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This book is dedicated to those who knew how it felt to carry an album down the street.




FOREWORD

‘I let my LPs go.’

Those are words I hear a lot nowadays. They usually come from somebody around my age, somebody who grew up in the fifties or sixties, in an era when it seemed the only material possessions anybody truly coveted, or could reasonably expect to acquire, were long-playing records.

When I ask what happened to their precious LPs these people mutter something about storage space, about kids and spouses, about having replaced them with CDs, then downloads, and finally with a subscription to a streaming service. Some offer this explanation apologetically. Others are quite proud that nowadays, thanks to digital technology, they can access the music – and, after all, isn’t that what it’s all about? – without having to deal with its attendant clutter.

I know what they mean. Over the last twenty years I’ve taken as much boyish delight as anyone in the way all the recorded music in the world is now suddenly at my fingertips. I’m not a vinyl fundamentalist. I will not engage in conversations about matrix numbers or the superior quality of a first pressing. On Record Store Day I avoid record stores altogether. I find it irritating beyond belief that people are prepared to make a fuss about a kind of scarcity which has been contrived purely in order to encourage them to make just such a fuss. The hype the record industry is perennially accused of visiting on fans is nothing to the hype that fans visit on themselves.

Music is just as popular now as it was in the days of Michael Jackson or Enrico Caruso. What changes is the way we consume it. And every time we change the way we consume it we also change our relationship with the music and the people who make it. This book is about a time when we consumed recorded music in a very particular way. This book is about the era of the LP. The era of the LP is not the same as the era of the album. Although all LPs were albums, not all albums were LPs. CDs were not LPs. Cassettes were not LPs. Downloads are certainly not LPs. The story begins, for obvious reasons, in 1967 and ends, for reasons only becoming clear to us now, in 1982. A lot happened before and after those dates, which we’ll get to, but it’s the time period between those two dates that marks the era of the LP.

But surely, you say, the LP is making a comeback, isn’t it? We keep hearing about it. If it is, which is a big question, that simply means that there must be something about the LP, and the attendant LP experience, that means a great deal to us, whether we lived through it, as I did, or simply yearn for it, as the hipster I recently passed in east London, dangling a copy of the first Led Zeppelin album by one shrink-wrapped corner, presumably does.

Why do bands still feel the need to parcel out their music in denominations of forty minutes? Why is the long-playing record the only music carrier we feel emotionally attached to? Is the current vogue just a retro fad which will pass or the harbinger of something more profound? Why do today’s young performers, who by rights should be enjoying the immeasurable advantage of being able to send their music through the air without the attendant inconvenience of manufacture and distribution, still yearn for the benediction of this anachronistic product first invented in 1948? What makes the LP a fabulous creation, to borrow the line from Roxy Music’s ‘Do The Strand’ – a great opening track on For Your Pleasure, a record that was in many ways the apotheosis of the LP? That’s what this book attempts to discover.

I don’t really have a record collection. The word ‘collection’ implies something which obeys an organizing principle. What I have is more like an accumulation of records. I have these particular ones because they attached themselves to me in the course of my life and work. In a lot of cases I can tell you exactly how I came to have those records. That doesn’t apply to most of the things in my house. LPs look their age, with all that implies, which is one of their unique features. As in any accumulation of items that have been acquired over a lifetime there are a few I’m not even sure are mine. I’ve just noticed that I’ve got a copy of the first Jimi Hendrix album from 1967 where I’ve crossed through the name of the original owner on the cover. Sorry about that, ‘N. P. Rich’. I’m intrigued by the fact that he used his initials. Interesting how formal we grammar-school boys were back in the Summer of Love. But back then we weren’t aware it was the Summer of Love. Back then pop music seemed to be experienced purely in a forwards direction.

I got that record over fifty years ago. I don’t believe music was better back then any more than I believe it’s better now. I’ve been fortunate enough to be able to witness both eras. I don’t believe in new music any more now than I did at the time of the Beatles. There is no new music. Mostly that’s just old music played in a new way by new people. I do believe music is very different now, though. It’s different because the world is different, the technology is different and we are different. What has always interested me about music, and made me want to write about it, is the way it reflects and shapes our behaviour. I don’t believe in records changing lives. What I do believe is that the records we liked can lead us back to the lives we once led and the people we once were. That’s what I hope this book is about.

Let’s say it’s dedicated to anyone who let their LPs go.

David Hepworth

London 2018




A FABULOUS CREATION

In the days of 78s, a record had just one tune on it. That tune was on the A-side. You could flip it over and there would be a slightly less appealing tune on the other, but that would be entirely at your own risk. You could sit down to listen to the tune but you’d have to stand up again pretty soon and take the needle off the record. From the age of Sousa to the end of the Second World War single records were the rule. It wasn’t until the late 1940s that two big American record companies, RCA and Columbia, agreed on a way of bringing to market a new product which could finally break through the time restriction of a few minutes a side. They called this the long-playing record or LP.

This new product would be able to fulfil their dream of carrying an entire symphony – normally running around thirty-five minutes – without the listener having to do more than get up and turn the record over at the end of side one. Before the long-playing record, lovers of classical music had to tolerate symphonies being divided over up to a dozen discs. To make it easier to keep track of those collections the retailers would sell wallets to keep the individual records in. Because these looked like the kind of book into which you might post family snapshots, the wallets became known as ‘albums’.

The new microgroove LP went round at 33⅓ revolutions per minute, which meant people had to have a new turntable. The new LPs were made of a plastic compound which was a fraction of the weight of the old shellac 78s. The grooves were smaller, which called for a more delicate stylus and a less weighty arm. The new LPs were not always twelve inches in diameter. It was initially thought that in order not to put too much pressure on the purses of the fans or the limitations of the performers, LPs by pop stars should be restricted to ten inches, which was enough playing time to have four songs on each side. As late as 1954 Frank Sinatra albums were still being produced in the ten-inch format.

