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For Dahlia…

It happens to be true / I only want to be with you




-Introduction-

“We have really everything in
common with America nowadays
except, of course, language.”

Oscar Wilde

In 1964, the world was in black and white. The Beatles arriving in New York City, their appearances on The Ed Sullivan Show, their first motion picture . . . all of it in monochromatic glory. There were color photographs of course, yet somehow, they seem gaudy and out of place.

The Beatles arrived in a black and white America. That isn’t to say, despite how memory may deceive us, that life back then was made up of simple choices between right and wrong, but rather there were so many complexities and convolutions at every stratum of daily life, and all of it was overlayed with the dismal remembrance of the recent assassination of President John F. Kennedy, that the brightness of the world often seemed beyond our field of vision.

But if the world did seem such a dark place in those first wintry weeks of ’64, the Beatles were a shaft of pure white light. As Robert Kennedy said that year, quoting Shakespeare when commemorating his slain brother, “Take him and cut him out in little stars, and he will make the face of Heaven so fine that all the world will be in love with night, and pay no worship to the garish sun.” He could so very easily have been speaking of the four young men from Liverpool as well.

The Britain they had departed was a gray place as well, its cities still marred by rubble left over from Hitler’s bombers, its imperial glory a relic of the past, its role in the world much reduced from what it had been before, despite its tremendous and odds-defying victory over its enemies in World War II. London was not seen as a hip place in the way Paris, Rome, and Manhattan were. At least, not at first glance.

But if one were to examine the city more closely, they would find some very smart, very vogue clubs . . . the Crawdaddy, the Marquee, and the newest “in” place, the Ad-Lib . . . where bands with names like Manfred Mann, the Animals, the Yardbirds, and the Rolling Stones honed their craft.

And London had emerged as the world’s capital of satire, with arch stage reviews such as Beyond the Fringe, sardonic magazines like Private Eye, and on the usually staid BBC itself, That Was the Week That Was (“That was the week that was, it’s over, let it go…”).

And wasn’t the world’s newest superhero the sexy, suave, British secret agent, James Bond? Thanks to the two smash hit 007 films released in 1964, From Russia with Love and Goldfinger, actor Sean Connery would find himself propelled to the spot of Number One Box Office Star globally.

And then there was the music. New bands seemed to be cropping up everywhere. To meet the demand for all the latest songs, the BBC . . . which up until then strictly limited the amount of rock and roll it aired daily over the radio . . . had to expand the airtime given over to it. And if that wasn’t enough, newly established pirate radio stations, anchored just offshore, beamed the music at all hours to an avid listenership.

Thanks in no small part to its music, London would by year’s end be amidst a cultural revolution, with chic discotheques and stylish clothiers cropping up alongside the stodgy private clubs and conservative tailor shops. In 1965 the city was given its appellation of “Swinging London”, and it became truly, deeply hip in the minds of many the world over. Forget the Queen . . . Youth was the new monarch of the United Kingdom.


History rarely sees such rapid cultural evolution that is not also accompanying violence in the streets. But this was peaceful progress1, seized upon by a generation that had little in the way of patience.

And things were much the same in the United States, where 1964 would be declared the final year of the “Baby Boom”, that period begun at the end of the Second World War, which saw young American couples making more babies than ever before. When it was over, the Boom had added some 78 million children and teenagers to the nation, a hugely significant proportion of the country’s population of 180,000,000. A great many of them had leisure time and disposable income in abundance, and they were anxious to explore the new frontiers promised to them by their martyred President. The music brought over the ocean from the ‘Mother Country’ provided the soundtrack that sparked the conflagration that swept through American culture in 1964 and beyond.

It’s difficult, and perhaps not at all possible, to point to any other single calendar year and assert that rock and roll had as much influence over not only popular music, but fashion, commerce, cultural mores, film, and indeed society on the whole. Not even that seminal year of 1956, when rock and roll burst out and began taking control of the record charts, had such a wide and pervasive impact as did ‘64.

On New Year’s Day of 1964, there were few if any who would have predicted that any British group would have more than a momentary flash of fame in the US before fading away. Such it had always been, and there was little to indicate that this would ever change. The very notion that soon American and British rock and roll would become so interwoven as to become inseparable would have been scoffed at.

