family connections, the Vieux Carré had a drinks licence, despite the state of the property. ‘It was pretty rough at times,’ recalled Peter Gascoigne in 1969, but he also reckoned ‘it had an atmosphere like nowhere else – rain coming in, snow coming in. We had to stand on beer crates to get out of the water… I think on one occasion we had umbrellas up, but the audience still came.’

For ’50s British youth, after swing had swung its last, jazz was subdivided into three distinct areas: traditional – or trad – jazz (the earliest ensemble-based work, for the hardcore who thought it all went horribly wrong after Louis Armstrong quit New Orleans); revivalist jazz (post-Storyville jazz, with its main protagonists now in Chicago, which allowed space for solos and improv); and modern jazz, the post-war sound, fully alive and blossoming in the 1950s but hard to dance to. When the Vieux Carré opened, Chris Barber was at the heart of the revivalist scene to which Hank was drawn.II

Hank was a regular at the club and would chat to Big Pete about Ken Colyer, the world of jazz, his favourite players and the London clubs. Hank squinted, blurred the scene, and imagined he was in New Orleans talking to some jazz legend or other, rather than a beery bloke on Tyneside who could have been his uncle.

Apart from the banjo, Hank was also drawn to the clarinet ‘for its fluidity, agility and tone’. He idolised Benny Goodman, Sidney Bechet and Monty Sunshine of Chris Barber’s band. Unfortunately, Hank couldn’t afford one. What’s more – although no one in 1957 could have known – its days as one of the lead instruments in jazz were numbered. Then he heard something on the radio which turned his world around, as it would for thousands of British kids.

‘When I was around fourteen, I got very much into listening to New Orleans and Chicago jazz and folk blues music,’ Hank later told the BBC. ‘Purely by chance, someone mentioned something about skiffle, which I’d never heard of, and they mentioned this track “Rock Island Line”. I then heard it on the radio and thought, Wow. Lonnie [Donegan] had a marvellous ability to put energy and excitement into a track, and one thing that used to really grab me about this song is the way it builds up speed like a train, gradually – it’s very rhythmic, and it gets more and more exciting. I was hooked when I heard that track and suddenly I wanted to be playing this sort of music. Lonnie was kind of instrumental of getting me into the stringed instrument area rather than a woodwind.’

Hank’s school exercise books were soon covered with drawings of banjos, trumpets, clarinets, guitars and washboards; nothing electric, not yet. He also drew a plan of his first-ever group, the Riverside Skiffle Group made up of schoolmates and Vieux Carré comrades: John Tate and Derek Johnson were on guitars, Howard Muir on washboard, the wonderfully named Mal Malarky on mandolin and Hank’s kid brother Joe would be the bassist. Willing it into life, variations on this line-up played in an old hall next door to the original Rutherford Grammar School building. Realising a Riverside Skiffle Group already existed, they became the Crescent City Skiffle Group to give themselves a bit of New Orleans weight. Hank was cool, but self-deprecating. ‘I was pretty impressive in those days. You’d get a lot of admiration from people who could see you playing two different instruments. They thought somehow you were multi-talented – I mean, I was struggling to play either.

‘We used to stagger around on a Friday night to all the local youth clubs and I’d walk in and say, “Look, we have a skiffle group – can we play for you?” And all the kids loved it, and they give us a cup of tea and a biscuit. We thought it was fantastic.’

By May of 1957, the Crescent City outfit felt confident enough to enter a skiffle contest run by the South Shields Jazz Club in the town’s Pier Pavilion. They were up against the likes of the Team Valley Skiffle Group, Peter Bond Skiffle Group, Brian Vainbridge Skiffle Group, the Rumjunglers and the Black Cats. They performed ‘Stagger Lee’, with Hank playing a banjo solo, an idea he’d got from watching Big Pete Deuchar and Ken Colyer at the Vieux Carré; Deuchar also happened to be on the panel of judges in South Shields. Undoubtedly impressed by this teenage prodigy in front of them, the judges awarded first prize to the Crescent Skiffle Group.