At the same time the music business was casting around for entertainment that was suited to this new long-playing format. It proved perfect for cast and soundtrack recordings of hit musicals – Act One on the first side, Act Two on the other. You could even replicate the theatre-going experience by transforming your lounge into a playhouse and serving drinks to your guests at the interval. When Billboard introduced its first chart of Best Selling Pop Albums on 24 March 1956, the same week that the first Elvis Presley LP was released, five out of the top ten albums were soundtracks.

Comedy was another strong seller in the early days. In a world where you couldn’t rewind or repeat radio or TV, people loved the idea of being able to hear their favourite stories, punchlines and funny voices whenever it suited them. A new comedy LP was a good enough reason to invite friends round for an evening of listening together. An evening with the record player, with friends bringing along their copies of South Pacific or An Evening Wasted With Tom Lehrer, was the preferred entertainment of many sophisticated young marrieds of the fifties.

The long-playing record did more than deliver the experience of going out without the need to leave the home: it also delivered further experiences that were entirely new. Just as in the era of 78s you’d been able to turn your living room into a dancehall, with the LP you could turn it into a theatre. With the aid of one of the many LPs whose titles boasted they provided Music For … it was suddenly possible to temporarily transform that room into a boudoir, a Polynesian beach at sunset or an exercise class.

In the 1960s the record business began to boom as more and more households equipped themselves with machines to play records on. Between 1951 and 1962 the price of the popular Dansette range of home record players came down from a substantial thirty-three guineas to a pocket-friendly eleven guineas. Even then the majority of those were paid for through hire purchase schemes. The LP was still not for everyone. It was predominantly the domain of lovers of so-called ‘serious music’, jazz fans or pipe-smoking uncles who were naturally worried about anyone playing trashy pop music on their jealously guarded radiogram. Even in the late sixties a friend remembers his father refusing to let him play Donovan records for fear ‘it might damage the needle’. A radiogram was primarily a piece of furniture. The sound it produced was secondary. What mattered most was the visual impact it made on a visiting neighbour. Some designs even provided a space for one’s own cocktail cabinet, enabling the host to display his bottles of Warninks Advocaat or Harvey’s Bristol Cream alongside his collection of records by the Swingle Singers.

The LP was not regarded as being for young people or for the artists whose music they favoured. The beat boom which swept the world in the 1960s was powered overwhelmingly by seven-inch 45s. The idea of forty minutes of music from just the one artist as being in any way pleasurable was something the public rarely thought about. For pop groups an LP was a prize, a recognition of their efforts, something they might get the opportunity to make once they’d had enough success with singles. An album was never a priority for Elvis or Buddy Holly or, in the early days, even the Beatles. When the Beatles did their climactic show at Shea Stadium in August 1965 in front of what was then the largest audience that had ever attended a pop show, they played for about thirty minutes. This was less than the running time of their recently released LP, the soundtrack for Help!

Though Bob Dylan changed the formula in 1966 with his two-LP set Blonde On Blonde, the record that changed everybody’s expectations was by the Beatles. Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band came out in the summer of 1967 and pointed the way things would go. The Beatles had already established the idea that a pop LP could be more than Phil Spector had traditionally thought it should be – two hits and a lot of filler – but this was something different. It was the first album the Beatles made without any thought of performing any of the individual songs live. There was no single taken from Sgt Pepper any more than there had been a single taken from Beethoven’s Fifth. For the first time the LP was presented as a complete piece of work. They hadn’t collected a number of songs and put them on an album. They had done something new: they had ‘made an album’. In doing so, they changed the game.

Artists – and many began to call themselves ‘artists’ – would henceforth make albums. That’s what they did. Everything else was a distraction. As far as the artists were concerned these albums would ideally be treated as statements, much as new novels had always been. Moreover, from the beginning of this era musicians expected a degree of control that novelists weren’t allowed. The artists often decided the outside of the package as well as what was inside. The records were offered for sale in jackets that were as much part of the experience as the music on the record, covers that would often have the happy effect of making the music seem slightly grander than it was. The cover was as much the thing as the record itself. While George Orwell’s 1984 is regularly republished in a different livery, Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band looks the same today as it did in 1967. The world would not have it any other way.

The artists weren’t the only ones whose worldview was transformed by the new album experience. Similar changes came over us, the people who bought the albums. When we went home from the record shop on those blessed days when we had been able to afford to buy an album, we felt we had done something more than exchange cash for an item of fast-moving consumer goods. We had ‘bought the album’. This was in itself a token of a new degree of seriousness. We had graduated from short form to long form. We had put away childish things. We had demonstrated a commitment nobody had previously thought us capable of. We had moved from the world of liking to the world of loving; from the fickle world of fandom to the adult sphere where what was valued was commitment, where we listened again if we didn’t get it all the first time, where we were clearly in it for the long haul. We had become, in a teenage way, patrons of the arts. We had become the kind of people who bought albums.

There have been many music carriers before and since the LP. There have been cylinders, 78s, cassettes, eight-tracks, CDs, downloads, and finally no carrier at all, simply a sequence of instructions dispatching a series of noughts and ones through thin air. Yet there has only ever been one carrier to which we have an emotional attachment and that is the twelve-inch long-playing record. The CD has now been and gone and yet the LP lives on for a minority of enthusiasts, many of whom were not born when the LP truly roamed the earth.

That era began in 1967 with Sgt Pepper. It ended in 1982 with Michael Jackson’s Thriller. It’s at that point that making records changed from an art to a science. By the era of Thriller the total sales were greater, far greater than ever, but an increasing number of them were on cassette, which people found more suited to the way they preferred to listen. Soon the majority would be on CD and then the majority would be downloaded. Then they would be streamed. Ultimately nobody would actually buy anything at all. They would simply access music much as they would water from a tap – with roughly the same level of emotional engagement. It’s at this point that people started to talk about wanting to listen to a tune rather than an album.

Between 1967 and 1982, between the establishment of the youth market and the arrival of the home entertainment industry, between Bob Dylan’s John Wesley Harding and the heyday of Donkey Kong, between The Forsyte Saga and the Kids from ‘Fame’, between the Dansette portable and the Sony Walkman, lies the era of the LP.