By the last day of December in 1964, it was unfathomable to imagine what American pop music would be like without the British. The sounds and the fanbases of the two nations would become unified forevermore. And suddenly, the world around us seemed to be in living color at last.

And just how did this remarkable fusion come to pass?

Well, now that’s a story . . .

__________________________________________________________

1Mostly peaceful. The street brawls between the Mods (fashion-minded modernists who favored American rhythm & blues and jazz) and the Rockers (leather-clad bikers who clung to Fifties rough rock and roll) stirred great alarm among the older classes in Britain that year. Ringo Starr deftly elevated his band above both warring camps when, asked by reporters if the Beatles were Mods or Rockers, he replied, “Neither, we’re Mockers.”
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First Shots

If it can be said that February the 9th of 1964 . . . the day that America met the Beatles on The Ed Sullivan Show . . . was the “D-Day” of the British Invasion, it must also be said that there had been more than a few sorties prior to that day which were fired across the Atlantic from the Mother Country to the New World, some more successful than others.

It remains a common misconception to this day that until the Beatles arrived, no British rock and roll artists had managed to make so much as a dent on the American charts, although it was certainly not for lack of trying.

But in fact, several British rockers had managed to find themselves on the US Billboard, Record World or Cashbox2 charts before the Fab Four sailed to Number One on all three with “I Want to Hold Your Hand”, although none had quite managed to establish lasting success in America.

It was at the very dawn of the rock and roll era, 1956, when such homegrown American pioneers as Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Carl Perkins and of course, Elvis Presley, were joined in the forefront of the new rhythm-driven style by Lonnie Donegan, whose version of folk singer Lead Belly’s “Rock Island Line” broke into the US Top Ten. Back in the United Kingdom, Donegan was hailed as the “King of Skiffle”3, and he continued to have sizable hits at home into the early 1960s. But he only managed to return to the US Top 40 once more; in 1959, his resurrection of a 1920s novelty song, “Does Your Chewing Gum Lose Its Flavour (On the Bedpost Overnight)?”, made it all the way to #5, but after that, Lonnie Donegan disappeared forevermore from America’s record charts.

Pop crooner Frankie Vaughan had been a familiar presence on the British charts since the early Fifties, but his one and only visit to the American Top 25 came in 1959 with “Wonderful Things”. He was never able to repeat himself with a return appearance, but his success in the UK, along with his matinee idol good looks, earned him a co-starring role with Marilyn Monroe in the 1960 film Let’s Make Love, and it is that movie, rather than his music, for which he remains best known in America.

If British rock and roll merely seemed to parrot back what America already had in abundance, boy singer Laurie London took cultural repackaging to an entirely new level in 1958, when at the tender age of 14, his version of the old American Negro spiritual, “He’s Got the Whole World in His Hands”, was officially ranked as the most played song in the United States for three weeks that Spring4.


Pop balladeer Matt Monro made it into the Top 20 in 1960 with “My Kind of Girl”, but follow-up singles in the next few years failed to match that success in the States.

1962 saw something of a mini-British Invasion when not one, but two English artists hit the #1 spot in the US. First up was jazz clarinetist, Acker Bilk, whose MOR (‘Middle of the Road’, a radio format phrase for soft adult pop, also known as ‘Easy Listening’) instrumental, “Stranger on the Shore”, sat atop the chart for one week in May. Later in December, another instrumental, “Telstar”, soared to the uppermost pop stratosphere. This song by the Tornados featured electronic keyboards to produce otherworldly sounds and gave a suggestion of what the Moog synthesizer would bring to popular music by the decade’s end.

Yet, in spite of the chart-topping successes of Laurie London, Acker Bilk, and the Tornados, their styles of music were not necessarily very mainstream, and relegated them to the status of ‘One Hit Wonders’ in America. And there were other Brits who managed to find brief spots on the US playlists, ranging from pop/folk trio the Springfields (whose lead singer, Mary O’Brien, took the name “Dusty Springfield” to later launch her own successful solo career), to teenaged jazz singer Helen Shapiro, to yodeler Frank Ifield, but their successes in the States proved fleeting.

If there was any British pop star in the pre-1964 era who, at least theoretically, had a genuine chance to achieve big and ongoing success in the United States, it was Cliff Richard. Beginning in 1958, he routinely scored huge hits on the UK charts (and indeed remained a major chart presence well into the 21st Century). If his brand of rock and roll usually seemed to lack the bite of Chuck Berry or early Elvis, it was nevertheless finely honed pop, and most certainly on a pleasing par with the works of Ricky Nelson, as a matter of comparison. Cliff was blessed to have as his backing band a group called the Shadows, who proved so popular in Britain, they spun off into their own prosperous career.

