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Dedicated to Mike Grant; and, of course, to Rachel





Introduction ’Til I Die

In the crazy world of corporate entertainment, there is always an anniversary.

To mark forty years since the release of the Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds album, its creator, Brian Wilson, was persuaded to revive his joyously melancholy song cycle at theatres in five American cities. Squeezed between these events was the briefest of transatlantic visits, for a single show at London’s Adelphi Theatre on 12 November 2006. This, the promoter promised, would be a landmark occasion: it would reunite Wilson with fellow Beach Boy Al Jardine for the first time on a British stage since 1980; and it would also be the final performance of the entire Pet Sounds cycle in Europe. Neither claim turned out to be true.

Jardine was mysteriously absent, leaving Wilson as the solitary Beach Boy among the spectacularly versatile musicians who had supported him for almost a decade. For the first time as a live performer, Brian was now surrounded by a crew numerous and expert enough to reproduce the most delicate textures of his music. They had acted as his orchestra when he first revisited Pet Sounds in 2000; then his psychological and musical crutch as the agonising SMiLE project from 1966/67 was finally brought to some kind of fruition.

If his musicians were a guarantee of musical safety, they did nothing to calm their frontman’s inescapable paranoia. Every audience was a desert of accusing eyes, deadening Wilson with their expectation, a damning array of judges whose adulation was as unsettling as the rejections that shadowed his past.

His insecurities stretched back across decades of clumsy therapeutic intervention, reckless medication, drug-induced hallucinations and the numbing stress of artistic responsibility – all the way, in fact, to his childhood. It was then that, through birth, accident or malice, he lost most of his hearing in his right ear. This disability left him violently sensitive to loud noise, a crippling weakness in a musician required to perform in front of over-cranked speakers and shrieking teenage fans. More pervasive still was the sense of inferiority and failure that had been bullied into him, from the nursery onwards, by his cruelly abusive but equally wounded father.

His multipartite role as the creative engine of the Beach Boys – composer, producer, arranger, musician, vocalist, sergeant-major, standard-bearer – heightened the pressure upon this emotionally fragile young man. Time after time, he broke under the strain, without ever loosening himself from the shackles imposed upon him by commercial expectations and his fellow Beach Boys.

None of the other songs he composed during the 1960s depicted the frailty of his psyche with the coruscating honesty of ‘I Just Wasn’t Made for These Times’, which provided a cathartic near-climax to the psychological odyssey of Pet Sounds in 1966. Back then, Brian Wilson worked at home while the touring line-up of the Beach Boys – his brothers Dennis and Carl, his first cousin Mike Love, his school friend Al Jardine and his replacement, Bruce Johnston – touted his wares around the world. They had neither the instrumental capability nor the inclination to offer such an intensely personal account of weakness to their adolescent admirers. By the time Wilson was able to premiere the song in public himself, in 2000, he had endured and survived a literally mind-boggling succession of psychological traumas. His team of minders had determined that he was finally ready to meet the challenge of facing his global audience in the flesh. The message of this song – ‘I guess I just wasn’t made for these times’ – was no less appropriate then than in his creative prime.

The first time Wilson and his band toured with a repertoire built around Pet Sounds, his friend, disciple and sideman, Jeffrey Foskett, carefully doubled Brian’s vocal parts to obscure any obvious flaws. By 2006, however, Wilson felt confident enough to assume the role he had originally designed for himself. That night at London’s Adelphi, he embarked on the two-octave run to the summit of the first verse, only for his voice to crack and shatter at the peak. The knowledgeable audience winced in sympathy. Second time around, the climb required him to lament the ‘cop out’ of his ‘fair-weather friends’ – and out of defiance or pride, he conjured up the mental and vocal strength to hit the note, and its implications, head on.

A triumph, then, of resolution over despair? But wait. Brian Wilson could not always keep his demons at bay. In the same show, the run of Beach Boys classics led him to the ostensibly benign ‘Break Away’, a perennial favourite in Britain. And it was here that his emotional disarray darkened the stage.

Perhaps because a therapist had suggested it as a device to overcome his fear of performing, Brian had taken to acting out the words of his songs with extravagant hand gestures. The Beach Boys’ onstage frontman, Mike Love, had added the same novelty to the group’s stage repertoire back in 1962 and had never grown out of it. Now Brian Wilson extended that technique from the banal to the ridiculous, his arms paddling through imaginary waves as he sang the group’s early surf hits.

The lyrics of ‘Break Away’ reflect the desire to propel oneself beyond the reach of romantic disappointment. The narrator declares that he can ‘break away from that lonely life’ until ‘my world is new’. Anodyne enough, you might think. But for the composer, the song concealed a tripwire in front of a crevasse. After an apparently innocent reference to consoling voices in his head, the narrator finds the key to unlock his sadness by realising that it is entirely self-created. ‘Found out it was in my head,’ he explains, ‘found out it was my head.’

At the Adelphi, Brian Wilson rushed guilelessly towards those lines and then suddenly realised what he was about to sing. His arms fell to his side as if a puppeteer had cut his strings, his face stricken with anguish. He looked panicked, bereft, exposed beyond human endurance; until, a few seconds later, the chorus offered melodic relief and he was swept back under control by the tireless beauty of his own music.

What had triggered his moments of despair? On the most obvious level, it seemed as if Wilson had been reminded all too publicly of one of the cruellest manifestations of his prolonged mental illness: his auditory hallucinations. It’s common enough for people to ‘hear’ their own verbal commentary on their lives, but Wilson’s voices are threatening in the extreme. Their message is simple: ‘We’re going to kill you’. Their frequency and strength are so alarming that Brian had always taken them at their devilish word.

If that was not unsettling enough, the very creation of ‘Break Away’ was surrounded by insecurity and fear. It was assembled across a seven-week period in the spring of 1969, at a moment when the Beach Boys were enduring the final rites of their increasingly disputatious relationship with their American record label, Capitol. The song was released as a single in late May, just as the group (minus Brian) arrived in Britain for a lengthy European tour. Their arrival was overshadowed by news from home.

Brian had chosen this moment to announce that the Beach Boys were facing a financial crisis. ‘We’re pretty low on money,’ he declared. ‘We owe everybody money and if we don’t pick ourselves off our backsides and have a hit record, we’ll be in worse trouble.’ ‘Break Away’, he explained, was therefore a ‘make or break’ record for them, which was unfortunate, as Capitol had no intention of spending money on promoting it to the US market.

In Brian’s reading of the situation, the blame lay everywhere but with him: office expenses, too many extravagant releases by artists handled by their production company (though the Beach Boys were effectively the only act on the roster), and the profligacy and selfishness of his bandmates: ‘A lot of the guys started throwing money around, buying cars, houses and other things, and pretty soon the cash started dwindling.’ Yet they were exactly the ‘guys’ who were now promoting ‘Break Away’ to their most loyal market, in Britain and continental Europe, where it duly became a sizeable hit. They were also about to venture behind the Iron Curtain for a rare excursion into the Soviet bloc by an American pop band. Their schedule involved rowdy, ecstatically received shows in Prague, where Mike Love dedicated ‘Break Away’ to the newly ousted liberal Czechoslovak leader, Alexander Dubček. When the trip was over, Brian Wilson’s reliably calm younger brother, Carl, was required to reassure the American media that ‘We are not bankrupt… we are still worth a lot’. But the odour of failure remained.

If it wasn’t the lyrics to ‘Break Away’ that triggered Brian’s distress decades later, or the circumstances of its release, there was another, even more unsettling association to the song. His father, thwarted songwriter Murry Wilson, had channelled the frustration of his own musical journey into a rampant desire that his three sons should succeed – but only on his terms. He established a regime of rigid discipline, psychological bullying and severe physical punishments that fixed all three boys in their roles for life: Brian the hapless Wunderkind, unable to decipher his father’s mercurial moods; Dennis the delinquent teenage rebel, compelled to defy Murry’s will; and Carl the eternal peacemaker, determined to avert conflict at all costs.