During that time this fabulous creation played so many different roles in our lives that we are in danger of forgetting many of them. It was a semi-precious object, a mark of sophistication, a measure of wealth, an instrument of education, a unit of currency, a banner to be carried before one through the streets, a poster saying things one dare not say oneself, a means of attracting the opposite sex, and, for hundreds of thousands of young people, the single most cherished inanimate object in their lives.

This is the story of that time. It’s the story of how the artists made these LPs and also how we the people played them. It’s a story that takes us from recording studios where musicians were doing things that had never previously been done (and nobody thought to stop them) to the sparsely furnished living quarters where the products of their efforts would be spun in wonder. It’s a journey back to a time when music was central to our lives. It’s a story that recalls a time when there were few computer games or mobile phones and seventeen-year-olds were deemed capable of sitting down alone with no distractions and devoting thirty-five minutes of their attention to whatever issued from the speakers.

The era of the LP was such a moment as had never happened before. By the time the iPod came along in 2001 it had already passed; as far as most people were concerned the whole idea of the LP was already one with Nineveh and Tyre. In the present century cultural commentators point to a burgeoning cult around antique long-playing records and wonder aloud if this indicates a more general desire to get back to feeling about music the way we used to feel. Are our lives now so altered that they can no longer accommodate the experience that was the LP? To answer that question we must return to the day that era began and see what our lives were like then.




1967

‘People were smiling and giving us the thumbs-up’

The first day of June 1967 was a Thursday. I was on my way home at the end of a school day, a boy just three weeks away from his seventeenth birthday, in the uniform of a grammar school in the north of England. My route to the bus took me past my favourite record shop. I always went this way to replenish my spirits. This was the first of many favourite record shops I was to have in the years to come. At the time proper record shops were only just starting to exist. Prior to this time most people bought their records at electrical dealers, at traditional musical instrument shops or, most likely, at a local branch of a chain of high-street chemists. Here the latest records would be dispensed dispassionately by tightly permed middle-aged women who would clearly rather have been advising on hair spray. There wasn’t much romance about these places.

I had only recently discovered that there was another way to buy music. This was in a shop where the people behind the counter seemed to feel the same way about records as the predominantly young people in front of it. This particular shop was called the Record Bar. It was situated in a kiosk attached to an old cinema, in a tiny space that had presumably been used to sell sweets to filmgoers back in the golden age of the movies. The Record Bar had only been open a few months but I had already spent a lot of time in there flipping through the new releases, combing their sleeves for names that suggested connections with earlier records, and in some cases actually committing their entire track lists to memory. In the course of these hours I had learned it was run by Ken and Betty.

Ken and Betty seemed, at least to my teenage eyes, middle-aged. Ken wore a suit and Betty was always smartly turned out. I suppose if I had thought about it I would have regarded them as Sinatra people, which would have placed them on the far shore of adulthood. They were probably only in their late twenties. I remember the small shop was always wreathed in their cigarette smoke. They would place their cigarettes in the ashtray while they took the sleeve of Motown Chartbusters or Five Live Yardbirds or A-tom-ic Jones which the customer had selected from the racks. They would then reach behind them for the actual record which was always kept at the counter. They would carefully reunite the record with its sleeve, slip it into one of their candy-striped paper bags and then resume their gasper before taking the customer’s money and putting it into the cash register, finally snapping the clip that kept the ten-shilling and pound notes safe.

Although in 1967 there was nothing remotely resembling the level of hype that nowadays attends the release of a new blockbuster film or smartphone, I knew there was a new Beatles LP coming. I had even seen some pictures of them at work in the studio in one of the music weeklies. In these pictures they all had moustaches and were wearing scarves and ponchos of vivid design. Don’t worry, said the caption, EMI haven’t rented their studios to the gypsies – it’s just the Beatles and their new look! The hippies of Haight Ashbury may have declared this the Summer of Love but the war in Vietnam was continuing unabated and the Six-Day War was about to begin in the Middle East. This may have been the Swinging Sixties but in most respects they were indistinguishable from the fifties. Television was still black and white; indeed BBC1’s big-rating Saturday night show was The Black and White Minstrel Show. On the evening of 1 June Simon Dee’s guests on Dee Time were Thora Hird and Stubby Kaye. The story dominating the news that day was about Francis Chichester, the sixty-six-year-old Briton who had become the first man to sail singlehandedly around the world, returning to Greenwich where he was welcomed by the forty-one-year-old Queen. News about pop music still travelled exclusively along the frail filaments of the music press. The grown-up media organizations weren’t very interested.

Living in the north of England I hadn’t been able to hear the first broadcast of the new record, which had been on the pirate station Radio London on 12 May. I had heard Kenny Everett on the BBC’s Light Programme the Saturday before release. He had featured an interview with Paul and John, playing every track from the new album but one. The BBC had banned this final track because they thought it was about drugs. The song that actually stuck in my head after just one listen was ‘Lucy In The Sky With Diamonds’. It had that phasing effect which Lennon had described as ‘double flanging’. However, this being the Beatles, it also had a driving chorus that was as much R&B as what Everett had parenthetically called ‘psycho-delia’.

Hence I knew I was looking for something but I wasn’t entirely sure what. The Record Bar had a small window, which was always full of the latest releases. That week there was the first LP by a new artist on Deram called David Bowie, The Supremes Sing Rodgers & Hart and the Monkees’ newly released Headquarters. This was the Monkees’ third album in less than a year. They had swarmed into the space left vacant by the Beatles’ withdrawal from touring. The newspapers seemed to have accepted the idea that since they had stopped personal appearances in late 1966 at least some of the Beatles’ thunder had been stolen. Indeed their manager Brian Epstein was sufficiently concerned about the ground they were losing that he insisted the Beatles needed a single before the album was finished. Thus ‘Penny Lane’ and ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’ were taken from the sessions and paired for a double A-sided single which came out in February. When it failed to go to number one, thanks to the sales being shared between the two songs and the less than scientific methodology of the charts at the time, the murmurings grew louder.