But while Richard was hitting Number One at home with the likes of “Travelin’ Light”, “Please Don’t Tease”, and “The Young Ones”, the best he could do in America was a somewhat anemic #30 for “Living Doll” (which was also a UK #1) in 1959, followed up belatedly in 1963 with a cover of “It’s All in the Game”, which did marginally better by rising to #25. It wouldn’t be until 1976 when Cliff Richard at last made the US Top Ten with “Devil Woman”, followed with another Top Ten hit in ’79, “We Don’t Talk Anymore”.

But although he hadn’t been able to achieve anywhere near the kind of success he had at home over in America, Richard’s undeniable talent and teen idol good looks, coupled with strong critical notices for a couple of film musicals he had made . . . Expresso Bongo (1960) and The Young Ones (1961) . . . was at last enough for him to be extended an invitation to perform on The Ed Sullivan Show, America’s most popular variety program and a Sunday night viewing institution for millions of families. Richard was well aware of the fact that Sullivan’s program had been instrumental in making Elvis Presley a superstar, particularly after the 1956 episode where the host decreed that the cameras could only show “Elvis the Pelvis” from the waist up, thus teasing countless teenaged girls who were watching over just what tantalizing pleasures they were being denied.

Cliff and the Shadows flew to New York in October of 1962, armed with two songs that always went over very well in concert . . . ”Move It”, his very first hit in the UK, as well as “Living Doll”, which to date had been the only one of his songs to make the US chart. But when he arrived at the CBS television studio for rehearsal, he was informed by the producer that while “Living Doll” was acceptable to perform, for his second number he would be doing a song from his most recent film, The Young Ones, a novelty number called “What D’You Know, We’ve Got a Show”. What’s more, Richard was handed a straw hat and cane, and told the performance would be done in old vaudeville style. Cliff protested that the song was not at all representative of his musical style, and what’s more he feared the hokey routine would prove an embarrassment, and one beamed into countless living rooms across America. However, the producer made it clear that Sullivan’s decision was final, and if the young Brit didn’t like it, he and his band could fly right back home that very afternoon. Reluctantly, Richard conceded, but the entire matter still galled him decades later.

Perhaps fortuitously, within 24 hours of the October 21st, 1962 episode, no one in America was thinking about how nonsensical Cliff Richard’s vaudeville number had been, for it was on the following day that President John F. Kennedy appeared on television and announced the existence of Soviet long-range ballistic missiles in Cuba. Thus began the Cuban Missile Crisis, which dominated public thought and discussions for the following week, and Cliff Richard wasn’t so much as an afterthought in the United States.

The following April, Sullivan brought his show to London for a week, and perhaps in gratifying acknowledgement of Cliff having done as he was told the October before, he was invited to again appear, and this time allowed to sing what he wanted. He and the Shadows did “Bachelor Boy” and “Do You Wanna Dance” to the avid enthusiasm of the younger members of the London audience. Still, in an episode in which the legendary Judy Garland also appeared, performing “Smile” and “I Could Go on Singing”, Cliff found himself inevitably eclipsed, and this second shot at the Sullivan spotlight did very little to help break him through to the American audience.

Sullivan must have liked the youngster though because he invited him back on the air a third time that October, where Cliff sang “Stranger in Town” and “Some of These Days”5. Again, the studio audience responded warmly to his performance, but that didn’t seem to translate into increased record sales in the States. Back home in England, Richard sighed in resignation, “In America, nobody knows us at all. You’re up against so much.”

Perhaps the inability of any of their music stars to maintain whatever success they did manage to achieve in the US contributed to a certain mood widespread among British artists that could be considered something of an inferiority complex. As Paul McCartney later put it on the February, 1964 flight to New York City to a fellow passenger (purportedly record producer Phil Spector, who coincidentally happened to be on the same plane), “Since America has always had everything, why should we be over there making money? They’ve got their own groups. What are we going to give them that they don’t already have?”