By sheer force of character, Murry Wilson established himself as the Beach Boys’ producer, manager, music publisher, goad, tormentor and, for good measure, moral guardian – until the group rebelled and banished him from any active role in their careers. But he was still Brian’s father and, as each man battled loneliness and personal dislocation in the late 1960s, they were able to achieve brief interludes of placidity. In early 1969, Murry Wilson was struck by the way that TV host and comedian Joey Bishop would signal an advertising break: ‘Let’s break away for a minute’. He brought that phrase to Brian as the impetus for a song and sketched out the lyrical content without, apparently, being aware that he was also creating a verbal portrait of his son’s mental torture. For reasons lost in the dynamics of this most complex of families, the father chose to be credited as co-songwriter on the single under the name ‘Reggie Dunbar’. A matter of weeks later, Murry rewarded his son by selling off his musical copyrights, apparently behind Brian’s back – although, as ever with the Beach Boys, the story was not quite that simple.

‘Break Away’ was not merely a song, then: it was a family psychodrama in miniature. But strip back the emotional debris and you are left with three minutes of exquisite beauty – enough in itself to justify the Beach Boys’ reputation, even if it was their only record. It was the product of Hollywood’s top session musicians and pop’s finest-ever vocal arranger, guiding the tireless efforts of five superb vocalists. The genius was in their harmonies, especially across the ‘tag’ (as the Beach Boys dubbed their penchant for filling the closing seconds of their records with complex, circular vocal refrains). Layer upon layer of exquisitely recorded voices wrapped around each other, with each melodic line (delivered with rich, multi-dubbed harmonies) staking its claim to the ear’s attention. It was a cavalcade of musical complexity, a seamless mesh of perhaps thirty or forty different vocal performances, arranged with such dexterity that it seemed at once impossible and natural. ‘Break Away’ was the epitome of pop perfection; and yet it represented barely a dot on the epic landscape of the Beach Boys’ recording career.

One member of the 1969 Beach Boys was entirely absent from the creative process for that song: middle brother Dennis Wilson. He was distracted by a man, a commune, a cult and a way of thinking that resulted in one of the most savage ritual murders in American history. And that, too, is part of the group’s history of madness; of idealism curdled in corruption and despair; of Californian sunshine shadowed by darkness; of harmony and dissonance balanced in perilous limbo.

The story of the Beach Boys isn’t one narrative arc: it’s a sometimes disturbing and often confusing tangle of achievements and failures, impulses and compulsions, success and excess. That’s why this book isn’t a simple chronological account of a band of popular musicians, but a collage of different perspectives, following individual strands of their career to their necessary conclusions. In these pages you will find plenty of evidence to brand the Beach Boys as the most dysfunctional group of musicians ever to succeed in the pop industry. But, I hope, you will also come away with a sense of awe at their creative ambition and unwavering love for their music. Those are the feelings that have captivated and moved me for the many decades that I have been immersing myself in their songs.





Presenting … the Beach Boys


BRIAN WILSON (active in the group 1961–96, 2011–12)

Eldest of the three Wilson brothers. Musical prodigy with a stunning grasp of how to construct vocal harmonies, influenced by, but not restricted to, his love of records by the Four Freshmen. Competent pianist and bassist; excellent singer until his voice is damaged by poor lifestyle choices. In his twenties, undoubtedly the most brilliant arranger working in popular music, as well as being a composer with a peerless grasp of melody and counterpoint. Relentlessly bullied by his father as a kid, which triggers his addictive personality. Suffered from schizo-affective bipolar disorder (wrongly diagnosed as schizophrenia or paranoid schizophrenia).



MIKE LOVE (active 1961–present)

First cousin of the three Wilson brothers. Outwardly self-confident performer and public personality, whose bravado masks a sensitivity kept private from audiences. Forceful and often compelling vocalist in his younger years, albeit with a limited range. His admitted tendency towards an addictive personality is held in check by his decades-long devotion to the practice and belief system of Transcendental Meditation (TM). Married and divorced on many occasions. The only Beach Boy present in every line-up of the band, testifying to his relentless drive to succeed. Adept and clever lyricist, building on his childhood love of poetry and other literature.




DENNIS WILSON (active 1961–83)

The middle of the three Wilson brothers, and easily the most reckless. Natural rebel with evidence of attention deficit disorder, leaving him prone to clash with any form of authority, from his father upwards. Hedonist in every area of life, from sex to driving fast cars; skilled if untrained exponent of many sports and competitions, including surfing and drag racing. Effective though not expert drummer; charismatic live performer; haunting baritone voice, severely damaged by physical attack in the 1970s. Highly addictive personality with little self-control in any area of his life. Outwardly the least talented Beach Boy in the group’s early years, but quickly develops after 1966 into composer of romantic, deeply emotional songs, for which he learns to become an imaginative arranger and producer. Falls into extreme addiction problems, the indirect cause of his fatal drowning accident.



CARL WILSON (active 1961–81, 1982–97)

Youngest of the three Wilson brothers. Grooms himself as the family peacemaker from an early age in a bid to avoid the severe punishments meted out to his older brothers. Carries this trait into the Beach Boys, where it shapes an obsessively serious attitude to the band’s music and their responsibilities as live performers; seen as difficult by those who don’t share his devotion to duty. Arguably possesses the most beautiful of all the band’s voices, taking even his brothers by surprise. Talented lead guitarist from his early teens, who also masters keyboards and, as his eldest brother withdraws, all aspects of record-making and arranging. Sporadic composer of gorgeous melodies, who sacrifices his own creativity for the greater cause of keeping the Beach Boys in motion. Stress of his role demonstrated by the lifelong addiction to tobacco which results in his fatal lung cancer.



ALAN ‘AL’ JARDINE (active 1961–62, 1963–98, 2011–12)

School and college friend of Brian Wilson. Teenage fan of commercial folk music, which remains his deepest musical love. Initially opts to prioritise his medical studies, but returns to become a dependably talented vocalist on record and stage, a more-than-capable rhythm guitarist and a budding composer of folk-rooted songs. Sometimes indecisive about his creative impulses, which restricts his writing and solo recording activities. Reliable right-hand man to Love and the Wilson brothers until Carl Wilson’s death shatters the group’s unity, after which a bitter feud erupts between him and Mike Love. In his eighties, sounds almost unchanged as a vocalist from his youth.



DAVID MARKS (active 1962–63, 1997–99, 2008, 2011–12, 2014–15)

Pre-teen hellraising friend of Carl and Dennis Wilson, who becomes skilled guitarist ideally suited for rock ’n’ roll and surfing songs. Replaces Al Jardine during early 1960s, but falls out with the Wilsons’ father and is encouraged to leave the band. Returns to cover for the ailing Carl Wilson, then sporadically tours with the band in subsequent years. The Beach Boy most likely to supply lurid details of immoral behaviour on the group’s early tours and still offering occasional very humorous insights into the group’s dynamics in his late seventies.



BRUCE JOHNSTON (active 1965–72, 1978–present)

Chicago child adopted by successful Los Angeles businessman and raised amidst some wealth. Launches musical career in mid-teens and masters a wide range of skills, from piano to arranging, producing, songwriting and singing. Forms a creative partnership with producer/singer Terry Melcher and volunteers to cover for Brian Wilson at 1965 concerts – a short-term role that expands to dominate his life. Self-mockingly calls himself the group’s all-round schlockmeister, but also expert composer of romantic ballads with a smaller catalogue than he might have achieved outside the group. Acts as the Beach Boys’ in-house critic and adviser after returning as producer and then full-time performer from 1978. Famously clean-leaving and keen surfer into old age.