Hank and Bruce knew each other at school, but only became friends when Bruce brought his American-built, steel-bodied National guitar to school. He had been bought it for Christmas by Aunt Sadie, probably after she’d done a deal with another market stallholder. This was also – presumably without Nazam’s knowledge – how she’d acquired a wind-up gramophone for Bruce, on which he played Lonnie Donegan and Chris Barber 78s while eating his favourite snack, sugar sandwiches. So, unsurprisingly, it was guitars that eventually brought them together – Hank the duffle-coated beatnik, scarf flying out at a jaunty angle, and Bruce the thick-set, would-be rocker, with a quiff that Sadie had literally tried to tear off his head. Hank was the scholar, exploring the origins of American music, an ethnologist; Bruce was happy just to make some noise.

Bruce had picked up the fundamentals quickly and put together his own group called the Railroaders, with his mate George Williams on guitar and schoolfriend Jim Simmons on washboard. It was 1956, when hundreds of skiffle groups were being put together in a hurry, all in the wake of Lonnie Donegan’s breakthrough hits ‘Rock Island Line’, ‘Lost John’, ‘Dead or Alive’ and ‘Bring a Little Water, Sylvie’. The Railroaders would meet in a café at Newcastle Central station.

‘It was the only place open all night,’ said Bruce. ‘It was for the railway workers, you know, so if we were doing pub gigs or whatever – I’m talking about eleven o’clock in the ’50s – everywhere was closed. I mean, everywhere’s open late now, but in the ’50s it wasn’t. We could go there to the station and get a steaming mug of tea and a sandwich at twelve, one o’clock, whatever. Great stuff. So we named ourselves the Railroaders after the café.’

Bruce dug into the catalogues of Leadbelly, Woody Guthrie, Lonnie Johnson, Big Bill Broonzy, Josh White and Muddy Waters for new songs to play, all on Lonnie Donegan’s recommendation; it seemed like every other skiffle staple (‘Rock Island Line’, ‘Streamline Train’, ‘Freight Train’) was about railways. The Railroaders had the confidence to enter local pub competitions called Go As You Please, where cash prizes were available. It definitely beat gutting fish in the Elswick Road backyard in mid-January.

Rutherford must have turned a blind eye to the official rule that you couldn’t take musical instruments to school. Regularly, Hank brought his banjo in and Bruce his guitar, and they would play most breaktimes. ‘Music was my escape,’ said Bruce, and he had to put the hours in just to master three basic chords. He began bunking off school, first the odd day and then whole weeks at a time. He would play guitar in the morning and go to the cinema in the afternoon. He felt rotten when the school inspectors knocked on the door and told Aunt Sadie what had been going on.

Inevitably, in the summer of 1957, Bruce asked Hank to join the Railroaders, since the Crescent City group’s appetite for skiffle had melted away after their South Shields success. ‘The Crescent City Skiffle Group was just a bit of fun,’ remembered Hank, ‘a lot of obscure stuff which I enjoyed doing. We’d pull up outside a youth club hall, knock on the door and they’d say “Yeah! Yeah!” The Railroaders was much more a business operation. George Williams, the bass player, ran the group, a go-getter sort of a guy, and he wanted to earn money. It was more commercial material that people knew through the Vipers and Lonnie. Bruce and George sang lead. They got me in because they needed another guitarist.’ Soon the Railroaders were playing two or three nights a week in socials and working men’s clubs, and making real money.

Skiffle was on the wane and rock ’n’ roll had captured Bruce’s heart. He’d even seen Tommy Steele’s first show outside of London at the Sunderland Empire, seen the sold-out theatre, seen the screaming girls, felt the real excitement. And this was a working-class kid from Bermondsey in south London on the stage. Tommy Steele helped Bruce to understand the possibilities of British rock ’n’ roll.

After he caught Nazam hitting his Aunt Sadie one night, Bruce intervened, throwing Nazam down the stairs and shouting ‘If you hit her again, I’ll kill you.’ Nazam didn’t throw him out, but Bruce moved into one of the flats he rented out on Westmoreland Road. He could suddenly do whatever he wanted. He played Elvis records loud, and louder, in his new flat. He ate bacon and eggs and black pudding for breakfast. He had a short, intense, physical relationship with the daughter of one of the other lodgers. He was still only fifteen, but his independence gave him confidence.

