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Foreword

I remember the first time walking into Abbey Road sixty years ago, it was such a scary session with George Martin there as the presiding ‘grown-up’. Then thinking about how much we grew from doing the first album in a day to spending weeks and weeks in the studio … To think of how many great memories and creative moments that happened there, it’s very hard to pick one out. But I do always remember recording the orchestra on ‘A Day In The Life’ – that was pretty special.

You know, I try to resist going, ‘Wow, this is where it all happened …’, but it really is trippy. When I visit, it makes me want to just sit and think, Ah, there’s John doing ‘Girl’ …, etc. The stars really aligned for us at Abbey Road in terms of the creative stuff we brought, the musical knowledge and direction George Martin brought, and the technical side of things with some incredible engineers who were inventing new ways to record, and then also some incredible gear. It’s the only studio I’ve ever known in the world where you have one grand piano, one super grand, one medium grand … everything, just there in the studio for normal use. Long before and long after the Beatles some of the best music in the world was born in those rooms, and they are still carrying on as one of the best studios in the world. Long live Abbey Road!

Paul McCartney, July 2022




Intro: The Long and Winding Road

They come from all over the world.

They ascend in gaggles via the pleasingly period escalator from the tube station at St John’s Wood. They ask locals for directions. These people have issued the same instructions so many times they point in the right direction without following the gesture with their eyes. Rounding the corner of Grove End Road these pilgrims in skinny jeans, who may have found their way here from Murmansk, Manchester or Mobile, Alabama, find it hard to suppress a Christmas morning smile on finding themselves suddenly inside a picture with which they have been familiar since they can remember, looking up and down this particular road and gazing dreamily at this very particular pedestrian crossing.

London has many such crossings – known locally as ‘zebras’ – but this one is unique. It’s the only one in the land which is listed as a site of outstanding historical interest. As such it may not be repositioned by so much as a foot in either direction without discussions at the highest level and in all probability questions in the House of Commons. It is also the only zebra people queue up to cross, hoping that they and their companions might be magically isolated and captured in the same way those original four mates were all those years ago. The crossing is also, to the acute frustration of corporate bean counters keen to look at every possible way in which musical history might be ‘monetized’, one destination of historical interest in London that remains free.

London is not short of historical attractions. Londoners are used to seeing reluctant processions of adolescents being ushered in organized parties through the baleful portals of the Tower of London or beneath the improving colonnade of the National Gallery. The difference with this site of cultural and historical interest is that these young people have come under their own steam and of their own volition, in groups of two and three, and since there are not even any signs to indicate what they have come looking for, this may even have involved some effort. No guide book has sent them here. No teacher has prodded them in this particular direction. They come because they want to, and they come without the expectation of actually seeing anything more spectacular than what they do see as they round Grove End Road.

The house itself, a solid Victorian family villa which has been steadily extended over the years to accommodate the changing shape of the business that is carried on behind its facade, is of no great distinction. The two iron gates which separate its small car park from the road outside are heavy enough to discourage anyone minded to just drop in and check out the place. If they pressed their case further they would be greeted by signs sternly pointing out that photography of any kind is not permitted within the building. In the basement of the address next door, which houses some of the studios’ considerable back office functions, is a gift shop where tourists can purchase T-shirts, tea mugs or a leather ‘ticket to ride’ card holder for their travel card. A considerable number of the younger visitors feel the need to add their message of devotion to the thousands of others which cover the low wall outside. Every month Westminster Council, keen to placate those local taxpayers who feel that graffiti, even of the sort seeking to assert a spiritual connection between the late John Lennon and Pedro from Argentina, lowers the tone of the neighbourhood, sends a team of painters to whitewash the wall and the scribbling starts all over again on a clean sheet.

It would not be accurate to say these scribblers have been drawn here by nostalgia. Most of the people who take this journey are far too young to remember Britpop, let alone the Beatles. They have been brought up in an altogether different world. In the sense that they conduct much of their lives online they’re also what we call digital natives, children of the iPhone, who have grown up with the idea that a few clicks on their hand-held device can conjure any entertainment experience. All the music they consume has been assembled by a person or persons using some form of computer and can be accessed in the same way. Where and when it originated seems neither here nor there. Yet they know some remarkable things have taken place where they are now standing. Furthermore they come to this particular London pavement, like pilgrims of long ago, drawn by the opportunity to momentarily genuflect and re-enact something which occurred in the same few feet in a few minutes during a lunch hour over fifty years earlier. They’re additionally attracted by the idea that this crossing sits outside a very special place where things occurred which could only be done in a place of this kind. Religions have been based on flimsier foundations.

They can see in their mind’s eye John, Ringo, Paul and George crossing that street in an easterly direction on that August morning in 1969. Were they of a William Blake turn of mind they might even close their eyes and picture the choir invisible whose feet have also walked across that same road in the ninety years since the studio opened: Edward Elgar, Paul Robeson, George Bernard Shaw, Steven Spielberg, Yehudi Menuhin, Bette Davis, Peter Sellers, Ravi Shankar, Gracie Fields, Syd Barrett, Judy Garland, Ella Fitzgerald, Glenn Miller, Sophia Loren, Luciano Pavarotti, Eartha Kitt, Al Bowlly, Noël Coward, Liam Gallagher, Amy Winehouse, John Barry, Kate Bush, Kanye West and Jacqueline du Pré.