RICKY FATAAR (active 1971–74)

Youngest of the Fataar brothers who form the South African R&B/rock group the Flames, later known as Flame. Excellent drummer who also masters keyboards and other instruments. Subsequently enjoys successful career as drummer with acts such as Bonnie Raitt, and briefly as actor/musician with Eric Idle’s fictional band, the Rutles. Co-writer of several effective songs for the Beach Boys with Blondie Chaplin.



BLONDIE CHAPLIN (active 1972–73)

Fellow member of the Flames/Flame with Ricky Fataar. Co-writer with him of several Beach Boys songs; also strikingly powerful and soulful vocalist on his own and other people’s songs. Excellent lead guitarist who also plays bass and other instruments. Establishes sporadic solo career after leaving the Beach Boys, before working with former members of the Band and the Byrds. Later becomes regular touring member of the Rolling Stones’ line-up, before joining Brian Wilson’s live band for several tours.



Our Team: The Auxiliary Beach Boys



RON ALTBACH

Expert keyboardist known as the Professor, introduced to Mike Love in 1970s through their mutual interest in TM. Former member of hit pop-rock band King Harvest; later co-writer/producer of late ’70s Beach Boys songs and member of their touring band for several years; creator of Beach Boys Suite, a surprisingly tasteful orchestral tribute album.



ADRIAN BAKER

British vocalist/multi-instrumentalist first known for his one-man pastiches of US acts such as the Beach Boys and the Four Seasons. Teams up with Mike Love in 1980s for various recording projects and subsequently tours with the Beach Boys as a substitute for Brian Wilson.



GLEN CAMPBELL

Top-of-the-range LA session guitarist in the 1960s while also beginning career as country/pop singer which enables him to become one of the world’s most successful entertainers in the 1970s and 1980s. Performs as session-man on many early Beach Boys records; tours with the group as replacement for Brian Wilson during a six-month run in 1964–65. Performs the Wilson-produced/written single, ‘Guess I’m Dumb’.



ED CARTER

Regular member of the Beach Boys’ live ensemble and sometime contributor to their studio recordings between 1968 and 1995. Affable, reliable stage presence; highly skilled musician on guitar and bass as required.



DARYL DRAGON

Keyboardist and songwriter who becomes part of the touring Beach Boys line-up from 1967 to the early 1970s. Also co-writes and produces several early 1970s recordings with Dennis Wilson. Subsequently pop star as the male half of Captain & Tennille, alongside the Beach Boys’ only female touring member, Toni Tennille.



BOBBY FIGUEROA

Rock-solid live and studio drummer with the Beach Boys for several decades, from the late 1960s onwards. Utterly dependable whether as second drummer alongside Dennis Wilson or with Mike Kowalski. Soulful vocalist given little opportunity to sing with the Beach Boys.



JEFF FOSKETT

Teenage Beach Boys aficionado who cheekily turns up at Brian Wilson’s house to express his love for the band’s music. Subsequently establishes his multiple musical talents – multi-instrumentalist, harmony singer, producer, composer, ideal substitute for Brian Wilson’s voice – through a lengthy involvement with Brian and the band, not least as the ‘secret’ member featured on their 2012 reunion album.



BILLY HINSCHE

Teenage member of the ‘celebrity’ pop group, Dino, Desi & Billy, who turns down the chance to become a fully-fledged Beach Boy, opting to go to college. Subsequently becomes an enduringly loyal member of the group’s touring band, treated by all with the respect due to a ‘real’ Beach Boy. Performs as keyboardist and guitarist, and regular backing singer. Becomes Carl’s brother-in-law when Wilson marries Annie Hinsche.



MATT JARDINE

Al Jardine’s son, first joining the Beach Boys on stage as a child percussionist. Recruited as tour manager in the mid-1980s and subsequently a regular part of the live band as a singer and musician until shortly after his father falls out with the band in the late 1990s.



MIKE KOWALSKI

Like Bobby Figueroa, a dependable powerhouse drummer for the Beach Boys on stage and often on record, from the late 1960s through the next forty years.



CHARLES LLOYD

Jazz flautist and saxophonist of much renown, who meets the Beach Boys through TM connections. Appears occasionally on their records from the early 1970s onwards, and tours regularly with them for several years, especially in the late 1970s, when he is also a member of Mike Love’s spin-off band, Celebration.



CARLI MUÑOZ

Highly talented keyboards player, singer and songwriter, who establishes close personal and professional relationships with Carl and especially Dennis Wilson. Tours with the Beach Boys for several years, but most enduring addition to their catalogue is his work with Dennis Wilson as composer and producer of several remarkable pieces in the late 1970s.



JOHN STAMOS

Keen drummer and amateur guitarist with a more than passable voice, who indulges his passion for the Beach Boys’ music as occasional guest artist in concert from the 1980s onwards. Very popular actor in teen dramas and soaps; mastermind of the group’s TV movies, The Beach Boys: An American Family.



DEAN TORRENCE

With Jan Berry, forms the rock ’n’ roll/pop/surfing duo Jan & Dean and records a long series of hit singles in early 1960s, many of them co-written by Brian Wilson. Famously sings the uncredited lead vocals on the Beach Boys hit ‘Barbara Ann’. Subsequently designs several of their album covers, before teaming up with Mike Love on various musical ventures from the 1980s onwards.



MARILYN WILSON

Marries Brian Wilson at the age of sixteen in 1964, but already by then a recording veteran alongside her sister Diane and cousin Ginger in the vocal trio, the Honeys. The two sisters become Spring/American Spring for early 1970s album co-produced by Brian. Regular contributor of harmony vocals to Beach Boys records; mother of Brian’s eldest children, Carnie and Wendy, who both enjoy musical success with the trio Wilson Phillips. Introduces Brian to therapist Eugene Landy during the darkest period of their marriage.



Friends: Producers & Playmates



TONY ASHER

Advertising copywriter who collaborates as lyricist with Brian Wilson on Pet Sounds, and a handful of Wilson’s solo songs.



ROGER CHRISTIAN

Disc jockey and lyricist skilled at capturing the sounds and thrills of hot rod racing and other teen obsessions with early 1960s rock ’n’ roll hits. Collaborates with Brian Wilson on many songs 1962–63.




JAMES GUERCIO

Member and producer of rock band Chicago; founder of Colorado recording complex, Caribou. Encourages several Beach Boys to join Chicago for mid-1970s sessions, inspiring the two bands to tour together on several occasions, to great acclaim. Later plays with, produces and even briefly manages the Beach Boys.



GREGG JAKOBSON

Lyricist and friend of Dennis Wilson from the late 1960s onwards, who helps him compose several of his best-loved songs and provides emotional support during the aftermath of his turbulent encounters with Charles Manson.



STEVE KALINICH

Poet and lyricist who works with all three Wilson brothers in the late 1960s and occasionally afterwards; his verses are featured on an album produced by Brian Wilson.



EUGENE LANDY

Possibly the most notorious ‘celebrity’ therapist of all time, thanks in most part to his controversial involvement with Brian Wilson – first in 1975–76, then subsequently for a decade after 1982. Embeds himself so deeply in Brian’s life that he is credited as his co-producer and co-songwriter on Brian’s early solo efforts. Subsequently blamed for misdiagnosing and mistreating Brian’s mental afflictions, with dire effects.



STEVE LEVINE

Hit 1980s producer with Culture Club, persuaded by Bruce Johnston to produce the group’s self-titled 1985 album – an experience he finds taxing and upsetting.