For Hank’s sixteenth birthday, his dad bought him a guitar ‘which coincidentally cost sixteen guineas, a Hofner Congress. It wasn’t very good. It had a very high action, which means the strings were quite high above the fingerboard, and not easy to play, but to me it was an absolute joy because I could lock myself in the box room and start playing. I used to take a bucket in there, put it on its side and sing into the bucket, because it gave this kind of echo – like singing in an echo chamber.’

The Railroaders started to include Elvis Presley’s ‘Paralyzed’ and Fats Domino songs in their set, alongside traditional songs like ‘O Mary Don’t You Weep’. Soon, Eddie Silver joined as a singer and second guitarist with his black American Vega guitar. George Williams switched to bass and Hank retired the banjo. This line-up played Newcastle University on Bonfire Night 1957, a real red-letter day, as Monty Sunshine – clarinet player with the Chris Barber Band – sat in with them for a few numbers. Hank celebrated by drinking large amounts of cider and waking up the following morning on the floor of the university hall with a dozen other victims.



Jim Dale played at the Newcastle Empire in October 1957 and Bruce went along. Like Tommy Steele, Dale was another new British teen idol up from London, who’d just had a number-two hit with ‘Be My Girl’ on the Columbia label, on which his basic but echo-smothered guitar solo was the highlight. He was also compere for the National Skiffle Contest. The girls screamed for him. The atmosphere was electric. One man and a guitar – Jim Dale seemed to have it all sewn up. Bruce’s mind was blown.

The Jim Dale show convinced Bruce to make a recce to the 2i’s on Old Compton Street in Soho, the coffee bar where stars were being discovered on a seemingly weekly basis. He stayed at the YMCA on Tottenham Court Road. The neon lights of Soho reminded him of the fairgrounds in Newcastle. The pubs never seemed to close. The coffee bars had a tangible teenage glamour. Music came out of every door.

Just before Christmas 1957, George Williams noticed an ad for a talent contest in London. Bruce, desperate to escape monochrome Newcastle, convinced the other Railroaders that they could do it. There would be stiffer competition than on Tyneside, yeah, but what the hell, they knew they were good. The talent contest was to be held at the Granada cinema in Edmonton. On a damp Friday evening, the Railroaders took the LNER train south from Newcastle Central. ‘London seemed so vast compared to Newcastle,’ recalled Hank. ‘Even King’s Cross, where we were staying, seemed major. We went to a club called the Nucleus [on Endell Street]. And it was bohemian – it was dark, it was open late and the people there looked interesting. They looked like they didn’t work! Drinking coffee and that kind of thing. And there was a transvestite there called Angel. Then Ewan MacColl came in and did a song, and we were like Wow! because we’d seen him on TV. Very far-out surroundings… the whole thing was definitely food for thought. We decided to stay down and try to crack it.’

The following day, they played two songs in Edmonton and made it through to the semi-finals. These would be in January 1958, only a few weeks later, but long enough for skiffle to have died in Britain. In that semi-final, George Williams would play a real double bass, Jim Simmons upgraded his washboard to a drum kit and Bruce swapped his National for a Framus acoustic. They walked it. To celebrate, they spent the evening at Chiquito, a real-life London coffee bar on Hanway Street, with a cappuccino machine and a jukebox. This was the stuff of their dreams.

Bruce had left Rutherford Grammar at Christmas, both parties relieved to see the back of each other. Hank would follow his lead a couple of months later. Neither sat their O levels; they were too impatient. On 6 April 1958, it was the final of the talent contest. Hank and Bruce would never go back to Newcastle. ‘We were fifteen, it’s true,’ Hank told Nick Owen in 2002, ‘but I don’t think we saw any real dangers. We were pretty naïve.’