I must not have seen an advert or newspaper story alerting me to what I should be looking for because when I first clapped eyes on the cover of Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band in the tiny window of the Record Bar I wasn’t entirely sure this was what I was seeking. It took me a couple of seconds to process the signals that confirmed that I was looking at it. It was an unusually densely populated cover. Cut out like a horizon on a background of cyclorama blue was a montage of a sea of faces, either in antique black and white or childishly hand-tinted. Standing front and centre, in the yellow, pink, blue and red uniforms of fantasy bandsmen, were John, Ringo, Paul and George. They stood behind a bass drum announcing them as Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. In front of them, spelled out not in the crisp graphics of consumer advertising but in the heartfelt medium of flowers, was the word ‘Beatles’.

In the fullness of time most of the Beatles covers would be pastiched. The faces half in shadow on With The Beatles. The semaphore signals of Help! The photo-booth effect of A Hard Day’s Night. However, this new one would be pastiched more widely and more quickly than most. Indeed within one short year it would be sufficiently seared into the mass consciousness of the world for Frank Zappa to line up his own basket of deplorables for a rejoinder he called We’re Only In It For The Money. Within a few years the merest glimpse of a motley multitude lined up behind an antique bass drum in the same fashion would subliminally transport people back to the day they first laid eyes on Sgt Pepper.

For me, the tingle of excitement triggered by my epiphany at the shop window arrived a microsecond ahead of the by-now-familiar stab of thwarted desire. I looked at my watch. If I was to buy a copy today – and I clearly would not sleep if I did not buy a copy that day – I had two hours to do it. Although Britain’s first cash machine was unveiled in the same month as the record’s release, credit as we understand it now was not invented in 1967 and it certainly wasn’t extended to teenagers. In 1967, like all sixteen-year-olds, I could conduct a detailed audit of my entire worldly wealth by thrusting a hand into my right trouser pocket. In there was about ten shillings, which was less than a third of the purchase price of Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.

If you were a teenager in the sixties, records of any kind were purchases that had to be postponed until there were available funds. There was no buy-now-pay-later plan. This even applied to singles. It also applied to EPs. It applied on an entirely different level to LPs. LPs, which were the primary currency through which teenagers calculated worldly wealth, had to wait for Christmas or birthdays. The purchase of LPs was usually dependent on the intercession of kindly relatives. There was no credit to be had other than that which could be secured by promising to pay the sum back in sweated labour for the family member capable of advancing the sum. To this end I hurled myself on to a passing bus and like a wild-eyed jockey urged it to carry me the four miles to my father’s place of business.

My father, like most of his generation, had grown up regarding recorded music as something far down the list of personal priorities. Since these included surviving a Depression and then a war this was not in itself surprising. He sometimes described the record player, the only item of household furniture I had any attachment to, as a ‘tingle-airy’. This I found out was a Victorian music maker that he couldn’t possibly have remembered. However, even my father recognized that a new Beatles album was something out of the ordinary and without fuss he advanced me the twenty-five shillings I would need to cover the thirty-two-and-six purchase price. I promised to work for him the following Saturday to repay the debt, then took the bus the four miles back to the Record Bar, again urging it to complete each agonizing furlong more quickly. I got there minutes before the shop closed, conducted the transaction with shaking hands, and then took the bus back home. It is not a figure of speech to say I was trembling with excitement.

Once home I lugged the family’s pink and grey Bush portable mono record player into the front room and introduced it to its new companion. Bringing a new record home in those days had the effect of introducing something flashy and new that inevitably eclipsed the small number of records one already owned. Sgt Pepper was something else. This was a step change. It was the first album I’d owned that had a gatefold sleeve. It was the first one that anyone had owned with the lyrics of the songs on the back. If you didn’t count the Andy Warhol banana cover of The Velvet Underground And Nico, which had come out two months earlier – and most people didn’t – it was the first pop record that came in a package that didn’t appear, like the Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds, to be an afterthought.

Clinchingly, in contrast to the Warhol banana, the teeming cavalcade on the cover suited and prefigured a record which seemed similarly bustling with characters, as I was soon to discover: the good Sergeant himself, the boy Billy Shears, the lady Rita who handed out parking tickets, the Hendersons late of Pablo Fanque’s fair, the aristocrat who blew his mind out in a car, even the seaside postcard family Vera, Chuck and Dave. At the same time Sgt Pepper described an English dreamscape of marshmallow pies, plasticine porters, angry young men, chaps from the motor trade, hogsheads of real fire, cottages on the Isle of Wight, girls known as ‘skirts’, Blackburn, Lancashire, the House of Lords and even the Albert Hall. The passionate parochialism of Sgt Pepper was to make a nonsense of every argument mounted before or since for making yourself understood in America by playing down the Englishness. Sgt Pepper could not possibly have been more English. It was as English as a biscuit.

As soon as I took it out of its pink inner bag, ignoring the toy moustache and Pepper decals you were supposed to cut out and wear, I could see straight away that it was not like other pop records in that it barely had any gaps between the tracks. I eased the disc over the spindle in the middle of the deck, slipped it past the auto changer that usually held singles, and lowered the stylus on to its surface. Sgt Pepper was not to leave that platter for at least a week. In this my copy was not alone. The release earlier in the year of ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’ and ‘Penny Lane’ had alerted everyone to the prospect of the Beatles coming up with something unprecedented. Now it was here it was not just unprecedented, it was also, even by their standards, shockingly appealing. Ever since the release in 1964 of their first entirely self-penned LP A Hard Day’s Night the Beatles, alone among their peers, had appeared to have no difficulty coming up with a dozen songs at a time that were not merely catchy but inexhaustibly so. They also came up with songs that were more sophisticated than they seemed. The more you heard them the more you wanted to hear them. For all its ‘psychedelic’ habiliments and cannabis-fired flights of imagination, Sgt Pepper was clearly the best pop LP anyone had ever heard.