TERRY MELCHER

Regular creative partner of Bruce Johnston in the early 1960s; highly successful producer of the Byrds, in 1965 and 1970, and his mother, Doris Day; works on many hits and albums by Paul Revere & the Raiders in the 1960s. Talented singer and songwriter; musical legacy overshadowed by his links to Charles Manson. Recovers to co-write and produce the last big Beach Boys hit, ‘Kokomo’.



ANDY PALEY

Phil Spector discovery in the 1970s who becomes in-demand producer, songwriter, instrumentalist and singer. Works on many solo projects with Brian Wilson, siding with Brian during his time with Eugene Landy.



VAN DYKE PARKS

Child film star, uniquely talented composer, lyricist, arranger and producer, who collaborates with Brian Wilson on the SMiLE project in both the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Also composes the songs on the Orange Crate Art album for Wilson to sing. Highly articulate and intelligent conversationalist and observer of culture, young and old.



JACK RIELEY

Disc jockey who talks his way into becoming the Beach Boys’ career adviser between 1970 and 1973. Appoints himself as lyricist for three albums’ worth of collaborations with Brian and Carl Wilson. Subsequently records one mid-1970s concept album in the tradition of the Beach Boys’ Holland.



DIANE ROVELL

Elder sister of Marilyn Wilson and therefore Brian Wilson’s sister-in-law during the 1960s and 1970s. Fellow member with Marilyn of the Honeys and Spring. Production supervisor for the Beach Boys for many years, and assistant of sorts to Brian in the 1970s, a role that occasionally entails taking over Marilyn’s marital responsibilities in unusual ways.



DARIAN SAHANAJA

Founder member of the Wondermints and crucial player in the final twenty-five years of Brian Wilson’s solo career as keyboardist and arranger of his touring band. Brian’s helpmate in resurrecting and completing the SMiLE project.



JOE THOMAS

Record company executive, songwriter and producer, who enters the Beach Boys’ story as producer of their Stars and Stripes country album. Subsequently masterminds portions of Brian Wilson’s solo career, easing him towards less experimental, smoother music. Collaborates with the Beach Boys on their 2012 reunion album and live record.



GARY USHER

Prolific producer/writer from the early 1960s Los Angeles pop scene, responsible for many surfing, hot rod and other rock ’n’ roll masters. Collaborates on several key songs with Brian Wilson early in the Beach Boys’ career. Their partnership is resumed less happily on an abortive mid-1980s solo project.



DON WAS

Co-founder of funk/rock band Was (Not Was), who becomes in-demand producer with penchant for enabling veteran acts to rediscover their original creativity. Produces Brian Wilson’s TV special and album I Just Wasn’t Made for These Times. Also attempts to produce a 1995 Beach Boys album which is abandoned after inter-group disputes.



MURRY WILSON

Frustrated songwriter and father of three of the original Beach Boys. Uses his force of will and abrasive personality to fight his sons’ cause in their early career, but proves too domineering in the recording studio. Sacked by the group as their manager in 1964, though the bullying he has inflicted since their childhoods haunts all three sons for the rest of their lives.






We’re Together Again Greenford, west London: 24 September 1988

By the late 1980s, disappointment was lodged deep in the psyche of every committed Beach Boys fan. The group’s decision-making, individual and collective, had been steering resolutely towards disaster for at least fifteen years. After a peerless decade of musical dexterity and artistic daring, stretching from their earliest surfing anthems to the sophisticated maturity of their Holland album, the Beach Boys had drifted into self-parody and putrefaction. Once a hallmark of excellence, they existed in the 1980s solely as the soundtrack for mindless regurgitations of nostalgia and hedonism, all subtlety lost in the party atmosphere of the arenas they struggled to fill.

If the true spirit of the Beach Boys survived, it was only in the souls and hearts of those who relished something more profound than a backdrop to frat-boy boorishness and cheerleaders in bikinis. Nowhere in the world was there a more concentrated, more loyal, more betrayed core of admirers than in Britain, the nation that had held the group’s reputation aloft as it sank beneath the waves in their American heartland.

In September 1988, 250 or 300 of these diehards had trooped, as loyal subscribers, to the tenth annual convention run by the British fanzine Beach Boys Stomp and paid their £5 admission fee. Previous events had delivered attractions tailored for this uniquely fervent crowd: renditions of Beach Boys songs by fellow fans; grainy video footage of vintage Beach Boys TV cameos beamed onto a large screen; record stalls filled with rare and often illicit Beach Boys gems; and even the first public airing of legendary lost recordings by the group, smuggled out of their Brother Records archive and unveiled to one of the few audiences in the world who might recognise their significance.

After several hours, though, the tenth convention seemed to be dissolving into chaos and anticlimax – a state that, as seasoned followers of the group, Beach Boys aficionados knew only too well. Harassed organisers emerged from behind the stage curtains at regular intervals to apologise for unspecified ‘technical problems’. Meanwhile, the increasingly disgruntled fans milled about, having already exhausted the novelty value of the meagre distractions on offer.

Eventually, the curtains parted and veteran British session singer Tony Rivers took the stage with a handful of friends. His pedigree stretched back to 1960s covers of Beach Boys surf tunes with his own band, the Castaways, and his outfit’s flawless vocal harmonies briefly calmed any disquiet. But no sooner had their performance got into its stride than they were signalled to leave the stage, to a collective groan of disappointment. Once more the curtains closed and the mood in the hall congealed into a cynical sense of bad faith.

The surroundings offered no relief. The Parish Centre of Our Lady of the Visitation Catholic Church in the unprepossessing west London suburb of Greenford resembled (from the outside) a miniature industrial warehouse and (from within) a primary school hall. The rumble of disapproval slowly grew and, if the assembled fans had been there to celebrate a punk band instead of the Beach Boys, a riot might have broken out. There was little sense of anticipation when an organiser emerged to announce that, at last, the show was ready to resume. The curtains edged apart, slowly revealing a Yamaha DX7 keyboard, a pair of microphones and a seated figure clad in pristine white trousers and a red-and-white Hawaiian shirt.

There was a profound, baffled silence that seemed to stretch for hours, and then hysteria caught flame among the 250 or so fans standing in the hall. People gasped aloud, or cried out in disbelief, and then their amazement erupted into a crescendo – a prolonged howl that reached beyond mere pleasure into some primaeval tsunami of ecstasy. It was true. The man on the stage really was their hero: Brian Wilson. Men in their thirties or forties wept openly; others tried to prove to themselves that they had not lost their minds. And all of them, all of us, applauded as if only our hands could express the love we felt for the man before us – who sat at the keyboard looking bewildered, visibly shaking, yet somehow still in command.

I might have been the only member of that crowd who knew in advance that something startling might happen. The previous night, I’d rung my friend Mike Grant, the editor of Beach Boys Stomp, to apologise for the fact that I wouldn’t make it to the convention because I was unwell. Mike’s response had been uncharacteristically blunt: ‘No, you will be coming’. I rephrased my regrets, only for Mike to interrupt me. ‘Believe me,’ he said, ‘if you don’t come tomorrow, you will regret it for the rest of your life.’ He barely budged under my follow-up questions, but didn’t deny it when I finally insisted: ‘You mean Brian Wilson is going to be there?’

The incongruity was obvious – a rock legend would travel 6,000 miles to appear before a smattering of fans in a church hall? And this was not any rock legend. This was a man famous for combining musical genius with psychological collapse. He was one of rock’s unhappy band of great lost talents, occupying this dark pantheon with other casualties of fame such as Syd Barrett, Skip Spence and Sly Stone. At his peak in the 1960s, startling creativity flowed from his soul until comparisons with Mozart, Bach or Beethoven began to seem unremarkable. Then, afflicted by extreme paranoia and psychic damage exacerbated by hallucinogenic drugs, he had disintegrated in public. Soon, the effortless genius had become an obese recluse, a tortured bear of a man whose rare appearances before an audience evoked a tragicomedy of discomfort and confusion. Every few years, his family and his bandmates would encourage the myth that ‘Brian is back’, only for Wilson’s erratic behaviour to prove precisely the opposite.