	I. In the early ’60s, at the peak of the Shadows’ fame, Bruce would get into his Rolls-Royce and drive over to the genteel suburb of Whickham, to see his Aunt Sadie at the bungalow he had bought for her. The Shadows were going to play at Newcastle City Hall that night, and Bruce must have been feeling on top of the world. Aunt Sadie decided this was the right time to tell Bruce that, when he was born, his uncle Jimmy had been best friends with Topper Meehan, so none of that side of the family had ever been told where his mother had escaped to. Even in the ’60s, they weren’t aware of Bruce’s existence.

	II. The trad jazz boom would come later, between 1959 and 1962, spearheaded by clarinet player Acker Bilk and then a host of lesser lights like Kenny Ball, who would survive as TV regulars until the 1980s, playing Beatles songs in a Dixieland style. Big Pete Deuchar was not too principled to ride this wave.








2 TEACH YOU TO ROCK

The Railroaders came third in the final, behind a jazz band and a Malayan opera singer. They fell apart overnight. Drummer Jim Simmons needed to get back home for his mining shift, while George Williamson abandoned his bass and decided he would become singer Eddie Silver’s manager. Hank had been confident that the Railroaders would win the talent contest, but third was admirable, good enough, and better than any other rock ’n’ roll or skiffle group in the contest. Third was enough to persuade Hank and Bruce to keep trying their luck in London.

Eddie Silver stayed down too, with his newly appointed manager George, but he ditched Hank and Bruce. ‘He thought we were just a couple of kids,’ remembered Bruce ‘and he had no further use for us. Eddie was a bit older than us – late twenties, old enough to be my dad – and had a good ballad voice. He got a contract with Philips. George became his manager and negotiated his contract. He put out a couple of records, but nothing happened.’

Hank and Bruce had no prize money, no money at all, and nowhere to stay. The manager of the venue where the final had taken place, the Granada in Edmonton, took a shine to the Geordie teenagers and made a telephone call to a landlady he knew; he found digs for the Railroaders with a Geordie woman called Mrs Bowman. Her house was next to the Holly Park estate, between Crouch End and Finsbury Park, a neat piece of municipal design that had been built in 1952 on the site of Park House, a former World War One military hospital. Brimming with post-war purpose and the tangible energy of 1951’s Festival of Britain, it felt like a good base to start a new life; Mrs Bowman would be Bruce and Hank’s landlady for nine months. She had an attic room for them, complete with a gas fire.

Mrs Bowman’s place was a large Victorian house full of showbiz people who weren’t quite there yet, rooms for theatrical types and impoverished musicians. One of the other lodgers, who Hank remembered wearing ‘fancy embroidered American shirts and snazzy black and white shoes’, had a collection of Sun 78s he had brought back from the US – Elvis Presley, Jerry Lee Lewis, Johnny Cash and Carl Perkins. The motherlode. This was American rock ’n’ roll at its newest and its most primal, the intersection of country and rhythm and blues that had been partially engineered by Sun Studios owner Sam Phillips and then spread like a virus across the wider world by Presley, Lewis, Cash and Perkins.



The switch from skiffle to rock ’n’ roll had happened in Britain almost overnight. There had been rockers coming through in 1957, co-existing with the bigger skiffle names like Lonnie Donegan, the Vipers Skiffle Group and Johnny Duncan, but from New Year’s Day 1958 onwards, the word skiffle was completely expunged from pop’s lingo. Even the Vipers Skiffle Group now became the Vipers, releasing a version of Dickie Bishop’s hypnotic, slinky ‘No Other Baby’ in January ’58.

Rock ’n’ roll had been treated like a passing fad by the British media ever since Bill Haley had reached number one with ‘Rock Around the Clock’ in December 1955. The previous fad they had clocked was mambo (Perry Como’s ‘Papa Loves Mambo’, Rosemary Clooney’s ‘Mambo Italiano’, et al) in 1954. Rock ’n’ roll was expected to crash and burn by 1957; according to these seers, Harry Belafonte was set to replace Presley and Donegan in teenage hearts. The sound of ’58 was gonna be calypso, baby!