And it clearly demanded to be listened to as an LP. Even if you didn’t buy the idea that it told a story, the simple ruse of starting and almost finishing with the same song gave it a circularity that meant that when you took the stylus off the repeating run-out groove at the close of side two the only sensible thing to do was turn it over and start again at the beginning. It had a sustaining energy that meant it never flagged. Most of the songs were under three minutes long. One of the Beatles’ many graces was their short attention span. They were children of Buddy Holly. They didn’t have the patience that’s required to make something boring. Most of the Sgt Pepper songs were up-tempo and optimistic. Most of the lyrics made little sense. In the hands of these four makers of miracles they slipped the surly bonds of sense and took wing according to their own giddy logic.

The Beatles were a class above. This was doubly impressive since the rest of the class were quite good. You could have given those same songs to another group and the results wouldn’t have been anything like as special. Sgt Pepper was the apogee of the art form they and George Martin had begun to forge in 1963 when they took the previously discrete crafts of writing, playing, singing and record-making and subdued them into one new form. And here, just four crowded years since that time, was the Citizen Kane of that form. And more than that. It was a record which was, if anything, more charismatic than the people who made it. Here, in a shape you could hold in your hand, was the long-playing record as art object, novel substitute, wall hanging, vessel of secret messages and perfect summation of the totality of our consumer desires. We played it again and again like one massive single, gazing upon it all the while, watching the black and yellow pound sign on its Parlophone label revolve. We didn’t play it in the background. It was front and centre.

Long-playing records were a social thing, and for many people their first hearing of Sgt Pepper took place in the company of others. The engineer on Judy Collins’ Wildflowers, which was being completed in the wake of Sgt Pepper, entertained the whole team at his home in Laurel Canyon, Los Angeles. After everyone had smoked a lot of dope they lay on the floor and listened to Bach’s Mass in B Minor followed by Sgt Pepper – an indicator of the new expectations that were being set up by this clearly unprecedented LP. ‘It was a quintessential California experience and one of the most wonderful evenings I have ever spent,’ remembered Collins’ arranger Joshua Rifkin. In London the young record company man Joe Boyd drove the singer Sandy Denny back to her parents’ place in Wimbledon that June and they sat up all night talking, and then, as dawn was breaking, they listened to a samizdat reel-to-reel recording of the Radio London broadcast. It was as they sat there in what Boyd recalled as the ‘stunned aftermath’ of listening to Sgt Pepper that she decided she needed to join Fairport Convention. It’s remarkable how many people’s memories of their first encounter with Sgt Pepper are set in similarly halcyon summer dawns. The Beatles themselves took an acetate round to the Chelsea apartment where Cass Elliot was staying just as dawn was breaking on a Sunday morning. Her sound system was placed on a window ledge so that her neighbours could be woken by the sound of this new miracle. ‘All the windows around us opened and people leaned out, wondering. People were smiling and giving us the thumbs-up,’ recalled Beatles assistant Neil Aspinall.

It took Sgt Pepper a month to go to number one in the United States where for the next fifteen weeks it was to lord it over the Monkees, Jefferson Airplane’s Surrealistic Pillow, Bill Cosby’s Revenge and records by Herb Alpert and Andy Williams. On 1 July the American trade paper Billboard reported that some record stores were looking at their sales returns and deciding that in the future they would be stocking stereo records only. In Britain in 1967 most people only had mono record players and therefore Sgt Pepper was still overwhelmingly a mono experience. Even the Beatles had little interest in stereo. They were in the studio when the mono mix of the album was done but left the stereo to their producer.

The heavy papers didn’t yet cover pop albums so it was similarly unprecedented when both Richard Goldstein in the New York Times, who was styling himself the world’s first rock critic, and in the UK William Mann, the classical music critic of The Times, weighed in on the subject of Sgt Pepper. They couldn’t help sounding like dons pronouncing on a particularly promising student revue. Both were so busy panning for profundity that they missed the pop genius which was always the Beatles’ signal quality. Mann wondered if the pop album, which he said was usually an unconnected anthology, might soon aspire to produce a Tin Pan Alley equivalent of one of Schumann’s song cycles.

The Beatles were a wonderful group but they were often a less than benign influence. They had led other groups to assume that since the Beatles could write their own songs they should be able to do so too. Sgt Pepper, which raised the long-playing stakes, put further dangerous ideas in the heads of their peers in the months after it came out. The first recorded use of the expression ‘concept album’ came in a New York Times interview in June 1968 during which Pete Townshend of the Who said he felt rock was in danger of becoming too serious. Even from its earliest days the concept album was a form more honoured in the breach than the observance. Very few bands had the discipline it takes to stick to a story. Vestigial elements remained, such as the popularity of segueing from one track into another. This had the additional benefit of being a way to use up the leftovers of songwriting sessions which hadn’t quite panned out. Most groups had the good sense to let the concept slip if they felt it was getting in the way of the right material. Only the truly unimaginative doggedly saw it through.

The universal acclaim that had accompanied Sgt Pepper’s arrival was particularly galling for those acts that had already embarked on a grand statement of their own. Brian Wilson had been waiting for one of his soothsayers to tell him the most propitious time to release his follow-up single to ‘Good Vibrations’. She nominated 11 July 1967, not realizing this would be just a few weeks after Sgt Pepper. On that evening Wilson whistled up his retainers and ceremonially delivered an acetate of ‘Heroes And Villains’ to a Los Angeles radio station, offering them the great honour of being the first people in the world to play it. This offer did not get the reception he expected. In fact he was told they couldn’t play anything that wasn’t on the playlist. As Wilson biographer Peter Carlin writes, ‘in a world still rocked by Sgt Pepper it seemed beside the point’.

Wilson didn’t seem to realize that he had been outflanked. Other members of the sixties beat generation did. Pete Townshend was on a tour of the USA with the Who at the time and recalled, ‘We listened to Sgt Pepper and not much else.’ David Crosby of the Byrds had visited the Sgt Pepper sessions in February and been played ‘A Day In The Life’. The Beatles placed him in the studio with coffin-sized speakers either side of him, left him alone and pushed play on the tape. They wanted to see him suffer. ‘By the time I got to the end I was a dishrag, I was stunned. I didn’t know you could do that.’ Graham Nash of the Hollies, who was given a copy by Brian Epstein, admits to the honest response of all fellow musicians, which was unconcealed envy: ‘I wish we’d been that smart.’