Not all the musicians who did their work here over the years are accorded quite the same bold-face reverence – this has also been the atelier of Pinky and Perky, Ken Dodd, Russ Conway, Ken ‘Snakehips’ Johnson, Freddie and the Dreamers, the Temperance Seven, Bucks Fizz, Reg Dwight, the Mike Sammes Singers, Mrs Mills, and Manuel and the Music of the Mountains – but the building and the people who worked in it took that work every bit as seriously.

The mainly young people outside on the crossing have never actually been inside a recording studio and in all probability never will, but they have nonetheless absorbed some sketchy idea of what is supposed to go on in a recording studio. This idea may have been assembled from dimly remembered scenes in ancient movies, the kind in which the ‘recording’ light would go on and an ulcerated executive would reach for the talkback through a pall of smoke and then bark something like ‘Go, fellas. Take one!’ At this the band of youngsters on the other side of the glass would try all kinds of things which didn’t quite make it – as we can see from the concerned faces in the control room – before finally one youngster would try another thing, possibly something which nobody had tried before, and this time when they listened to it over the playback the kids and the grown-ups exchanged that look, that very special look which can only indicate fame and money. These are the magic moments which studios are in the business of facilitating.

Of course such a superficial view passes over the drudgery, the personal friction and the wrestling with recalcitrant equipment with which all such processes are beset, but there is nonetheless more than a kernel of truth in it. That truth is that what’s going on behind the doors of a studio like Abbey Road – and as we shall see there never was a studio like Abbey Road and there certainly never will be again – is the attempt to create something which is greater than the sum of the parts involved. It’s attempting to ignite a spark which was not there when the musicians arrived at the studio. It’s attempting to make something happen which could never have happened had they remained at home and phoned it in. It’s the further urge to capture that something and polish it in such a way that people will want to listen to the resulting record again and again and again, and again fifty years later. This is the essential business going on behind the doors of Abbey Road, the doors through which you may not enter. What’s been going on there for over ninety years has called for skills that are musical, chemical, mechanical, technical, interpersonal, logistical, managerial and, romantics might be tempted to add, close to magic.

What follows is for the people who believe in the magic.
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In the pioneering days, Fred Gaisberg (centre) needed singers who could project sufficiently to make an impression on the heavy recording equipment in his Covent Garden studio.

The Fat, the Jolly and the Covent Garden Shuffle







In 1898, when the first recording studio was opened in London, the majority of people went through their entire lives without expecting ever to hear the sound of their own voice. Nowadays, on the other hand, the whole business of recording is so commonplace that small children grow up expecting every noteworthy moment to be endlessly replayed.

The early phonograph, which was the first form of record player, was not initially for entertainment at all. It was marketed as a talking rather than a singing machine. Its backers saw it primarily as a business tool into which bosses could dictate and from which typists could transcribe. Even when it branched out from business to artistic use nobody thought of investing in a dedicated place where an artist might go to record. It was far more likely that the recording equipment would have to go to the subject, no matter how much trouble might be involved. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries opera was as much of a force in music as hip hop is today and the big stars were similarly keen on exacting the tribute they felt they were due from any new technology that demanded their cooperation. Thus the tenor Francesco Tamagno, for instance, would only agree to record for the Gramophone Company, one of the new ventures which would eventually be absorbed into EMI when it formed in 1931, if they sold his records at a pound each and gave him his own label. Even when they acquiesced and handed him a £2,000 advance he still insisted their engineer haul his heavy recording equipment to his Ligurian home high above Ospedaletti where the recordings would actually be made.

These recordings were a success, which is probably what encouraged the Australian soprano Nellie Melba to allow the Gramophone Company to release recordings she had already made for her own purposes. To outdo Tamagno she insisted these be sold for a guinea each, which was a shilling more expensive than his. Ears were pricking up across the world of opera upon hearing of this strange new revenue stream. It piqued the interest of the Italian diva Adelina Patti, then living in retirement in a castle in Wales. After fully two years of negotiations, she allowed that she might just be prepared to give the record-buying public a taste of the genius they had only read about if the record company shipped all their kit to her distant fastness in Powys and just hung about until she felt like singing. When she finally came before the equipment it was clear that at sixty-two her golden days were gone.

The first proper recording studio in London was set up in the smoking room of the old Coburn Hotel on Maiden Lane in Covent Garden in 1898. This was just off the Strand, Europe’s cab-choked Great White Way, which at the time had more theatres than any other street in London. Here the night air still reeked of burnt cork and limelight. Here Bram Stoker had dreamed up Dracula while totting up the nightly receipts at the Lyceum. Here Gilbert and Sullivan, in their pomp in the 1880s, unveiled their every new masterpiece at the Savoy Theatre, the first public building in the world to be lit entirely by electricity. Theatreland was its own world with its own rules. A few days before Christmas in 1897 the actor William Terriss was murdered while entering the stage door of the Adelphi Theatre on Maiden Lane. His murderer had only recently been consigned to Broadmoor when the twenty-five-year-old Fred Gaisberg arrived from the United States to supervise recordings for the Gramophone Company at 31 Maiden Lane.