Quickie cash-in movies were evidence for the ages: Tommy Steele, an important figure, was squeezed into The Tommy Steele Story (which featured some decent home-grown rockers, like ‘Elevator Rock’) and The Duke Wore Jeans (which didn’t), both in cinemas in 1957; the soundtracks to both became number-one albums. There was clearly an appetite for this stuff which extended beyond Tommy’s all-hair-and-teeth cartoon appeal. Dry as they were, at least those two movies included a charismatic star. Rock You Sinners also reached British screens in 1957 and was the point at which the British establishment thought they had rock ’n’ roll canned and processed. It starred Tony Crombie and his Rockets, Art Baxter and his Rockin’ Sinners, Joan Small, Dickie Bennett, Rory Blackwell and the Blackjacks, Curly Pat Barry and – in an acting role – future novelist Jackie Collins. One of its featured tunes was Joan Small’s improbable ‘You Can’t Say I Love You To a Rock ’n’ Roll Tune’. Another was ‘You’ve Gotta Get the Message Now’, sung by actor Colin Croft, which included a brace of drug references that sneaked past censors who can’t have known what the terms meant: ‘One for the message / Two for the blow / Three for the Benzedrine / And then you go man go!’

The song, like the film, wasn’t any good, though. Other lines like ‘rockin’ in a clip joint, dislocate your spine’ and ‘up in Siberia, rock ’n’ roll hysteria’ gave away the cynicism of the whole project.

Z-list British rockers like Joan Small and the barely-teenage Curly Pat Barry were incredibly lucky to be immortalised on celluloid, but a couple of other acts in Rock You Sinners were a considerably bigger deal. Tony Crombie had been a jazz drummer and would end up working on film scores, but in 1956 he had been one of the few people in Britain to spot which way the wind was blowing. Singles like ‘Teach You To Rock’ – a top-thirty hit in October ’56 – were perky tributes to Bill Haley and his Comets, and they really moved. His bass drum bore the legend ‘Tony R’n’R Crombie’; he wasn’t a part-timer.

Sadly not pictured on screen in Rock You Sinners was Crombie’s teenage double-bass player, a gaunt figure with hooded eyes and high cheekbones called Terry ‘Jet’ Harris.



Hank and Bruce ended up staying in Holly Park for a year. They had no means of income and relied on Mrs Bowman’s generosity, plus the odd tenner from Aunt Sadie back home in Newcastle. Once they were so hungry they survived for two days on a single apple pinched from the garden; when they were feeling brave enough, or convinced that her dogs were fast asleep, they’d pinch a bottle of milk from Mrs Bowman’s fridge.

During rehearsals for the talent contest, they’d got to hang out with some of the other contestants. There was Errol Hollis and the Velvets from Palmers Green, with a drummer whose style reminded Hank and Bruce of the Crickets’ Jerry Allison; his name was Brian Bennett. Another drummer was Pete Chester, who led his own outfit, the Chesternuts. He was the son of radio personality Charlie Chester and lived in the plush area of Hampstead Garden Suburb. Hank and Bruce stayed in touch and, within a few weeks, became full-time members of the Chesternuts. ‘It was a great name,’ laughed Hank. ‘The nuts bit was right, I can tell you. We wrote a few songs together. Pete wasn’t a bad writer at all. He was very enthusiastic. He was full of zeal. We enthused each other.’

Trainee chemist and singer Gerry Furst played harmonica, Neil Johnson was on bass and Pete Chester handled the drums. They were a little older than Hank and Bruce, and had all passed their driving tests – Gerry would turn up to rehearsals in his dad’s Ford Consul, Neil had a Wolseley and Pete had an Austin convertible. The Chesternuts felt like a step up. What’s more, rehearsing at the Chester home in Hampstead Garden Suburb meant large plates of egg and chips for the Geordies, gratis, so they went there almost every day. Hank was sure Pete’s mum was giving them extra-large portions as it must have been obvious to her that they weren’t eating properly. ‘She would look at us kindly and she could see we hadn’t eaten for a couple of days. “Would you two like something to eat?” And she’d whack a couple of poached eggs on toast for us. That really helped us out, to keep us sustained.’