Songwriter Jimmy Webb and hitmaker Johnny Rivers got an early copy. ‘It was a tidal wave of sound, texture on cross texture. Music had never in its entire history said or done quite so much,’ recalled the songwriter, who at the time was riding high with hits for the 5th Dimension. Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band is a very good record but Webb’s reaction may have had as much to do with the acid he and Rivers had taken before listening as the music per se. However, like every other person in the business of pleasing the ear, he recognized the fact that this one record changed the game.

The cliché ‘if you can remember the sixties you weren’t there’ applies perfectly to the people who were making records at the time. Whether or not all these events unfolded quite as euphorically as their memories insist, the more important fact is that suddenly everybody shared in the feeling that this was a moment for breaking free of the discipline of the hit single and instead going into the studio, preferably with a limitless budget and a friendly producer, and just seeing what happened.

This of course was every bit as likely to lead to misery as vindication. At the time of the Beatles’ momentous release engineer Glyn Johns was working with the Rolling Stones, who had already recorded some of the tracks for their next album. Halfway through the sessions they parted company with Andrew Loog Oldham, their producer and manager since the beginning of their careers, and thus Johns was left to make sense of whatever the band came up with. Since they appeared to have booked unlimited time this meant whole days and nights spent waiting for either Keith Richards or inspiration to arrive.

Prior to the summer of 1967 no band in their right mind would have booked a recording session without having some idea of what was to be recorded. From the middle of 1967 for an increasing number of bands an album became something they trusted would magically just happen following a certain period of time in the studio. In Johns’ memoirs he recalls the nadir of those 1967 Stones sessions. One day, in a vain effort to put some order on the proceedings without appearing to put some order on the proceedings, Mick Jagger called for as many different percussion instruments as he could. As the band drifted in he invited each member to pick up something to hit or shake. They would then pick a tempo entirely at random, record the resultant racket for up to fifteen minutes, listen back to it and then do the same thing all over again. This explains, says Glyn Johns, why ‘Sing This All Together’ is ‘unadulterated drivel’.

If Sgt Pepper was a banquet such as only the Beatles could serve, Their Satanic Majesties Request, which came out at the very end of 1967, was an overcooked pot roast such as only the Rolling Stones could have contrived. The two records were fated to be forever yoked together in a comparison that did the Rolling Stones no favours. That was largely because of the cover. For this they hired Michael Cooper, who had photographed Peter Blake’s tableau for Sgt Pepper, flew everybody to New York, threw on pantomime costumes and arranged themselves in the midst of fruit and flowers before having the resulting image reproduced via a process that aspired to 3D and fell somewhat short. On Sgt Pepper there had been a rag doll bearing the legend ‘welcome the Rolling Stones’. On Their Satanic Majesties Request the heads of the four Beatles peeped out from the undergrowth. Just as the Beatles had children’s cardboard cut-outs inside the cover of their album, the Rolling Stones’ cover opened to reveal a maze. This being the Rolling Stones, the maze was deliberately designed so that it didn’t work.

Lots of the albums in the window of the Record Bar in time for Christmas 1967 were manifestly indebted to Sgt Pepper in one way or another. Cream’s Disraeli Gears, which had been dashed off in just three days in New York in May, appeared in November in a throbbing psychedelic cover designed by Clapton’s flatmate Martin Sharp through which he aimed to match what he called their ‘warm, electric sound’. This was a compliment unlikely to be extended to the final track ‘Mother’s Lament’, a raucous music-hall singalong otherwise known as ‘Your Baby Has Gone Down The Plughole’ which had been added to get the record over the thirty-minute mark and also, via the publishing credit ‘Traditional Arranged By Cream’, to ensure that all the record’s revenue remained within the band. Nobody in the music business has ever acted out of pure motives and that was as true in 1967 as it is true today.

But everybody knew the stakes had been raised and it was no longer acceptable to just turn up with a clutch of new tracks. Everybody was trying to prove they had a narrative spine, that their record was somehow about something more than just a bunch of songs. Released on the same day as the Cream album was Days Of Future Passed by the Moody Blues, the story of an everyman’s journey through the day, garnished with string arrangements paid for by their record company Deram in order to showcase what they hoped the world would soon be calling ‘Deramic’ sound. The Who Sell Out, which appeared a few weeks later, had a cover featuring Roger Daltrey in a hip bath full of baked beans with Townshend applying an outsized can of deodorant to his armpit. The songs were linked by the kind of jingles that would be used by radio stations and also some leaden ‘skits’ by members of the band. The songs themselves had little to do with one another apart from the fact that they were on the same LP.

Those who had previously been happy to be regarded as rockers or scream idols hastened to turn their new, more ‘woke’ face to the world. Eric Burdon’s Winds Of Change came with dedications to Lyndon Johnson and Ho Chi Minh (who he devoutly hoped would listen to the album together). The sleeve notes to Scott Walker’s first solo LP, which also came out that autumn, referenced the actor Montgomery Clift and the poet John Keats. Jimi Hendrix, who had appeared on the cover of his first album only a few months earlier looking as if he was on his way to the Scotch of St James, was transformed into a Hindu god for the cover of Axis: Bold As Love. Steve Winwood, who had been a pimply pin-up in his Spencer Davis days, was reborn as a truth seeker on the cover of Traffic’s Mr Fantasy, gawping at a mystic mannequin by the light of a fire in the grate of a country cottage.

The LP and the psychedelic revolution were made for each other. An LP allowed bands to swiftly place themselves on the right side of this new divide. With an album they could make claims that nobody would bother to challenge. They could pick their own pictures, write their own testimonials, make the most outrageous claims for themselves, and the audience would forgive them because they wanted so desperately to believe in the promises therein. ‘He will sing you his ten tales and then wander till spring,’ claimed the liner notes of Tim Buckley’s Goodbye And Hello, which came out in August. This may have been underselling the punishing regime of drinking and fornication with which Buckley preferred to punctuate said wanderings.