Born in Washington DC to a German immigrant family, Fred had a grounding in music and a passionate interest in the technology which promised to capture it. Having impressed Emil Berliner, the American inventor of the gramophone record which supplanted Edison’s cylinder, with his knack for persuading people to submit to being recorded, he was dispatched to London to help Berliner’s English partners drum up interest among potential investors. The new company brought him from the US because he had the potential to be a one-man record industry. In his new role at Maiden Lane he had to be. Fred had to find the talent and also operate technology which was anything but plug-and-play. At the time the last word in sophisticated equipment in this regard was a recording machine placed on a high stand from which would project a long thin trumpet into which the singer was invited to pour his or her heart. This worked on entirely mechanical principles. Because, according to Gaisberg, the diaphragm which captured the performance was not very sensitive, it needed a certain kind of performer to make the kind of record that people would pay for. Recording at the time was 90 per cent projection, much as it was in the unamplified world of the music hall. One of the reasons the tenor Enrico Caruso became the first superstar recording artist (he made almost half a million pounds from recordings in his lifetime) was that he had a voice strong enough to be heard above the surface noise which was an inescapable fact of recording life.

Because one of the main challenges in those early days was persuading performers to come in and give recording a try, Gaisberg had to be ready to do further duty as accompanist. On one occasion in 1902 when a long-wooed artist turned up unexpectedly alone, Fred had to start the recording machine and then immediately dash to the piano to accompany the famous droll on a recording of one of his most popular tunes, ‘Mrs Kelly’. Because he was also a champion clog dancer they hoisted him on to a table to record his distinctive solo. It proved to be the artist’s last session. The legendary Dan Leno, arguably the inventor of the English comic tradition, died two years later in 1904.

The emergence of a recorded music business depended on two things. The first was the recording machinery that captured the sound in the studio. The second was the music carrier that delivered the recording into the home. Carriers had moved on from the cylinder to the relatively sensitive machinery of Berliner’s gramophone. However, it was still the case that to make a successful record required the kind of back-stalls belter who could project sufficiently to loosen the mouldings in the dress circle, articulate with piercing clarity so that the audience could follow the dense plot of a comic song, and deliver a climax sufficiently jarring to rouse even the somnolent stage-door Johnnies who might have dined too well prior to taking their seats.

Gaisberg often found these very qualities directly across Maiden Lane in London’s oldest restaurant, Rules, which was founded in 1798, then as now a place with a special appeal to theatricals. One of the first to cross the road was Burt Shepard, an experienced entertainer popular on both sides of the Atlantic thanks to his mastery of such crowd-pleasing favourites as the tear-stained Irish ballad, the stirring negro spiritual, the ever-popular yodel and his ‘Laughing Song’, which never failed to fill the stage with flags. With Burt as his Judas goat, Fred would entice other music-hall brethren into the studios, often with as much thought to their own amusement as to the benefit of posterity. In this way Fred was granted the rare privilege of capturing voices which would otherwise have escaped entirely; it’s thanks to him that we have them still, like the last transmissions from a dying planet on which nobody had grown up with the expectation of ever being able to hear anything twice. It is in this way that the likes of Gus Elen, Albert Chevalier, Marie Lloyd and Vesta Tilley came to be memorialized, albeit through a fog, on records bearing the distinctive label of His Master’s Voice.

A tougher sell than the over-lunched stars of the business of show were the heavily corseted battle-axes of grand opera. These divas who filled the finest venues all over the world took some persuading that a recording studio of any kind was a fit and proper place on which to set their expensively shod feet. When the French soprano Emma Calvé, who originated the title role in Bizet’s Carmen, was first delivered to Maiden Lane by carriage and four in 1902 she initially refused to alight, claiming she had arrived at a place that looked more like a thieves’ den than the kind of premises suitable for an artiste of her standing. It was only when somebody emerged from the building with the 100 guineas she was being paid for six records that she managed to overcome her fear. Furthermore, like many of her kind, once she was inside the studio she wasn’t entirely clear what kind of performance she was expected to deliver, having to be discouraged from breaking into dancing while singing as she did on stage.

This was a world before radio when the only music the overwhelming majority of people had ever heard was live or via the barrel organ. Musicians had never had the opportunity to hear themselves and they weren’t always sure they wished to. The story goes that the German pianist Hans von Bülow was persuaded to record a Chopin mazurka during a visit to the Edison factory in New Jersey. When he put the pipes to his ears to hear the playback the shock of hearing his own performance caused him to faint. The singers who were the musicians most keenly sought by the record companies were attracted by the money they could make but were also understandably nervous of the fact that by allowing themselves to be recorded they might be putting their voices up for judgement in a way they had never been before.

It was a simpler business to adapt solo singers to the limitations of the recording medium than it was to record full orchestral works. In the early days, when the performance of an entire orchestra would have to be directed towards one recording horn, there were whole areas of the orchestral spectrum which had to be dispensed with altogether for fear they would prove either too loud or too soft for the recording machinery. Certain instruments had special instructions. French horn players would have their backs to the conductor, following his instructions in a wing mirror mounted on their instruments. Timpani and double basses would be left at home altogether, and it was cheaper to pay one superstar for his services than to have all the members of a symphony orchestra hanging around for the three days it would take to record even a drastically abbreviated Nutcracker suite. There were whole areas of the canon that were simply not worth the trouble of recording.