Then, under the strictest of regimes imposed by controversial psychiatrist Dr Eugene Landy, Brian had embarked on a hesitant, precarious recovery. By 1988, at the age of forty-six, he was slimmer than he’d been since his late teens and ready, at last – twenty years after friends first encouraged him to leave the Beach Boys – to begin a solo career. That summer, he issued a remarkably coherent debut album and submitted to interviews on major US TV shows. But he had still rarely dared to attempt a performance without the ambiguous support of his family band. When Beach Boys Stomp dared to ask whether Brian might make some kind of contribution to their convention – a short message, perhaps, even a video link-up – Dr Landy sensed an opportunity. ‘I thought it would be good for Brian,’ Landy told me with the patronising air of a schoolmaster as he watched his client perform from the side of the hall. ‘He needs to be able to do this.’ Then he resumed his stocky, superior pose, alpha male to his client’s problem child.

Wilson appeared unconvincing at first, stumbling through ‘Surfer Girl’ – which he’d sung at hundreds of Beach Boys performances since 1962 – as if he was making it up from scratch. But as he moved into two songs from his new album, his nervousness seemed to dissolve. He even felt emboldened to add an unfamiliar verse to ‘Love and Mercy’, about a despair too stark for even God to heal. He completed his set with the effervescent ‘Night Time’ and basked in another preternaturally raucous ovation.

‘I couldn’t believe it,’ he recalled a few days later. ‘I thought, those people are going nuts for me.’ He lapped up the adulation like a proud toddler who’d just taken his first steps before a room of adoring aunts. But his ordeal had only just begun. For the second stage of his rehabilitation, Dr Landy had arranged for Brian to sit behind a table at the front of the stage and sign autographs for everyone in the hall – all 250 of them.

‘When they came up, one by one, I thought, oh my, how cute is this.’ That’s how Brian chose to remember it. But his body language betrayed another story. His fans wanted nothing more menacing than the chance to thank their hero for what he had brought to their lives. But as each person moved in for a handshake, Brian reeled back in his chair, his torso at a 45-degree angle, his face creased with panic. It was as if he had been asked to greet a procession of spitting cobras. He listened uncomfortably to each paean of praise, muttered a word of thanks and then scribbled his signature before the next agent of agony arrived in front of him. His involuntary contortions continued for more than an hour, as the line slowly edged towards him. He kept glancing over at Dr Landy, who was standing nonchalantly perhaps twenty yards away. Landy’s complacent smile never wavered: he merely nodded an instruction to his client to stay in his chair and soak up the pain.

I waited my turn towards the end of the line, part professional observer, part awestruck admirer. I was clutching an album by Brian’s recently deceased brother Dennis, until Mike Grant rightly scolded me: ‘Don’t show him that! You’ll freak him out.’ Instead, I pulled out a copy of Bay Area Music, a magazine I’d found at a memorabilia stand during the long hours of inactivity that afternoon. ‘Brian Wilson: Trouble in Mind’ the cover announced, alongside a matinee-idol style shot of the forty-six-year-old icon, brooding and uneasy. Within, journalist Jerry McCulley sensitively drew out reminiscences and revelations from the recalcitrant ‘genius’. ‘Every day I go through a few minutes of word dilemmas,’ Wilson admitted, ‘of feeling like I’m rejected or I don’t have enough love from my girlfriends or my phone friends.’ Dr Landy was ‘a total life expert’ and ‘the only person in the world that has total superiority over me’, although ‘it’s not a control thing at all’.

And so it continued, each declaration of faith in his muse (‘Creativity cuts a hole right in glass’) punctured by a shard of reality: ‘I’ve run out of melodies. I’m on a dry cycle right now… and it just pisses me off.’ Most unsettling was his reflection on the group he had once imagined and masterminded: ‘I don’t want to get entangled with those darn Beach Boys, because I know what happens when I do. I always regret it. It’s a fight inside my head to keep my sanity within the Beach Boys. I’m very much alienated to the group personally.’ Then, a few paragraphs later: ‘I love being with them, you know what I mean? I want to retract that statement that I didn’t want to be with the Beach Boys.’

These ambiguities were no more suitable fare for a fleeting encounter than reminding the agonisingly nervous performer of his late brother. Faced by Wilson’s uneasy presence, I acted not as journalist but as fan. I could not muster anything more original to say to him than the truth: ‘Thank for your music, it’s meant so much to me’. Brian didn’t recognise any warmth in my words, or anyone else’s; they were just a ritual to be endured. He reeled back as he grasped my hand for a few seconds, then scrawled ‘To Peter – Brian Wilson’ across his photograph. I felt blessed to be in his company, and guilty at having conspired in the mortification of a creature too vulnerable for this world, for this audience, for this stage or any other.

What I didn’t know, and neither did Brian, was that Dr Landy would prove to be right: this torment was merely the precursor to decades of touring as a solo artist, in which Brian would soak up the applause of crowds across the globe, without apparently gaining a moment of solace or self-congratulation as his reward.

This, then, was Brian Wilson – the founder, leader and prime mover of the Beach Boys; a self-contained musical genius unmatched among his peers; a consummate explorer in sound. In the studio, players and vocalists alike obeyed his commands in the confidence that he could create music beyond the grasp of their merely human imaginations. Brian was repaid with worship and acclaim by generations of his fellow artists; with loyalty and betrayal from those closest to him; and with sixty years of mental anguish which he demonstrated in miniature on that west London stage.

The Beach Boys would sometimes achieve remarkable things without him, but at heart, as his equally tormented brother Dennis once admitted, they were only ‘his messengers’. His story, and theirs, began in childish innocence, haunted by parental strife, and maintained the same unstable course throughout their creative lives. All of us who watched it unfold, in Greenford and beyond, relished and applauded the epic scope of his music, as well as having to claim their share of responsibility for the toll it exacted on Brian Wilson’s psyche. Sometimes love and mercy turn out to be bittersweet.





The Boys on the Beach The other Beach Boys, from Hawaii to Cornwall

Once upon a time, there were the Five Beach Boys, who crooned sweet harmonies on bandleader Johnny Long’s 1948 rendition of ‘Home’. A decade later, there were Beach Boy lifeguards on the beach in Waikiki, some of whom recorded easy-listening versions of Hawaiian songs to the accompaniment of guitars, ukuleles and other supposedly ethnic instruments. And don’t forget a brief interlude when steel guitar ace Jerry Byrd assembled his own team of Beach Boys for a pair of 1953 singles.

In Stamford, Texas, they were a local dance band, cunningly located more than 300 miles from the nearest beach. In Cornwall, England, they were at least within easy reach of the sand and they dubbed themselves the Fabulous Beach Boys at the height of the surf guitar boom of 1962. In Malaya, the Japanese band the Spacemen were billed as the Beach Boys when they cut a selection of local dance tunes. In Atlantic City, the same era produced an instrumental trio concentrating on those familiar Hawaiian melodies; they were just the Beach Boys, with no claim to being Fabulous. In Tampa, the Beach Boys were a barbershop quartet, tunefully serenading the crowd of dignitaries at a museum opening. And over in California, a twisting combo who liked to be known as the Latin Beach Boys turned up on a concert bill at the Hollywood Bowl in November. Alongside them were such familiar purveyors of the surfing sound as Dick Dale and the Del-Tones, and Jan & Dean, as well as the Seven Surfs – but not, on this occasion, a more familiar set of claimants to the Beach Boys brand.