The great psychedelia scare of 1967 provided a once-in-a-lifetime chance for all the acts that had prospered in the beat boom to transform themselves. Psychedelia provided a magical wardrobe; they could enter at one side as road-hardened cherubim, throw on the tabards and sashes which that brief puzzling fashion moment seemed to demand, and then be extruded at the other end only a few months later looking older, leaner and oddly wiser.

Musically what everyone aspired to was Sgt Pepper’s sense of being more than the sum of its parts. Some felt it must have been achieved according to a great vision. Many were still thinking it the next year. When in 1968 producer Glyn Johns had his first meeting with the San Francisco-based musician Steve Miller prior to producing his second album he was surprised when Miller arrived with a large roll of paper which he had covered with wavy lines. These, Miller hoped, would describe the ‘flow’ that the resulting album would have. Nobody had ever thought about flow before. Miller wanted the record to be called Sailor and was so enamoured of this concept he wanted to change the band’s name to the same word. Johns shrewdly headed this off by suggesting they start the album with the sound of a fog horn; the songs that followed could reflect the changes that had taken place while the mariner was away. Immediately satisfied by this hard-headed solution to a fat-headed premise, Miller’s band set to work, forgot to change their name, and the concept idea was never spoken of again. Similarly the Rolling Stones never played any of the songs from Their Satanic Majesties Request ever again.

With Sgt Pepper, the Beatles set a standard even they couldn’t maintain. On the day it was released they were in the studio labouring over ‘You Know My Name (Look Up The Number)’, a future B-side which was firmly on the wrong side of the fine line separating self-expression from self-indulgence. Their next two singles, ‘All You Need Is Love’ and ‘Hello Goodbye’, were lacking in spark. At the end of 1967, in the unhappy period following the death of Brian Epstein, they released the soundtrack to Magical Mystery Tour as two EPs. Like Sgt Pepper this was named after a fictional enterprise, and contained a cosy nostalgic tea-room dance number from Paul, an eastern-influenced meditation from George and a playground primal scream from John. It was good, but it wasn’t as good as Pepper. It didn’t have its pulse. It didn’t have its spark. It didn’t have its tunes. It didn’t have its all-conquering brio. They would make outstanding records in the time they still had together but for the Beatles it would never be glad confident morning again.




1968

‘The Rock Machine is a machine with a soul’

Not everyone had bought into the Sgt Pepper epiphany. In the autumn of 1967 Bob Dylan flew down to Nashville and in the course of just three sessions recorded the songs that were to make up John Wesley Harding. His was a record as austere as the Beatles’ masterpiece had been ornate. Dylan’s way of working couldn’t have been further away from the layered approach everybody else was taking if they got the chance. Most of his tracks were recorded with just a bass player and a drummer, who both played with customary Nashville restraint. His original plan was to then get Robbie Robertson of his erstwhile road band to overdub guitar. When Robertson heard the tracks, which included ‘All Along The Watchtower’ and ‘I Pity The Poor Immigrant’, he realized they were perfect as they were and didn’t need any further ornamentation. The album was released at the end of 1967 and became a hit. Its cover, which featured an unexplained snapshot of Dylan posing with two musicians visiting Woodstock from south Asia plus a local carpenter, was the antithesis of the grand statements everyone else was spending time on. It didn’t seem to matter. In the UK John Wesley Harding spent thirteen weeks at number one at the beginning of 1968. This is still a record for a collection of biblical allegories performed country-style.

One day in late 1967 a twenty-six-year-old Welshman called David Howells was working in his office at the recently established London headquarters of Dylan’s record company Columbia. A call from reception announced that a Mr Cohen would like to see him. Mr Cohen didn’t look like most of the artists David Howells was accustomed to dealing with. Mr Cohen was a striking thirty-three-year-old Canadian who carried himself more like a particularly intense college professor than a member of the Tremeloes, the Love Affair or any of the other groups who were signed to CBS at the time.

Leonard Cohen had already made something of a name for himself as a poet in Canada and was now trying to do the same as a singer. Howells had already learned of Cohen from John Hammond, the aristocratic eminence of Columbia Records in New York. Hammond was the man who had famously recorded Billie Holiday and had the vision or good fortune to sign the young Bob Dylan to the label. Hammond had also signed Cohen for a $2,000 advance and had begun to make an album with him before handing off the job to John Simon, a young staff producer at Columbia. Cohen had two tapes with him in London that day, the results of his work with Simon. Would Howells have the time to listen to them?

Howells threaded the first tape on the Revox at his desk and pushed play. As the music began, Cohen placed his elbows on the desk and fixed the listener with his gaze, watching his face for any trace of a reaction. The first side began with ‘Suzanne’, which had been a poem and then a song, and finished with ‘Sisters Of Mercy’, which was about sharing a hotel room with two young women. Cohen’s penetrating gaze did not relent as Howells changed the tape. The second side began with ‘So Long Marianne’, which was about a mature adult break-up, as was ‘Hey, That’s No Way To Say Goodbye’.

When the last chords faded away, Cohen asked, ‘Is it any good?’ Howells enthused. He enthused energetically. In doing this he wasn’t merely offering the tribute traditionally expected of record company employees in these situations. Many talented new songwriters had come along in the middle years of the decade but most of them couldn’t project on to tape what they managed to project in a folk club once they were placed in the clinical surroundings of a recording studio with the clock counting down the company’s time and a bored engineer looking on. And if they could, they couldn’t sustain it over more than half an hour. For all its dolorous restraint, this record, which was called Songs Of Leonard Cohen, had a decided catchiness to it. Furthermore it projected a kind of bruised romanticism few women could resist and all men were convinced they detected in themselves. Whereas the new songs by Bob Dylan were opaque, Leonard Cohen’s described situations you liked to feel you could see. And for all the production touches John Simon had managed to lace it with, the girls’ chorus and the jew’s harp, the record was as foggy and autumnal as Sgt Pepper had been summery and pin-sharp.