This changed following the First World War with the advent of electrical recording. The very first experiment came on Armistice Day 1920, with a recording of the dedication of the tomb of the Unknown Soldier at Westminster Abbey. This engineering breakthrough had been made by two people working for the Columbia Graphophone Company, which would soon be merged with the Gramophone Company to make EMI. At that stage microphones were not much better than telephone mouthpieces. By 1925 nine hundred male singers could be ranged below a single microphone on stage at the Metropolitan Opera House in New York for a recording of ‘Adeste Fideles’, which became a huge success. The sales literature called it the most thrilling sound ever heard on a phonograph record. Suddenly there was a sense of space, of power, of drama, and even a hint that a record might be better than a live performance.

The subsequent growth of electrical recording in the decade that followed meant that musicians no longer had to huddle together in small rooms in order to produce enough volume to make an impression on the recording diaphragm of the old acoustic process. They could spread out in bigger rooms, which meant that recordings could capture some of the ambient sound that seemed to lend recorded music its drama. It was time for studios as spacious and impressive as those being built by the film companies. It was time for a corporate headquarters which announced the fact that this was a respectable business. Maybe it was finally time for a temple of recording into which even the grandest diva would be happy to set foot.
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Sir Edward Elgar prepares to officially open the world’s first proper recording studio in 1931 in the presence of most of the white males in London, including George Bernard Shaw, seated on the stairs.

A Home Fit for Divas, Knights of the Realm and Weeping Piano Players







In the year 1929, when property people working for the Gramophone Company first set eyes on the large house at No. 3 Abbey Road, St John’s Wood, it was by no means clear that it was worth a company investing in a building dedicated to recording. The introduction of radio to America in 1922 had made the gramophone seem like yesterday’s papers as far as the mass market was concerned. Nor was it by any means obvious that the exposure gained by radio play was in the interests of record companies. Following a court case in 1934 when the two major English companies, EMI and Decca, disputed with a Bristol coffee shop which had had the temerity to entertain its customers with gramophone records, it was agreed that the rights holder’s permission was required to play records in public. In the same year in the United States a singer called Bing Crosby argued in court that he offered ‘personal, original and individual interpretations’ and thus his records were clearly marked ‘not licensed for radio broadcast’. However, even in the face of such commercial headwinds the new company, which clearly took every word in its new name seriously, felt a music factory was no less important than the record factory it had recently built just outside London at Hayes.

One of the aspects of the wind-up gramophone that had recommended itself to the market was the fact that it was portable. It could be taken on picnics. It could even be taken to war. Indeed one 1915 model was carried to the Western Front so often it was known as the Trench Decca. Since it cost £8 at a time when a private soldier’s pay was a shilling a day it was more popular with officers than men. Even during the post-war boom the market for records had yet to settle down into predictable patterns. One of the first exceptional sellers was a recording of ‘O For The Wings Of A Dove’ sung by a fifteen-year-old choirboy from West Ham. Released by HMV in 1927 it sold six hundred and fifty thousand copies in six months. Demand was so high it was said that six presses had to work night and day to keep up with it. Eventually they pressed so many that the master disc could no longer be used and a second recording had to be made in 1928, by which time the boy soprano was old enough for military service. The new company realized it could not legislate for such freak sales events and had to stick to its core mission, which was recording the classical repertoire for the first and, as far as anyone knew, only time.

Before the opening of the new studio full orchestras could only be recorded in rented concert halls in the West End. The development of the new electrical recording process meant that there was an increasing need to control every element of the recording environment and have the musicians come to the equipment rather than the other way round. In the early 1930s St John’s Wood, which was known as the haunt of ‘whores and artists’, was where many musicians made their homes. In the Victorian era the area had been known as the place where gentlemen kept their mistresses. Holman Hunt’s Pre-Raphaelite masterpiece The Awakening Conscience, in which a swell dallies with his unstayed plaything before returning to his office, was painted in one such House of Convenience. Although the company had already built two small studios as part of its Hayes factory there was clearly something to be said for a recording studio that was closer to the venues and hotels of the West End. Thanks to the transport links that went through St John’s Wood, musicians of the 1930s could provide their services and be back to their proper work as quickly and efficiently as the City philanderers of earlier decades. And thanks to the fact that from the street it gave the appearance of being a handsome family home of impeccable respectability even the grandest dames of the opera would not fear to mount its steps.

What they found when they visited after it opened in 1931 was that what presented itself as a villa from the outside was, when you entered, a sound laboratory, an office complex and a concert hall. Before the advent of electrical recording there was very little need for a studio large enough to accommodate an orchestra. Mechanical recording could just about capture the highest and lowest frequencies. Anything in the middle – anything concerned with tone, flavour, harmony or texture – it simply couldn’t deal with. The best mechanical recording could offer was a pencil sketch of whatever was placed in front of what the poet Philip Larkin called its ‘huge remembering pre-electric horn’, and the fewer musicians involved the better. With electrical recording, where one or more microphones could be advantageously positioned and musicians no longer had to huddle together and blare to be heard, recording was beginning to approach something like colour. Recording sessions done the mechanical way were remembered as being claustrophobic and sweaty. They were claustrophobic because the musicians always had to crowd round the horn. They were sweaty because everybody was justifiably terrified of making a mistake.