In Newcastle, Hank and Bruce had both made easy money in the pubs and clubs. The Chesternuts, presumably because the other three didn’t have an urgent need for money, hardly played live at all, preferring to rehearse and write their own material. In the meantime, Hank and Bruce had become obsessed with Buddy Holly and the Crickets. Like Chuck Berry before him, Holly was a singer-songwriter with a guitar. In 1958, they were a rare breed. What’s more, Holly didn’t look like Elvis. He didn’t look like much at all, all angularity and crooked teeth, with a pair of wire spectacles to top off this unique look. He was the first pop anti-star and Hank couldn’t have been happier that it was now clearly okay to look like a bespectacled streak of nothing.

The opening guitar line on the Crickets’ ‘That’ll Be the Day’ gave Bruce chills every time he heard it. They began to write songs by playing a Holly record several times, then seeing what it inspired. They rehearsed and rehearsed. With a sympatico Pete Chester, they soon had a handful of songs to call their own.

The Chesternuts did manage to escape from the garden suburb once in a while. There was a charity concert at Stoke Newington town hall and, probably through Charlie Chester’s connections, the Chesternuts were to be the backing group for comedian Benny Hill. Bruce played the show through gritted teeth. Was this his rock ’n’ roll dream? What if Benny Hill wanted to take them on tour? He couldn’t have turned the money down. He slept badly that night.

Benny Hill didn’t stay in touch, but Leslie Conn did. He was an impresario and plugger who had been tasked with running the UK branch of Carlton Records, an American label that had just broken big with slow-eyed Michigan rock ’n’ roller Jack Scott. Conn helped Scott’s beat ballad ‘My True Love’ into the UK top ten. He was also aware that Scott, like Buddy Holly, wrote his own songs; when he found out the unknown Chesternuts did likewise, he saw potential down the line. Bruce reckoned that ‘Leslie was seriously hoping that we would emerge as a British version of the Crickets’. Conn paid for a £40 session at the Philips studio, behind Marble Arch on Stanhope Place, and the terrified teenagers spent several hours trying to get two songs down on a one-track tape recorder. In their heads, they had tonal perfection, the ultimate harmonies, just like the Everly Brothers. When they heard the results, Hank and Bruce were hugely disappointed.

Carlton turned the Chesternuts down, but Conn was persistent. In July 1958, his employers said that he was free to shop the tracks to a British record label, so he asked his friend Norman Newell – a recording manager for Columbia Records, part of EMI – for advice. To his surprise, Newell said he’d release the tracks exactly as they were and, within days, ‘Teenage Love’ (b/w Jean Dorothy, Columbia Records DB 4165) was in the shops as both a 45 and a 78. A brief Melody Maker piece referred to the Chesternuts as ‘teenage jazzmen’ – it also named Brian Rankin as one of the singers, suggesting Hank hadn’t quite settled on his new name.

‘Teenage Love’, a Chester/Rankin number according to the label, was credited to the Five Chesternuts, though it’s surprising to learn that there are more than three people on the record. Bruce plays a functional rhythm part and Hank’s single notes are buried in the mix, but a battery of Latin percussion – presumably found after raiding a school music room – manages to lift a song that sounds like an exercise in teen lyric minimalism: love, turtle dove, bird on the wing, makes you sing. The harmonies are high and naïve, the Everlys with the fog from the Tyne affecting their nasality. Looking back, Hank was entirely dismissive.

‘We recorded a thing called “Jean Dorothy”, which sounded more like “Jean Darthy” because we were trying to sound American. It was kind of a raggedy, err… it was a shocking record. It needed more rehearsal for a start, more discipline. The thing was in those days you needed to sing and play at the same time, you didn’t have the facility of a backing track. You just did it – three or four takes, and then they said “Yeah, that’s all right… next one.”

‘It also needed someone who knew what they were doing. A producer who could have given us a bit of direction. Leslie Conn was not a record producer. It was a bit amateur night with sixteen-year-olds – that’s all we were. It had plenty of passion and enthusiasm, but that was it.’

Still, he acknowledged that ‘it was fun. We were doing something.’