David Howells was listening to something which didn’t seem to concern itself with variety. He was hearing an LP that made a virtue out of sustaining one mood through its duration. That mood seemed to be a dark one. Howells, with the optimism of youth, assured Cohen, who was in bad need of assurance, that they could sell a few copies of his record in Britain. It came out in the United States at the end of 1967 to generally dismissive reviews. Cohen was so discouraged by the reception he thought he might not bother recording another. But by the time Songs Of Leonard Cohen was released in the UK in early 1968, David Howells had done two things which it’s possible to argue gave Leonard Cohen his career as a recording artist. The first is that he had, without asking permission, replaced the Mexican cross on the back of the American cover with an essay about Cohen written by a critic he had just happened to be sitting next to at a London dinner party. The second, and more significant, move was to put the track ‘Sisters Of Mercy’ on another record. This second record was to prove instrumental in the careers of a number of artists that Columbia had recently signed and in the UK would also be responsible for moving the LP record from luxury good to cultural artefact.

‘We had all this talent on CBS,’ recalls Howells, ‘and there was no way of getting people to hear it. In 1968 the music papers were still mainly bothered about singles, the newspapers didn’t really cover music and the radio didn’t really feature albums.’ The launch the previous year of Radio 1, the station designed for young listeners, hadn’t been all that revolutionary. In February 1968 Tony Blackburn was still handing over at nine o’clock to dance band singer Sam Costa and the lunchtime slot was still given over to the Johnny Howard band plus featured vocalists presenting cover versions of chart hits. On Saturday, John Peel hosted Top Gear for two hours, introducing his guests the Jimi Hendrix Experience, Captain Beefheart and His Magic Band, the Moody Blues and Tyrannosaurus Rex. This bill of fare was the exception rather than the rule.

Howells’ way of breaking this log jam and finding a way to put CBS artists like Leonard Cohen, Moby Grape, Spirit and Taj Mahal before the public was based on a cheap sampler of RCA material called Pop Shopper which he’d seen ten years before. He took advantage of creative work that had been recently commissioned by the American parent company Columbia. Clive Davis, the company lawyer who’d been suddenly elevated to the senior position at Columbia, had returned from the Monterey Pop Festival in the summer of the previous year an apparently changed man, suddenly affecting Nehru jackets and flashing the sign of peace. He announced the arrival of a musical revolution that would change hearts and minds and he impressed on his staff the urgency of putting his company’s brand on it. He didn’t want Columbia to be seen any longer as the home of singing duo Steve Lawrence and Eydie Gormé. He wanted to shrug off any lingering association with the policies of Mitch Miller, the sworn enemy of rock and roll who had been the label’s head of A&R in the early part of the decade. He wanted Columbia to be seen as hip and he wanted it to happen quickly.

A marketing campaign was called for and a new portmanteau term decided upon. Henceforth anything that Columbia released which couldn’t depend on getting traditional airplay – which could mean a folkie like Tim Rose, a repurposed poet like Leonard Cohen, purveyors of landfill folk rock like the Peanut Butter Conspiracy and even a hastily psychedelicized jazz band like the Don Ellis Orchestra – could be presented as the products of something that Columbia had decided to call the Rock Machine. According to the advertising copy, ‘The Rock Machine is a machine with a soul. The Rock Machine isn’t a grind-you-up. It’s a wind-you-up. The sound is driving. The sound is searching. The sound is music. It’s your bag. So it’s ours. It’s the Super Stars. And the Poets. It’s the innovators and the Underground. It’s the Loners and the Lovers. And it’s more. Much more.’

Not since the advent of the Twist had so many grown-ups tried so hard to get down with the kids. In that copy it’s possible to detect the authentic sound of the Don Draper of the hour trying on his hippy sandals and seeing if he can spin this burgeoning market as something profound. In London, David Howells took this copy and put it on the cover of an album for the UK market which he called The Rock Machine Turns You On. He persuaded his masters to release it at just under fifteen shillings, which was less than half the price of a standard UK album. He backed it up with strong point-of-sale material and made sure that upon release in early 1968 it would be difficult for any record-shopping longhair not to bump into it, and having done so and consulted the track list it would be equally impossible not to buy it.

I found it in the ‘Browserie’ section at Vallance’s on the Headrow in Leeds in June 1968. As usual I was just looking rather than buying. There was no question of my being able to afford Gris-Gris by Dr John the Night Tripper, Song To A Seagull by Joni Mitchell or In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida by Iron Butterfly, all of which had recently arrived in the racks; however at fourteen shillings and a sixpenny piece The Rock Machine Turns You On offered the chance to hear Taj Mahal, Bob Dylan, the United States of America, the Electric Flag, Tim Rose and more for a fraction of what it would cost you to buy any of their individual albums. The Rock Machine Turns You On was a huge success, so successful that it resulted in a series of Rock Machine albums. It ensured that every college student in the UK became familiar with the sound of Spirit’s ‘Fresh Garbage’, the Zombies’ ‘Time Of The Season’, Taj Mahal’s ‘Statesboro Blues’, Moby Grape’s ‘Can’t Be So Bad’ and, most significantly, Leonard Cohen’s ‘Sisters Of Mercy’.

People who had shelled out their grant money or the proceeds of their Saturday job for one of these new ‘sampler’ albums (so-called because the first one, which had appeared on Elektra in the USA in 1954, was designed to look like a needlework sampler) listened and listened closely. They paid no less attention to You Can All Join In, the sampler of acts on the Island and Chrysalis labels, to Gutbucket, the ‘underworld eruption’ from the Liberty label with a young pig on the cover, and to Picnic (A Breath Of Fresh Air), which tried to interest Pink Floyd fans in Pete Brown and Piblokto!, and the Edgar Broughton Band. In her memoirs the musician Viv Albertine recalls experiencing a Proustian rush on finding a 1969 sampler album in a charity shop in recent years. ‘It was like I’d come upon an old and dear friend I hadn’t
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