When Fred Gaisberg had first heard the results of electrical recording, in a locked room in Russell Square, he was shocked to be able to hear sibilants for the first time. He immediately realized the old way was as dead as corsetry. Gaisberg’s generation of recording maestros, whose skills had encompassed the musical as well as the mechanical, would soon be supplanted by a younger generation trained in the management of this new force called electricity. These new men became known as balance engineers because for the first time they were able to balance the inputs coming in from the studio floor, so that singers could be heard without having to assert themselves above the musicians. Where stars of the mechanical era had been belters like Al Jolson, the new technology suddenly made possible the rise of crooners like Bing Crosby, who sang into the shell-like of the swooning damsel with whom they were sharing a notional swing. This wasn’t immediately apparent to the powers that be at the new studio, who were primarily keen on being able to make recordings that reflected the full spectrum of a symphony orchestra. They didn’t realize that the electrical microphone had made a new sort of music possible, a form which would come to be called pop.

The plan to invest in the only dedicated recording centre in the world sought to take advantage of these exciting technical advances. Inevitably the most vigorous resistance came from inside the tent. The editor of The Gramophone magazine, launched in 1923 for classical pedants of the most horn-rimmed variety, begged for relief from the apparently dazzling brightness of the new electrical recordings. Fred Gaisberg was against this kind of investment in such an uncertain economic climate and insisted he would keep his office at Hayes. But even the venerable Fred could not compete with the energy of the idea’s main sponsor, Trevor Osmond Williams, who was head of the international artistes department, and in vain was it muttered that the Abbey Road house had been chosen because it was only ten minutes away from the latter’s smart flat. If this was an arrangement he looked forward to, he was not to see it come to fruition. He died in Vienna in July 1930 while the builders were still working on the site.

The plot at No. 3 had been chosen because it had at its rear a garden big enough in which to mount a game of association football, or build a studio big enough to accommodate two hundred and fifty musicians and a thousand audience members. Because the builders working to the plan of Wallis, Gilbert and Partners were pioneers they were inevitably out there with neither map nor compass and had very little best practice to call on. Their initial plans, which envisaged tiny control rooms with just enough space for a wax recording machine and a small control panel, would soon have to be torn up. Within a month of the opening they had to remove a quarter of the thickness of the material they had placed on the ceiling to reduce reverberation. None of this is surprising because the beast they were building – a massive recording studio – was something nobody had constructed before. Once they had built it they weren’t entirely sure what was the best way to use it.

It took two years to convert the original property, which planning regulations stipulated had to retain the same appearance from the outside, into one of the most technologically advanced facilities in London. The press release from EMI billed it as ‘London’s Latest Wonder’ and boasted that its three studios with their four and a half miles of electric cable were what was needed to accommodate the different varieties of music they would be called upon to record. The living quarters which had been used by the home’s previous occupants were repurposed as offices, reception areas and ‘retiring rooms’. Some original features were retained; senior staff were particularly pleased if they found that an old fireplace gave their office the atmosphere of a gentleman’s study.

When Sir Edward Elgar opened the studio on 12 November 1931 by conducting ‘Land Of Hope And Glory’ in Studio One for the newsreel cameras of Pathé, he and the orchestra were on a stage at one end of the room, apparently ready to give a performance rather than make a recording. The assembled dignitaries, who included all the top brass of EMI and George Bernard Shaw, watched in respectful silence as the great man’s valet relieved him of his heavy winter coat, he ascended the podium, and began with the modest injunction to the gentlemen – for be assured there were no women in his orchestra – to ‘play this as though you had never heard it before’. Like all musical artistes, Sir Edward liked the idea of being seen to be at the cutting edge and recognized as the one chosen to represent the musical community at this very significant event. He also liked the attention. In response to Fred Gaisberg’s request that he allow himself to be filmed by the Pathé cameras he gave his assent but jokingly added that if he was required to speak he would of course put in an invoice.

The PR announcements that accompanied the grand opening sought to assure that the new facility would afford the highest standards that might be expected of a concert hall, including ‘waiting and retiring rooms for artistes’. In fact it seemed that they had taken every possible step to conceal from the performers the building’s true purpose. There was no playback in the studio. That took place in another suite of rooms set aside for listening. Everybody turned up dressed as though for the concert stage, which is where the early recordings had been made. That was Studio One. At the other end of the scale was Studio Three, where recordings of solo singers or small ensembles would be made.

Extravagant displays of temperament were not invented with the Marshall stack. The tweedy maestros of the classical world who were the studio’s main clients in the thirties had their rock star moments too. The Italian maestro Arturo Toscanini flounced from Studio One in June 1935, claiming to be unhappy with the acoustics, getting in his car and being driven off, leaving a few hundred pounds’ worth of orchestra to pack their fiddles and get in the bus queue. Austrian violinist Fritz Kreisler would turn up with a special device for measuring the humidity of the room and, having measured, would choose his fiddle accordingly. A good deal of the ten years before the war it took Artur Schnabel to record Beethoven’s piano sonatas at Abbey Road was spent deciding exactly where was the best spot in the studio to place his piano.
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1. The 1931 announcement of the bold new studio venture.
Fred Gaisberg realized that, although his place was no longer at the recording console, the other important element of the record man’s craft, that of putting together the right artists with the right repertoire, was still something he could do. It took a great deal of his powers of persuasion to get Schnabel to record at all. Like many of his generation Schnabel had grown up believing that the nature of a performance is that it can only be given once. Like many of his background and temperament he was far from convinced that it was a good idea to make records at all because there was a good chance they might be listened to by the wrong kind of people. He was further concerned that he would not know how those people might be dressed, what they might be doing at the time, and whether they would even bother to listen to the end of the piece.