The most serious set of alternative Beach Boys could conceivably have launched a legal claim to the name, had they still been together. In 1959, Kapp Records of New York issued a bouncy, danceable tune entitled ‘Bathing Beauty’, backed by the gentler ‘On the Beach at Sunset’. The artists? The Beach Boys. Some disc jockeys picked up on one side or other of the single; an occasional journalist gave them a mention in the American press. They were even tipped as possible chart contenders by Billboard magazine, alongside other novelties such as Carole King’s ‘Short Mort’. But whereas she went on to become one of the most successful songwriters of the 1960s, the original Beach Boys and their ‘Bathing Beauty’ were swiftly forgotten.

So too were various visual projects scheduled for filming in 1962. That year, The Beach Boys was supposed to be an adventure movie starring George Maharis; or, alternatively, a Gallant Productions television series featuring teenage starlet Tuesday Weld alongside newcomer Dick Lewis. Neither of them was made, and even if they had been, their titles would not have survived – because by the end of 1962, the Beach Boys meant only one thing in American entertainment: the five-man surfing combo led by three Wilson brothers, a cousin and a friend.

There was still room for other types of beach boys to take their place in American society, however. In Hawaii, ‘beach boy’ was a generic term for local young men who taught tourists how to surf or paddled them along the shore in canoes. In Miami, ‘beach boys’ were a much larger community, still associated with the tourism industry, but with a more dubious reputation. They worked on the sand, or even more often around hotel swimming pools, supplying services that varied from the useful to the altogether seedy.

‘A lot are pseudo gigolos,’ said a Miami Beach police chief in 1964. ‘They prey on women – in many cases much older women – who are on vacation and are looking for a good time. On the other hand, a lot are family men who have steady jobs where they’ve worked for years.’ Jack Murphy, known to his friends as ‘Murf the Surf’, was keen to defend his breed. ‘Being a beach boy is a profession, just like being a waiter or cook or pilot,’ he insisted. ‘It’s annoying to us to have the word beach-bum brought up – just because we don’t have a suit and tie on and work in swimsuits.’

His defence would have sounded more convincing if Murf the Surf wasn’t one of a trio of young Miami men who had been arrested for stealing artefacts from a New York museum, among them the legendarily valuable Star of India sapphire. They were swiftly caught and, a few months later, the treasure was recovered undamaged. But their unabashed arrogance and rebellious demeanour turned them into folk heroes whose exploits ensured that ‘beach boys’ would continue to signify thieves and rogues to every section of the American public that wasn’t enchanted by the (sometimes) less controversial achievements of the singing quintet from California.





Ride the Wild Surf The Beach Boys and surfing culture

As the Beach Boys sang, ‘Surfin’ is the only life, the only life for me’ – and that made sense, because they came from California, the home of what Billboard magazine called ‘the kookiest, wildest and most refreshing fad within memory’. So potent was its impact as a sport and a lifestyle that, as a reporter noted in 1963, ‘it has already engulfed Hawaii and Australia, and is reaching into Japan’. Even those parts of the United States that were not within hundreds of miles of a beach or a white-topped wave were falling for the surfing style, it seemed.

Billboard went on to explain why its appeal had spread across the landlocked states: ‘It’s a fad that belongs to the teen and 20 set, an age group most inclined to ardently follow the unorthodox. Surfing is a sport that connotes courage and, as such, has become a status symbol among youngsters who strive to be linked or “in” with anything that is related to surfing. Those who can’t afford the gear can be part of the crowd through the music and dance.’ In California, it seemed, there were at least 100,000 surfers active along the shoreline. They were serviced by at least 100 manufacturers of surfboards, dozens of surfer stores and two magazines published in Hollywood, which chronicled the craze and carried its magic far beyond the sand of Venice Beach, Doheny State Beach or Malibu.

The surfing scene didn’t end there, of course. It was carried around the world by surf guitar bands and, after the arrival of the Beach Boys, countless other groups of young people joined together to preach the joys of catching waves in song. To exploit and extend this passionate sound, in 1962 and 1963 record companies crammed the market with titles aimed exclusively at the surfing market. Capitol Records, who released the Beach Boys’ music, even prepared a Surfing Dictionary that was sent to record stores across North America to be given away free to any kid anxious to know more.

The year 1962 had ended with a World’s Fair of Surfing at Santa Monica, at which the Beach Boys inevitably performed. Attendees could also enjoy a display of surfing art (artist Robert Irwin was winning a national reputation for his decorated surfboards), a vintage collection of boards and a parade of woodies – restored and revamped station wagons, in other words, with wood-panelled sides, perfect for transporting surfer boys and girls to the beach. There was also a craze for revived disused hearses. They had once been unsaleable on the used-car market but suddenly became a status symbol for the serious surfer.

There was only one flaw in this celebration of California’s native culture: it didn’t come from California. In fact, it was a symbol of American colonialism rather than an unalloyed badge of national pride. As Billboard magazine had noted, surfing had indeed ‘engulfed’ Hawaii, for the simple reason that the sport was invented there. Then – short version of complicated history – the Americans arrived and tried to wipe surfing out.

The influx of English-speaking folk into the natural paradise of Hawaii began when Captain Cook’s expedition on the British naval vessel, HMS Resolution, touched shore in 1778. He named the archipelago the Sandwich Islands and then set sail towards North America. The following year, he led the Resolution back to Hawaii. Legend has it that the natives regarded him as a god, but this appears to have been an invention motivated by the widespread belief that no non-white population could possibly fail to worship their colonisers’ superior spirit and strength. When some of the local population resisted theft and pillage by the Cook party, the captain dubbed them ‘insolent’ and vowed to kidnap their king. In the ensuing struggle, Cook was beaten over the head with a club and then stabbed to death, meeting his end in the Hawaiian surf.

The indigenous population of the Hawaiian Islands was then believed to be around 800,000. Within fifty years, it had been reduced by five-sixths. By 1890, only 40,000 people lived there, the remainder having fallen prey to illnesses brought in by outsiders. The same period also saw a determined cultural invasion from the United States, beginning with an influx of Christian missionaries in the 1820s. Their mission was to wipe out ‘savage’ native traditions. And one of the most pervasive and pernicious, as far as the evangelists were concerned, was the Hawaiian sport of surfing. This, it was claimed, ‘would only hinder the heathens’ moral progress’ if it was allowed to continue unchecked. One of the foremost reasons for banning the sport was that it encouraged unmarried and barely clad young men and women to mingle unchaperoned in the sea. Indeed, many Hawaiian relationships began in the surf, as teenage girls and boys found love among the waves.

Even the most puritanical American visitors, however, found it hard to argue against the spectacle and skilful practice of surfing. As it was too deep-rooted to eradicate, the US chose to exploit it. First, they had to quell the local opposition which had rumbled against the visitors for more than a century. In 1893, American troops overthrew the Hawaiian queen in an act that even President Grover Cleveland had to admit was ‘illegal’. Five years later, the US claimed total ownership of the Territory of Hawaii (though it took another sixty years for Hawaii to become a fully-fledged American state).

This unchallenged rule from Washington allowed American businessmen to translate Hawaiian tradition into an annex of US tourism. Alexander Hume Ford was the man credited with transforming surfing from a pariah sport into a prize attraction for visitors. The novelist Jack London lent his talents to Ford’s crusade, the two men ensuring that they sold surfing as a white sport, on the basis that the natives must be too lazy to take part in anything so virile. From there, capitalism had its inevitable way, from the formation of canoe clubs and surfing societies on prime beaches to the staging of annual carnivals of the sea and surf. In return, the pick of the local surfers – men such as Duke Kahanamoku and George Freeth – were paid handsomely to sell surfing to the Californians. Beaches in the Los Angeles area were highlighted as ideal venues, although the sport only took hold after World War Two, during which most of the shore had been reserved for military use. Technology played its part, producing new surfboard designs that were lighter to carry and easier to control.