__________________________________________________________

2Billboard, Record World and Cashbox were the preeminent music industry trade magazines in the United States, and their music charts were generally accepted as the most representative of the whole American marketplace, with Billboard’s perhaps being considered a bit more authoritative. For the purpose of simplicity in this book, all references to chart placement of songs will reflect their position on the Billboard Hot 100.

3“Skiffle” was more or less the British version of America’s “Rockabilly”, although its roots were more from jazz, rather than country and western. It had a ‘do it yourself ’ aesthetic that appealed to teenagers who may not have been able to play (or afford) a guitar or the drums, but they could bang away on a washboard or homemade tea-chest bass. In Liverpool in 1956, 15-year-old John Lennon gathered some of his high school mates and formed their own skiffle group, the Quarrymen, which went on to some success (after various name and personnel changes) a few years later.

4The Billboard Hot 100 Chart was not officially launched until August of 1958. Prior to that, songs were ranked on various other charts, such as Best Sellers in Stores, Most Played by Disc Jockeys, and Most Played on Jukeboxes. The Hot 100 consolidated all these charts.

5Curiously, Cliff opted to not do “It’s All in the Game” during either 1963 appearance, although it was released in the interim between both performances and would make its way into the Top 30, as previously noted.
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“A-One A-Two A-Cha Cha Cha”

By the late 1960s, when rock and roll had finally been around long enough to have a history worth scrutinizing, it became accepted by more than a few that, from roughly the very end of the 1950s (the period when not only did Elvis Presley go into the Army, but Little Richard quit music . . . temporarily . . . to repent for his rock ‘n roll sins and enroll in a seminary, Chuck Berry went to prison for violating the Mann Act, Jerry Lee Lewis was driven from pop music radio for having married his underage cousin, and Buddy Holly died, as did Eddie Cochran), until the Beatles burst forth like a new dawn following years of darkest night, rock and roll was “dead”.

Nothing could be further from the truth, of course. Those very years, later dismissed by so many, saw outstanding music released by Fifties veterans like the Everly Brothers, Roy Orbison, and Dion . . . girl groups such as the Shirelles, the Crystals, and the Ronettes . . . beach music from Dick Dale, the Chantays, and the Beach Boys . . . folk artists such as the Kingston Trio, Peter, Paul & Mary, and young Bob Dylan . . . rhythm & blues singers Solomon Burke, Brook Benton, and James Brown . . . and the early, heady days of both Motown and Stax Records, each of which would transform African-American popular music. And it goes without saying, there were many other artists who were producing superlative music during this period as well.

It was also a golden age of the songwriting teams, many of whom crafted their work in New York City’s Brill Building, right in the heart of Broadway. Duos included Doc Pomus and Mort Shuman (“This Magic Moment”, “Save the Last Dance for Me”), Burt Bacharach and Hal David (“Baby It’s You”, “Walk on By”), Bert Berns and Phil Medley (“Twist and Shout”, “Killer Joe”), Gerry Goffin and Carole King (“Will You Love Me Tomorrow”, “One Fine Day”), Ellie Greenwich and Jeff Barry (“Be My Baby”, “Da Doo Ron Ron”), Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller (“Stand by Me”, “On Broadway”), Barry Mann and Cynthia Weil (“He’s Sure the Boy I Love”, “Blame It on the Bossa Nova”), and Neil Sedaka and Howard Greenfield (“Stupid Cupid”, “Crying in the Rain”).

Then again, there is truth to the notion that rock and roll in the early 1960s was markedly different from what it had been just a few short years before. In part, this could be credited to a natural evolution of the form, which was certainly nothing new in music; the swing jazz of the early 1940s beget the distinctively different be-bop style within just a few short years, for instance.

But it was also something more than that. To a certain extent, the record industry had “tamed” the unruly rock and roll. Originally, it had been the province of small and feisty independent labels with names like Sun, Chess, Gee, and Specialty. They had outlaw mentalities and pushed the boundaries of 1950s popular music not because they sought to be pioneers, but rather because the new sounds they were capturing on tape and pressing to vinyl were selling, and that money was desperately needed for the tiny labels to keep their lights on, and keep the sheriff from padlocking their doors when they couldn’t make rent for a few months.