Gaisberg eventually tempted him with the offer to do something that nobody had ever done before, which was to record all thirty-two of the piano sonatas of Ludwig van Beethoven. This was financed by getting serious classical enthusiasts to join the Beethoven Society, via which they would receive the works as and when they were recorded by this most rigorous of musicians. This commitment called for a good deal of patience from the subscribers, in that the first records were made in 1932 and the last recordings of the sonatas did not go out until five years later. The effort of recording all thirty-two took a great deal more out of Schnabel. At one stage he came out of the studio into the street and began weeping from the sheer effort it had cost him.

Nobody yet thought of themselves as a recording artist. Performing on the concert platform was a walk in the park when set against a major recording project in the days before tape, when recordings went direct to disc. This called for a blend of precision, inspiration and dog work which musicians had never known before. And since no musician had ever attempted the Beethoven sonatas before, Schnabel couldn’t be expected to know what he was letting himself in for. Because a 78 rpm disc could only accommodate, at most, four minutes a side, he first had to work out for each piece suitable junctures at which recording could be stopped – meaning that one movement of a sonata might have to be broken as many as three times. Then there were the sheer technical demands of playing such exacting music accurately and with the precise degree of emphasis. (Earlier on in his career, when a piano roll company had told him they had sixteen different weights of ‘touch’ on a key, he is said to have replied, ‘I have seventeen.’) There would be the inevitable technical breakdowns and pauses to replace the wax on to which the music was being inscribed, at the beginning of each of which the people in the control room would look to him to provide a faultless take.

Schnabel wrote to his wife explaining why he was finding the experience so draining. In four minutes, he explained, two thousand or more keys would be hit. ‘If two of them are unsatisfactory you have to repeat all of the two thousand. In the repeat the first faulty notes are corrected but two others are not satisfactory and so you must play all two thousand again. You do it ten times, always with a sword of Damocles over your head. Finally you give up and twenty bad notes are left in it. I am physically and mentally too weak for this process and was close to a breakdown.’

The recording studio lured the musician with the promise of immortality while torturing him with a level of scrutiny that was entirely new. An intellectual like Schnabel wasn’t Dan Leno. He didn’t need the reassurance of the hot breath of the multitudes upon him as he performed, but even he sought a form of forgiveness which the studio didn’t appear to offer. Fred Gaisberg, who was present throughout the twenty sessions a year it took to get the thirty-two sonatas satisfactorily recorded over those five years, knew that it was sometimes a good idea to take the performer’s mind off the job in hand. When there was a break in the proceedings he would come out of the Recorder’s Box (as they called the control room) smiling and doing everything in his power to lighten the mood, up to and including his imitation of Charlie Chaplin’s famous walk. His niece Isabella, who was studying the piano, had the demanding duty of turning the pages for each sonata. Schnabel, like all musicians, loved an audience even if that audience was singular.

Gaisberg was hugely attracted by the big projects and he reached round the world to make them happen. He was also a believer in star power. It was at his instigation, also in 1932, that the sixteen-year-old American violin virtuoso Yehudi Menuhin was brought to Abbey Road to record Elgar’s Violin Concerto under the baton of England’s greatest composer, then in his seventy-fifth year. The boy genius was picked up at Dover by Rolls-Royce and conveyed to Grosvenor House, where he was barred from the dining room if he didn’t put on long trousers. When he and the composer got together a couple of days before the session to agree on an interpretation, the boy hadn’t even got to the second theme when Elgar announced that it would all be fine and since it was a lovely day he was off to the races. When they came together in Studio One after the weekend, the session proved equally congenial. The venerable knight turned up like an Edwardian country gentleman who, by rights, should have had hounds at his heels and conducted the orchestra with the authority that comes from having your name on the score, as Menuhin brought to life what he called the ‘passionate innocence’ of the English with an assurance which belied his head boy appearance. In his memoirs, Menuhin recalled how impressed he was by Elgar’s lightness of touch when dealing with the orchestra. In an English studio, he noted, what seemed to count was invisible authority. ‘This taught me something about England,’ he wrote. ‘That authority must present itself unobtrusively, even humbly. It is an exercise of authority developed through handling dogs, horses and regiments.’

The recording of the Violin Concerto was accomplished in a day and a half, which was quick considering that it was having to be recorded in fragments. Any extended piece such as this would eventually be published as an ‘album’ of 78s in a wallet and therefore would have to be recorded as such. There was no such thing as editing. As the performance was happening the signal from the microphone was being permanently inscribed into a wax master disc from which the stampers that were used to manufacture the record would eventually be made. If there was a fluff or a mistake there was no way it could be edited out. The musicians simply had to stop, throw away the old disc, send for another one and start again. This made it an expensive as well as time-consuming business. Musicians who couldn’t get it right first time would not be asked again. Electrical recordings may have improved the quality, but they hadn’t made the process any more forgiving or any easier on the artists. It would be a long time before any musician would regard going into the studio as an enjoyable experience.