Three cultural events consolidated the West Coast surfing industry. The first was a novel, The Ninth Wave, by Eugene Burdick. Its political background was scarcely sunny, but its milieu captivated young readers – among them teenager Bruce Johnston. Three years later, in 1959, another surf-based novel, Gidget by Frederick Kohner, was translated into the first American beach movie – a Hollywood genre that focused exclusively on the joys and sorrows of teenage surfers and sun worshippers. And in 1961, the photographer and film-maker John Severson founded Surfer magazine, intended from the start to establish the serious credentials of the surfing scene beyond teen dramas and bikini-clad starlets.

For anyone who, like the young Beach Boys, grew up within easy reach of a California surfing beach, the pull of the sand and sea was almost visceral. Not that the group could claim to be masters of the waves. Carl Wilson was too plump as a teenager to ride a surfboard comfortably. His oldest brother, Brian, hated the entire experience: ‘It’s dangerous. You get hit on the head with a surfboard.’ Al Jardine tried harder but with little more success: ‘Dennis tried to get me out there a couple of times. But it proved to be a daunting experience. The front of the board kept making its way into the sand and I kept following it headlong.’ Mike Love claimed that he ‘knew how to ride a wave’, though it wasn’t his sport of choice (he preferred cross-country running).

This left one original Beach Boy who was a natural surfer, who had the physique and the charisma and the swagger and the style to epitomise everything that was attractive about the sport, even if he wasn’t necessarily the most adept surfer on the scene. That was Dennis Wilson, of course, the man who went fishing with his cousin Mike Love one day and returned home with the idea that his brother Brian should form a group and sing about surfing. Soon enough, there was a second surfing Beach Boy in the band: Bruce Johnston, who took to the waves as soon as he’d read The Ninth Wave and kept up the sport way beyond the age when most men have opted for less energetic pursuits. It cemented his relationship with Dennis, the way that fishing united Dennis and Mike, and although there were occasional accidents along the way, like the 2006 tumble on the Santa Barbara shore that saw Bruce briefly hospitalised, he continued to preach the surfing gospel.

Meanwhile, Brian Wilson stayed home and waited for other people to bring him the language and the mystique of surfing. Dennis Wilson supplied the original inspiration; Mike Love translated the lifestyle into rock ’n’ roll lyrics that scanned and rhymed and syncopated; and Jimmy Bowles, the brother of one of Brian’s first girlfriends, supplied the list of prime surfing spots that filled the band’s biggest early hit, ‘Surfin’ USA’. Five years later, Mike Love went out for a nostalgic trip into the waves near Camp Pendleton with his buddy Bill Jackson and returned to Brian’s house high on the experience and eager to write a song entitled, suitably enough, ‘Do It Again’. ‘I don’t like it,’ said Bruce Johnston at the time, but he still sang on it, and it became the Beach Boys’ second and last British number-one single. (The closest they came after that was with a novelty rap revival of a surfing instrumental tune, ‘Wipe Out’, with the Fat Boys.)

Ironically the Beach Boys’ championing of surf culture brought them no respect from the people who lived that life every day. According to 1962–63 Beach Boys member David Marks, authentic surfers ‘really resented us for exploiting their sacred cult. It wasn’t really a sport back then. It was like a cult. It was a gang. The local people didn’t really like the idea of us doing all this stuff about surfing when we weren’t really doing it ourselves. Dennis and I were the only ones who really took it seriously.’

That opposition wasn’t what brought the Beach Boys’ run of surfing anthems to an end after 1963 (apart from ‘Do It Again’, of course, and 1964’s ‘Don’t Back Down’, which was inspired more by Brian Wilson’s desire to stand up to his fears than by life on the beach). Surfing, Brian announced definitively in summer 1964, was ‘strictly passé’. His brother Carl toed the same line: ‘Surfing is out now as a social thing.’ And Mike Love was nervous that surfing would ‘probably be a tag’ applied to the Beach Boys for the rest of their lives. In later years, he would recount his frustration about Capitol Records promoting them as the US’s number-one surfing band when they were trying to sell Pet Sounds or ‘Good Vibrations’. (Indeed, some reviews of Pet Sounds insist that the album maintained that vintage sound: the Honolulu Star-Advertiser called it a ‘summertime sizzler’.)

That wasn’t quite the end of the crossover between rock ’n’ roll and the surfing lifestyle. ‘Surf City has gone punk,’ claimed an Associated Press article in 1981. The piece focused on a new strand of ‘violence and vandalism’ that was marring California’s beaches. There were pitched battles between local surfers and tourists involving swearing, fistfights and even jousting with surfboards. ‘Robberies and drug deals are routine,’ the article continued. ‘Roving gangs terrorize bathers – picking pockets, snatching purses and ripping off jewellery.’ Inevitably, there was surf punk music to accompany this menacing new wave, as instrumental bands channelled the visceral energy of punk into guitar riffs borrowed from twenty-year-old surf instrumentals.

If there was ever a time when Dennis Wilson could have emerged as a cultural pacesetter once again, this was it: he had the beach-bum look, the fearlessness and the genuine surfing experience to stand aloft this wave. Instead, he and the other Beach Boys kept their distance and left bands such as the Surf Punks (of course) and Agent Orange to dominate the scene. The Beach Boys never stopped singing about surfing, but somewhere between 1962 and 1982, their vintage hits passed from expressions of teenage hedonism into quaint slices of 1960s Americana, as far removed from the beach as Brian Wilson had always been.





California Calling The Beach Boys in their home state

This was the California dream, laid out in Life magazine just after VJ Day, 1945: ‘Californians live in a land where the sun shines 355 days of the year… where towering mountains and endless beaches flank a countryside of incredible fertility… Californians have evolved a unique way of life which is physically the most comfortable and attractive way of life enjoyed in any region of the US… This Californian way of life flourishes chiefly in the southern half of the state. There the people live half indoors and half out. They dress for comfort rather than social elegance. They spend much of their time in automobiles’ – visiting drive-in stores and, in time, cinemas.

Don’t forget those California girls: thanks to Life magazine again, this time in 1962, we learned that the Golden State could boast ‘the prettiest, biggest, lithest, tannest, most luscious girls this side of the international dateline’.

There was only one drawback to California circa 1945, according to Life: ‘It has not yet made any artistic or intellectual advance comparable to that which it has made in the mode of physical living.’ No worries: it had Hollywood – and, from 1955, the Disneyland complex in Anaheim, which the Wilson family from Hawthorne visited twice a year. Soon after 1945, it also grew a surfing culture that would be sold to the rest of the US by Hollywood and the TV industry in the form of lovable, kooky Gidget, played by Sandra Dee. And in 1961, of course, the burgeoning surf industry provided California with its soundtrack, courtesy of the Beach Boys.

For the group’s chief composer, Brian Wilson, the responsibility of reflecting West Coast teenage life was very real. ‘Our songs tell stories about teeners,’ he explained in 1965, ‘what they do and what their feelings are. We base them on activities of healthy California kids, who like to surf, hot rod and engage in other outdoor fun.’ Looking back almost twenty years later, his brother Carl reflected that ‘Brian created this whole world at home at his piano, and people were mad to get to California. There was an awe connected to California and the beach and the way we lived. But it wasn’t the real California so much as the California in Brian’s songs.’

