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THE EARLY YEARS (1942—1968)

Like many Londoners, or at least those fortunate enough to have the financial wherewithal, John McLaughlin’s parents moved up north when the Blitz began in earnest. As German bombs battered the capital, they took their four children and settled in Kirk Sandall, a small village in the borough of Doncaster, South Yorkshire. Fortunately, McLaughlin Sr. quickly found some engineering work in the area.

John was born in Kirk Sandall on January 4, 1942. He had three elder brothers—Robert, born in 1933; David, born in 1934; and Alan, born in 1936—and one sister, Florence, born in 1940. Robert, David, and Alan were all music fans, amateur musicians, and confirmed Francophiles, teaching John basic French from the age of three and later passing on their love of Gallic cinema. They were also naturally curious, somewhat philosophical young people; in February 2022, John recalled listening to his elder brothers’ deliberations: “They used to discuss the existence of God. And the jury was always out. What that did for me was to encourage me to think for myself.”1

John traces his first signs of loving music to hearing the final movement of Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony on a 78 record at around seven years old: “It made my hair stand on end and gave me goosebumps. That was the first indication of what music could do to someone.”2 Also at the age of seven, John’s parents separated, and his father essentially disappeared from his life at this point. John’s mother took her sons and daughter to live with their grandmother in Monkseaton, a small village by the North Sea, about ten miles from Newcastle-upon-Tyne and near the Scottish border. Thankfully the new house came with a piano—John’s sister was learning the instrument during this period, and at the age of nine John started taking lessons too (at his request), which he continued to do for about three years, even though he was not a fan of his overstrict teacher, once describing her as a “dragon”3—she would smack his fingers with a ruler if he played a bum note. But all kinds of music fascinated him: “Every summer, the Scottish bagpipe bands used to come. Sometimes they had six or seven bagpipes, with three or four drummers … They had a big effect on me.”4 He had also been taught some violin by his mother, but he didn’t take to the instrument.


JOHN’S FIRST GUITAR

When John was around eleven, his brother Alan brought a classical (nylon-stringed) guitar into the house, “an old banger,”5 according to John. His elder brothers were all becoming big fans of the blues and roots music in general, all of it rubbing off on John. Alan tried to sing some blues and folk songs but got “bored” with the guitar, passing it on to his younger brother David. David too quickly went off the instrument, but when he showed John a D chord, it was a musical epiphany for the younger brother. “I played the strings and a thrill went through my body.”6 He subsequently slept with the guitar every night.

John’s siblings were apparently very supportive of his music from this moment on: “My brothers saw right away what happened to me, and they said, ‘OK, we’ve got to take care of our younger brother, because he’s in love.’”7

The piano was all but forgotten now, but the basic principles of that instrument would certainly come in handy later on as a composing tool (and frequently distinguish his compositions from other more “guitaristic” writers).

John became enamored with Mississippi Delta blues players Muddy Waters, Big Bill Broonzy, Leadbelly, and Sonny Terry, all of whom he’d heard on his brothers’ gramophone. He loved the sound of the bottleneck, though initially he didn’t have a clue what created it, and he developed a penchant for the har-monica, too. It’s worth noting this was somewhat out of step with other music-loving British youth of the mid-1950s, who were more likely to be digging trad jazz or skiffle.

Then John’s musical boundaries expanded even more with the discovery of Flamenco—particular early passions were guitarists Laurendo Almeida, Carlos Montoya, and guitarist/lutenist Narciso Yepes (who also pioneered a ten-string, nylon-string acoustic guitar, perhaps an inspiration for John during the Shakti era). He was also a big fan of classical maestro Julian Bream, frequently picked up via BBC radio broadcasts. At fourteen, John heard the Belgium-born, Romani-French guitarist Django Reinhardt and was amazed; he quickly developed a feel for the type of linear, melodic lead playing that Reinhardt made famous, and he also adored the sound of Stephane Grappelli’s violin.

At fifteen, John began guitar lessons and received a lot of encouragement from his school music teacher, who encouraged him to play little concerts in front of his class with whichever fellow students he could round up to accompany him. There was also a music club where he could listen to the hip jazz sounds of the day, Oscar Peterson’s trio records, and Verve Records founder Norman Granz’s Jazz At The Philharmonic albums featuring the likes of Lester Young, Charlie Parker, Ella Fitzgerald, and Dizzy Gillespie. In 1956, John heard the music of Tal Farlow coming out of a shop in Newcastle—the American guitarist became another new hero. John was struck by the originality of his harmonic concept, the richness of his chords, and the fluidity of his lines. As he told Down Beat’s Bud Koral in February 1973, “He was a great source of inspiration to me. I’m grateful to him and continue to learn from his work. His conception is so contemporary and he has incredible facility and a highly inventive approach to harmony.”