The Russian composer Sergei Prokofiev was very excited to be allowed to make his first recording in June 1932 at Abbey Road but found the experience far more of a grind than he’d expected. He had to do two run-throughs of his Piano Concerto No. 3 with the orchestra, purely in order to get the proper balance between the two. As soon as you played one of the discs back to find out which balance was acceptable, the disc was of no further use. By the time they got to do the real take they were starting to regret that they hadn’t kept the earlier ones. In his diary he wrote: ‘The first recording came out well, only the second clarinet played some wrong notes. We did it again; the clarinet played the right notes, but my playing was worse. It went on like this for three hours. It was very interesting work but I was glad when it was over, because I was worn out with concentrating.’

In the middle of all this he had to pause to receive a celebrity visitor, the Duke of Kent, who was visiting the studios at the time. Prokofiev was slightly put out because this meant he had to restore the braces, waistcoat and jacket of which he had divested himself in order to be more comfortable in the hot studio. The Duke, who had already done a tour, did not stay long. The conductor thought he might have been frightened by the violent character of the music. It was thought he might want to go back to the smaller studio, where he had been witnessing an actress making a voice recording.

Within a few years of the studios’ opening it seemed that No. 3 Abbey Road had already become one of the most cosmopolitan places in London. In 1934 Igor Stravinsky conducted his own dance cantata Les Noces in Studio One. Here in 1936 Pablo Casals made the first ever recording of Bach’s cello suites, at a time when many people still believed they couldn’t be performed as written. Indeed before the place had even been opened by Sir Edward the facilities had been used by artists from all corners of the world. Talented musicians flocked to London to train and to make their names. One such was the dazzling syncopated pianist Raie Da Costa. She came from a Portuguese-Jewish background in South Africa and had ventured to London in 1925 as a nineteen-year-old to make it as a concert pianist. The competition there was too fierce and she had switched to hot music, being billed as ‘The Parlophone Girl – Dance Pianiste Supreme’. While she hadn’t been able to match the discipline of her peers when training to be a classical player she could outdo most of them when it came to improvisation. She recorded three tunes in Studio Three on 18 September 1931, two months before the studios’ official opening, including a medley based on the operetta Viktoria and Her Hussar, which had opened in London the evening before. She was never to achieve the success as a recording artist which her skills demanded. In the summer of 1934 she was appearing at a hotel in Hove when she suffered a sudden attack of appendicitis and died. She was only twenty-eight.

Paul Robeson, who was living in London at the time in a rented flat on a road just off Abbey Road while playing Othello opposite Peggy Ashcroft in the West End, was actually the first artist to officially record there, on 17 September 1931. On this day he cut four songs in the smallest of the three studios, the most memorable of which was Hoagy Carmichael’s ‘Rockin’ Chair’. This song, which had been written a couple of years before, summons up a picture of an elderly black man enjoying his retirement in the Deep South, a part of the world with which the sophisticated urbanite Robeson was no more familiar than the musical director that day, Ray Noble, who came from Brighton.

Just a few days before the Christmas of 1931 Robeson returned to the studio and made one of the most striking records ever laid down at Abbey Road. It was a song by Lew Brown and Ray Henderson, who also wrote ‘Life Is Just A Bowl Of Cherries’ and ‘Button Up Your Overcoat’. In the long-running Broadway revue George White’s Scandals it had been one of the hits of 1931, sung by the baritone Everett Marshall in blackface, which was not unusual at the time. It’s a song apparently resigned to the fact that it is the fate of the black man to labour for the white man and to sing when he’s weary, sing when he’s blue, sing because that’s what he taught the white man to do. The song is called ‘That’s Why Darkies Were Born’. This is not a title you can imagine anyone introducing today, even after the most elaborate disclaimer. It is however a great song, and only those privy to what was going on in the minds of Brown and Henderson when they wrote it or of Paul Robeson when he chose to record it can write it off as racist. Robeson’s delivery has some of that swallowed anger of ‘Remember My Forgotten Man’, the song about unemployed veterans which memorably provided the bass note of the film Gold Diggers of 1933.

What makes it one of the first great Abbey Road records, and in a sense marks the beginning of the age of records, is that it has an air of uniqueness about it. This arises from the coming together of one particular artist with one particular song on one particular medium, the 78 rpm record, at one particular moment. For a start this is clearly no longer just any white performer in blackface. This is Paul Robeson. Here is a song about slavery sung by a man whose father had been born a slave, a man who had reached a level of worldly distinction that clearly mocks the superficial message of the song. You could record the song again differently but it is impossible to imagine making it any better. There had always been performers. There had always been songs. But here, suddenly, you had a record. A few moments in time inscribed into wax. That record was more than the sum of the two parts that had gone into its making. The record was, as Bing Crosby’s lawyers were soon to argue, ‘personal, original and individual’. This is where the record business begins.
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Al Bowlly, the Microphone and the Invention of Intimacy

The advent of the electrical microphone ushered in the era of crooners such as Al Bowlly, who seemed to be singing directly into your ear.