The ‘real California’ wasn’t entirely real, either. What lured millions of people from the inner US to the West Coast was a series of promises: endless summer, opportunities for wealth, healthy living for kids, an end to poverty and economic ruin. All the original Beach Boys came from families who had migrated west in the hope of meeting that dream, which was fulfilled by their descendants in the 1960s. ‘I’ve always had the feeling that California was the Mecca of the West,’ Al Jardine said in 1982, ‘that all of the answers and all of life’s pleasures were here.’

But there were other visions of California that painted a more troubled picture: racial discrimination in Los Angeles, most of all, which haunted the lives of African Americans until their anger exploded in the so-called Watts Rebellion of 1965. (The Watts district of Los Angeles is only a couple of miles from Hawthorne, where the Wilsons grew up. Not a hint of that unrest or its fiery revolt surfaced in the Beach Boys’ music nor was ever mentioned in their interviews – proof that segregation worked to protect privileged whites from reality as well as oppress other races.)

California was where a movie star, Ronald Reagan, could become governor and then president. It was where the Mouseketeers led by Annette Funicello could provide a fantasy role model for young girls across the nation. It was where kids grew taller and fitter than any of their American cousins. But it also became the US capital of cults and quacks, gurus and shysters, who might be selling a universal panacea, a quick fix for global harmony, or a race war that would leave the dune-dwelling cult members as the inheritors of the world. Erik Davis wrote a profile of Brian Wilson in 1990, in which he focused on the strange spectrum of West Coast culture. ‘Myths the size of California elect their own pantheons,’ he pronounced. ‘Ours has Ronald Reagan and Charles Manson at either end; and the Beach Boys may be the only bridge between those deranged poles.’ In time, the group would certainly come to mirror every facet of Californian life, from the eternal sunshine to the full gamut of corporate and individual derangement.

Nobody could deny the physical beauty of what, in 1962, Life magazine had dubbed the ‘Great Golden Land in the West’. The problem with paradise, though, is that it is easy to tarnish – to pave it over, as Joni Mitchell had it, ‘and put up a parking lot’. Nature could bite back at the inhabitants in the form of earthquakes. ‘Tell everybody to think real hard that there will not be an earthquake in California,’ Al Jardine begged in 1969. ‘I’m afraid everyone going around believing it will happen might cause it to happen.’

It transpired that earthquakes weren’t the only natural phenomena endangering life in California. The difference was that the others were directly caused by humankind. The comedian Carl Reiner called the pollution-based cloud that hung over the city of Los Angeles ‘the worst weather in the world’. Beach Boys lyricist Van Dyke Parks noted in the late 1960s that ‘there is smog on the basin’, the heart of Los Angeles surrounded by mountains and sea. Jardine called out the contradiction of trying to hold your breath when you drove into the city, while also breathing to stay alive. ‘There is a psychological problem with smog,’ he concluded. Parks extended his revulsion from the automobile fumes that triggered the smog to the strip malls and reckless urbanisation that represented the unchecked expansion of Los Angeles. ‘Everyone feels the alienation, the dehumanisation,’ he claimed in 1967. ‘I see the horror of it all as I drive out to Palm Springs. I see the real horror, but people in their conditioned situations don’t see the horror.’

Few people were more ‘conditioned’ from Californian realities than celebrities – pop stars among them. To their credit, the Beach Boys were early adopters of an environmentalist viewpoint. Their proselytising began with healthy food in the late 1960s and soon expanded to the wider effects of humanity on the land they loved. These concerns culminated in the 1971 album Surf’s Up, with songs that warned of chemicals that poisoned rivers and oceans alike, and pollution that was choking the very trees helping to provide the oxygen we breathe. ‘It was totally into ecological things,’ Mike Love explained. ‘We had a picture of the Salt Flats on the inner sleeve and the cover was an Indian… Like, this is the way the “red man” went and this is the way everybody is going to go if they don’t tighten up.’

You can trace those environmental concerns through the rest of their career: Mike Love and Brian Wilson protesting against plans to drill for oil off Santa Monica; Love and Dennis Wilson composing ‘Pacific Ocean Blues’ about the slaughter of wildlife by pelt hunters; Love campaigning to defend the redwood trees that were among the state’s greatest natural wonders; Bruce Johnston joining the advisory board of the Surfrider Foundation to save California beaches from developers; the entire group sending out ecological messages with the Summer in Paradise album, right down to the EcoPak cover design. Distress at what was happening to the California environment was also one of the prevailing themes of Van Dyke Parks’ 1995 collaboration with Brian Wilson, Orange Crate Art.

Mike Love was adamant that part of the Beach Boys’ role in California culture was ‘bringing a new optimism into the way people think about the problems of pollution and violence’. That optimism was increasingly hard to maintain, it seemed. Al Jardine became so disillusioned about pollution and smog that he moved his family upstate to the almost deserted area of Big Sur, where mountain slides and forest fires were more pressing dangers.

Other Beach Boys were more concerned by the dramatic shift in urban culture exemplified by riots and other episodes of violence. ‘The Los Angeles and Southern California we sang about doesn’t exist anymore,’ Bruce Johnston lamented in 1990. ‘I got out of LA after a body was dumped in my street and left there for six hours. More than two miles inland from the beach isn’t safe anymore.’ Mike Love identified another fear: ‘Now you get murdered there for having a good car. It used to be the promised land. Now there’s nothing but earthquakes, fire and drive-by shootings.’ So much for the hope expressed by commentators in the 1950s that California would produce ‘an anxiety-free future’, so rich were its natural assets. Paradise was easier to ruin than it was to keep, it seemed.

Not only were the individual Beach Boys fleeing Los Angeles for a more pleasant life elsewhere: the city was also destroying their heritage. Or so it seemed to the Wilson family when planners routed Century Freeway, alias I-105, through parts of Hawthorne. Among the buildings demolished was the old Wilson family home at 3701 W 119th Street, where the group worked up their first song, ‘Surfin’ ’. Twenty years later, the site of that house – well, not the actual site, which is now under the interstate, but a nearby wall – was designated as California Historical Landmark 1041: ‘Site of the Childhood Home of the Beach Boys’ (or three of them, at least). A monument, loosely based on the cover of the Surfer Girl album, was unveiled there in 2005 at a ceremony attended by Brian Wilson, Al Jardine and David Marks. (Mike Love and Bruce Johnston presumably weren’t invited, because of the band’s internal politics.) The Beach Boys were now a part of the official state history, even if California was no longer the California they once knew.





Home Alone in Hawthorne The birth of the California Saga

All great traditions require a creation myth, and the Beach Boys are no exception.

The story goes that the three Wilson brothers were left alone by their parents with food money for the weekend. Dennis Wilson suggested they should form a band and sing about surfing. They hired instruments with the cash, didn’t eat for three days and then surprised their mom and dad with a finished song – and a surefire hit: ‘Surfin’ ’.

That’s the way it plays out in the TV movies. The dictatorial Murry Wilson looks furious as he stomps through the door, but his boys touch his heart with their youthful energy and rousing vocal harmonies. Murry takes their career in hand and, within a matter of days, they are stars.

Reality wasn’t quite that simple. Forming the Pendletones (as they initially named themselves) wasn’t an instant decision but the culmination of a months-long process of locating a sound, fine-tuning a line-up and then exploiting Murry Wilson’s slightly outdated music business contacts as efficiently as they could. About fifty pages of James B. Murphy’s forensic biographical study, Becoming the Beach Boys 1961–1963, were devoted to the journey from first considering a band to making a record.

Given a rare opportunity to explain the process in depth, individual Beach Boys were able to illuminate different facets of the myth. Al Jardine concentrated on his musical rapport with Brian Wilson: ‘It gelled so quickly and seemed so natural. It was instantaneous chemical reaction, spontaneous
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