Along the way, they sparked a couple of revolutions. One was in recording techniques, as the emergence of rock and roll coincided with technical developments in the recording studio. Sometimes however, simple solutions worked best. Producer Sam Phillips created the signature Sun Records ‘slap back’ echo sound by placing cardboard boxes over the amps and running the music through two tape machines, one synced just a hair’s breadth behind the other. Capitol Records tried to replicate Sam’s technique (and it was a ‘secret’ he wouldn’t share with anyone outside of Sun) by digging down thirty feet below their Los Angeles skyscraper headquarters and building a state-of-the-art trapezoidal echo chamber (which also, presumably, could double as a bomb shelter). Listening to the works of one of their earliest rockers, Gene Vincent, one can give credit to Capitol’s echo technique, but it still lacks a certain earthy warmth found in Sun’s records.

When RCA bought Elvis Presley’s contract from Sun for a then-record-setting $35,000, they expected that the secret of the slap back sound came with the deal. But Phillips told them no, that would cost them extra. The label declined to pay anything more, and rather than build a pricey new echo studio for Presley, they just had him stand in the hallway and use the natural echoes when he recorded “Heartbreak Hotel”.

1955 had seen rock and roll emerge as something to be contended with, as Chuck Berry hit #5 with “Maybellene”, and Bill Haley & His Comets went all the way to Number One with “Rock Around the Clock”. But it was in 1956 that a genuine sea change in pop music occurred. In that year, five bona fide rock and roll songs sat atop the charts for no fewer than 27 of 52 weeks. Elvis was the biggest hitmaker by far, going to #1 with “Heartbreak Hotel”, “I Want You, I Need You, I Love You”, “Love Me Tender”, and the double-A side of “Don’t Be Cruel”/”Hound Dog”, which stayed at the apex for 11 straight weeks. For good measure, the Platters also made it to Number One for a single week, in between two of Presley’s residencies at the top, with “My Prayer”.6

But even by then, the music industry was starting to smooth off the sharp edges of rock and roll. While many record label executives may have had little liking for this new music, there was no denying the fact that it was selling in huge quantities to teens, and that translated into millions of dollars for the labels. American teenagers in the 1950s were coming into their own as a socio-economic force to be reckoned with. Given the general prosperity of the era, a great many teens had disposable income of their own, and they used it to pump nickels into diner jukeboxes and to buy 45 RPM singles of their favorite new songs. While their parents may have wished the kids would give up the noisy rock and roll fad and listen to “good music” instead, the labels were going to ride that lucrative fad for as long as they could, and by the end of ’56, record companies large and small were scrambling to sign as many rockers as they could.

By and large, outside of overt bigots who feared anything that brought the white and black communities into closer proximity, the average American scarcely noticed that this new form of popular music was breaking down racial barriers. While the likes of Nat King Cole and Louis Armstrong had been welcomed on mainstream radio stations, most black artists were relegated to “race” stations, which tended to be low wattage and barely extended their broadcast range outside of black communities. There were exceptions, of course, most interestingly in the South, where stations that carried gospel and blues often had a good many white listeners among the poor sharecroppers and factory workers; conversely, many African Americans were frequent listeners of country and western stations. In deeply segregationist Dixie, the airwaves could not be Jim Crowed.

In the early 1950s, disk Jockey Alan Freed transported this musical freedom up North, first in Cleveland, where he hosted an overnight broadcast for WJW, and then on to New York City at WINS. He played primarily rhythm and blues records, but in order to defuse any concerns which advertisers might have had over having their businesses linked to “race music”, Freed took to calling his playlist “Rock and Roll”, and the name stuck.

For Freed and many other DJs in the first half or so of the Fifties, radio was something akin to the Wild West. There were strict rules and regulations handed down by the Federal Communications Commission of course, but disk jockeys generally were left alone to choose the songs they wanted to play. And more and more, many of them were skipping the latest singles from Eddie Fisher and Johnny Ray, and instead spun wax from the likes of Fats Domino and Little Willie John. And white teenagers could not get enough of it.

That began to change by the latter 1950s, as radio stations began shifting to the ‘Top 40’ format, which strictly limited DJs to playing a relatively small number of approved tunes . . . and increasingly, even their specific playlists were being dictated by program directors, leaving DJs with little say in what went over the air. The result was seeing a lot of the rougher, perhaps more unsavory elements in rock and roll being ignored in favor of more freshly scrubbed, less-threatening performers.

This coincided with the major record companies making greater investments in rock and roll . . . but on their own terms. A larger emphasis was placed on teen idols
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