[image: ]1. When property people working for the Gramophone Company first set eyes on the large house at No. 3 Abbey Road, St John’s Wood, in 1929
[image: ]2. It was by no means clear that it was worth a company investing in a building dedicated to recording. By the time it opened two years later the massive Studio One had been erected in the back garden and the new parent company was now Electrical and Musical Industries.
[image: ]3. The sixteen-year-old Yehudi Menuhin came from the United States to record Elgar’s Violin Concerto under the baton of its composer.
[image: ]4. Billy Cotton and his band were one of the many dance bands catering for less elevated tastes.
[image: ]5. Alan Blumlein, one of the young geniuses who worked for the studio in the 1930s, invented stereo twenty years before the business had any use for it. He died during the war.
[image: ]6. Stravinsky conducted an early recording of Les Noces in Studio One, which was known as the HMV Studio.
[image: ]7. Jack Hylton with his dance band recorded at the studio under the Columbia branding in 1931.
[image: ]8. Studio boss Edward ‘Chick’ Fowler with what passed for a mixing desk in the 1940s.
[image: ]9. Gracie Fields was one of the musicians cum weapons of war who ascended the famous steps during Britain’s finest hour.
[image: ]10. Fats Waller recorded part of his ‘London Suite’ on the Compton organ, at the time a fixture in Studio One, in 1938.
[image: ]11. The deployment of band leader Glenn Miller and singer Dinah Shore to record at Abbey Road in 1944 had to be cleared at the highest level. Miller disappeared a week later.
[image: ]12. 1947 magazine illustration explaining how Thomas Beecham and orchestra recorded a Beethoven concerto.
[image: ]13. Peter Sellers’ 1959 hit Songs For Swingin’ Sellers, which included his extraordinary improvisation with Irene Handl
[image: ]14. Paved the way for George Martin’s later work with the Beatles.
[image: ]15. In the same year Cliff Richard and the Shadows recorded their first album ‘as live’ on a stage in Studio Two. The audience had their inhibitions loosened with orange squash and sandwiches.
[image: ]16. The Beatles often worked out the arrangements of their songs in Studio Two with the help of George Martin but they gradually moved into the control room
[image: ]17. Where, they learned, the true record-making power lay.
[image: ]18. The Beatles did most of their work with two engineers. Norman Smith (pictured here with McCartney and George Martin) engineered their moptop smashes while Geoff Emerick, who cut his teeth with pianist John Ogdon and Sir John Barbirolli
[image: ]19. Realized their psychedelic visions.
[image: ]20. The Hollies cranked out a series of hits at Abbey Road during the 1960s under the command of Ron ‘Don’t stop’ Richards
[image: ]21. Who liked to be finished for opening time.
[image: ]22. The Beatles’ ground-breaking ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’/‘Penny Lane’
[image: ]23. Came out of the same Studio Two as the more conservative sixties hits of fellow Liverpudlian Ken Dodd.
[image: ]24. John Lennon with George Martin and the inventor of ‘flanging’ Ken Townsend, two of the team who laboured long and hard to make ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’ possible.
[image: ]25. Jacqueline du Pré and Daniel Barenboim in Studio One the same year.
[image: ]26. Engineers dealt with everything the rota sent their way, whether it was Eric Morecambe and Ernie Wise doing a routine in Studio Two
[image: ]27. John Lennon and Yoko Ono deciding they wanted to record their heartbeats.
[image: ]28. Classical producer Suvi Raj Grubb, pictured here with pipe-wielding maestro Otto Klemperer, divided Studio One into squares in the early days of stereo so that he knew where each voice in his sound picture came from.
[image: ]29. From the earliest days Pink Floyd used the studio as a place to experiment as well as record.
[image: ]30. The Dark Side Of The Moon seemed to sample the entire building and its staff.
[image: ]31. The 1980 ultimatum that reached the desk of EMI boss Ramon Lopez led to these plans to turn Studio One into a car park.
[image: ]32. John Williams supervises the music for Star Wars: Episode 1 – The Phantom Menace in Studio One as George Lucas (centre foreground) looks on.
[image: ]33. Kate Bush shoots the video for ‘Sat In Your Lap’ in Studio Two in 1982.
[image: ]34. At 1980’s so-called Sale Of The Century equipment such as the Mellotron
[image: ]35. (In background) used by the Beatles went under the hammer.
[image: ]36. Queues formed when the studio was thrown open in 1983 for ‘Abbey Road Presents The Beatles’.
[image: ]37. The ‘Threatles’ plus George Martin pull together on the nineties archive project Anthology.
[image: ]38. The four-piece Spice Girls assemble in the back garden while recording tracks for Spiceworld in 1997.
[image: ]39. ‘Lara Croft’ helps conduct the soundtrack to Lara Croft: Tomb Raider in Studio One in 2002.
[image: ]40. When Travis arrived in Studio Two in 1998 to record The Man Who they were, they later recalled, ‘almost too excited’ to work where the Beatles had played.
[image: ]41. Amy Winehouse recorded a duet on ‘Body and Soul’ with her idol Tony Bennett at Abbey Road in March 2011. It would turn out to be her last session.
[image: ]42. When US hip hop group Brockhampton moved into the studio in 2018, sleeping on couches as they recorded their Iridescence, it was Abbey Road’s associations with Kanye West and Frank Ocean which had attracted them.
[image: ]43. On 8 August 2019 an estimated ten thousand tourists and alleged lookalikes celebrated the fiftieth anniversary of that first, most consequential crossing of the fabled thoroughfare.
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