The single had a dizziness, a sense of delight at the mere matter of being in a studio, and its slapdash energy was engaging, no matter the DIY nature of the recording. It didn’t sound like a hit in a million years. Still, Hank and Bruce had a record out on the Columbia label, just like Paul Anka, Jim Dale and – as Hank had dreamt just a year earlier – banjo player Johnny Duncan. On that level, just for a moment, they were all equals. Whatever happened next, no one could take that away from them. What’s more, Leslie Conn had not only got the record released, he’d got them on TV. On 12 July 1958, the Chesternuts had played ‘Teenage Love’ on BBC TV show Six-Five Special, which showed just how influential both Norman Newell and Leslie Conn were.

While the Geordie Boys were finding the benefits of living in London, where the spotlight might randomly hit you if you showed your face, a Liverpool group called the Quarrymen also paid their first visit to a studio in June 1958. They were the same age as Hank and Bruce, and similarly obsessed with the Crickets – one of the two songs they cut that day was ‘That’ll Be The Day’ – but they also took Holly’s lead in writing their own material. Sixteen-year-old Paul McCartney and fifteen-year-old George Harrison took the writing credit for the second song, ‘In Spite of All the Danger’. But there were no record companies based in Liverpool and the Quarrymen’s single was only pressed as a solitary acetate, with no chance of anyone hearing it who might have booked them for Six-Five Special. Still, it showed promise.

The Chesternuts also had a full-page feature in one of the weekly music papers. The New Musical Express’s 8 August 1958 edition wrote that ‘Hank and Marvin (sic) by the way are the two members responsible for the harmony. They came to London from their native Newcastle to appear in the National Skiffle Contest and stayed on… How does the Chester family react to the latest star in their midst? Says Peter himself, “When Dad was a lad, his parents tried to stop him entering the business – and he left home!” And Charlie says enthusiastically “Jolly good luck to him!” ’

Maybe if the Chesternuts had been shuttled into Abbey Road by Norman Newell, ‘Teenage Love’ would have been given a sheen, even a string arrangement, then become a hit and this story would have headed in a very different direction. Instead, the endearingly messy, decidedly DIY single sold next to nothing.



Jet Harris was a jazzer. Before that, he was a blitz baby called Terry. His dad would come home to Willesden and tell his family that the café where he’d had lunch had been machine-gunned by German planes. He had calmly put his cutlery down, he said, then ducked under the table until the planes had flown over. Then he’d got back up and finished his lunch. Terry Harris’s dad was cool, but his son was cooler.

Music was always on the radio at home. Young Terry loved Frankie Laine’s 1952 single ‘Cry of the Wild Goose’ – spooked, urgent and exotic. He also picked up on pop-country singer Tennessee Ernie Ford’s ‘River of No Return’ and Trinidad-born pianist Winifred Atwell, who played boogie-woogie straight and became a major star in early ’50s Britain.

At school, Terry Harris was a decent athlete – he represented Middlesex as a runner – and so his friends nicknamed him Jet. He left school at fifteen and started working with his dad at a company called Dairy Supply in the sheet metal department. Wrenches, grinders and wheel dollies were less fun than hanging out at the Mapleton Club, in the basement of the Mapleton Hotel, on Coventry Street, where he was now spending his evenings. Jet was fascinated by both the music and the atmosphere, and he saved up for a deposit on a clarinet. But it didn’t take him long to find out that the clarinet wasn’t the instrument for him – around four months, which was just long enough for him to realise that the instrument he really wanted to play was the double bass. He now understood that he’d mostly liked Winifred Atwell’s records for what she was doing with her left hand. And so Jet Harris traded in his clarinet for a double bass.

All dreams of a cool jazz lifestyle were put on hold, aged fifteen, when Jet’s hair started falling out. He was a hit with the girls! This couldn’t be happening! He went to the doctor who told him that he was losing his hair because of stress. The only possible reason for this, Jet figured, was that he was so desperate to become part of the jazz scene that spending all his days







































































	I. Whyton would go on to become a kindly children’s TV presence in the ’70s, and then the presenter of BBC Radio 2’s Country Club for twenty years. No one has a bad word to say about him.
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