During this time, John was playing in a skiffle band alongside his sister on vocals and a school friend Peter Simpson on double bass. He also started a melodic modern jazz quartet modeled on London pianist George Shearing’s group. John developed a rich appreciation of East and West Coast schools, naturally preferring the former’s grittier, more R’n’B-based roots, gravitating toward the music of Miles Davis, Cannonball Adderley, Charles Mingus, John Coltrane, Eric Dolphy, Thelonious Monk, and Sonny Rollins. But at the same time, classical music was looming large: “Bartok was stupendous; Anton We-bern is to me a musician who realised the music of the spheres; Stravinsky is another one.”8 Meanwhile the BBC was broadcasting archivist Alan Lomax’s Mississippi Delta Blues and Temple Music from South India, huge sources of intrigue and feeling.




AWAKENING THE SPIRITUAL LIFE

John was also taking an interest in some of the deeper mysteries of life during his early teens. His mother was a confirmed agnostic (as were his siblings), very much against organized religion, but he recalled her taking him to the window one evening and pointing out the planet Mars, and also passing on Ray Bradbury’s book The Martian Chronicles. John immediately became a huge sci-fi fan and regularly paid tribute to his mother in later life as a regular source of encouragement, support, and intellectual stimulation.

But the guitar was John’s main passion. So enamored was he with the instrument, he started working in a repair shop at around sixteen years of age. He also did various other jobs during this time, including driving and farming, and traveled to London to play with a trad jazz band called Professors Of Ragtime. He was growing up fast and felt very strongly that he had to stand on his own two
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Adam Freeman at Universal Music for friendship and number-crunching;
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James Canton;
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Much-missed Dad, who first played me Electric Dreams, Star People, and Heavy Weather, and took me to John’s 1984 gig at the Hammersmith Odeon.

This book is dedicated to my mother Viviane for her constant support and for insisting that I do that touch-typing course.





ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Matt Phillips is the founder of the websites movingtheriver.com and sounds ofsurprise.com and has contributed to various magazines, including Jazzwise, Classic Pop, and Record Collector. He won the inaugural Write Stuff award for new jazz writing in 2003 and has been Universal Music’s jazz catalog manager and Jazz FM’s web editor. Matt wrote the liner notes for the Emmy award– winning Miles Davis: Birth of the Cool DVD/Blu-ray and was a music advisor on the 2004 documentary Keith Jarrett: The Art Of Improvisation. As a multi-instrumentalist, he has performed extensively in London and Europe and records under the name mattjoplin. Matt’s first book, Level 42: Every Album, Every Song, was a number-one Amazon Music bestseller. He lives in London.







[image: bck_fig_001.jpg]
John, Miles, and Dave Holland at Hill Auditorium, Ann Arbor, Michigan, on February 21, 1970. Photo credit: Mike Dibb
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John soundchecking at the Towne Cinema, Bloomington, Indiana, on April 24, 1972. Photo credit: Peter Erskine
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L. Shankar and John fronting The One Truth Band in 1978. Photo credit: Chris Hakkens
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John and a sleeping Tony Williams travel to Havana on March 1, 1979. Photo credit: Peter Erskine
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Jaco Pastorius in Havana on March 3, 1979, just before the infamous Trio Of Doom concert. Photo credit: Peter Erskine
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John in Havana on March 3, 1979. Photo credit: Peter Erskine
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John duets with Al Di Meola in 1979. Photo credit: Craig Howell
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Danny Gottlieb and John soundchecking in Ravenna, Italy, on July 15, 1986. Photo credit: Danny Gottlieb
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John at The Old Fruitmarket in Glasgow on July 7, 1995. Photo credit: William Ellis




[image: bck_fig_010.jpg]
Dennis Chambers, Joey DeFrancesco, and John at House of Blues in Los Angeles on February 11, 1996. Photo credit: Dennis Chambers
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John speaks to Ian Carr for The Miles Davis Story. Photo credit: Mike Dibb




[image: bck_fig_012.jpg]
John and Chick Corea perform with Five Peace Band at Cork Opera House on October 24, 2008. Photo credit: William Ellis
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