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THE FIFTEEN LIVES OF FLEETWOOD MAC

The echoes of a rough blues, with swaggering bottleneck blows on screaming guitars, escape from the fashionable clubs of Swinging London: the Ram Jam, the Marquee, the Nag’s Head… This music, imported from the United States, which thrilled the British youth of the sixties, was the prodrome of a cultural revolution called the British blues boom. One of the main architects of that movement was Peter Green, the co-founder and first leader of Fleetwood Mac. As early as the mid-1960s, the walls of London were adorned with inscriptions glorifying Peter, the “Green God,” drawn by hero worshippers wishing to dethrone Eric Clapton. These celebrate the mystical power of this virtuoso guitarist to whom we owe the albums Black Magic Woman and Green Manalishi. In addition to his virtuosity on the guitar, Green also seems to have been a visionary. Indeed, when he left John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers in 1967 to set up his new project, he gave it the names of his two playing partners, drummer Mick Fleetwood and bassist John McVie: Fleetwood… Mac. These are the same people who would remain, for more than 50 years, the same members of a very successful band troubled by the repeated defections of its musicians.

The chronic instability that should have caused Fleetwood Mac to falter has, on the contrary, pushed it to reinvent itself and develop an admirable resilience. Over the course of the fifteen lineups, each member has contributed not only to the survival of Fleetwood Mac but also to its renewal, by bringing to it various musical inspirations. That includes, in addition to the idealist Peter Green and the indestructible Mick Fleetwood, the monolithic John McVie, the mischievous Jeremy Spencer, the sunny Christine McVie, the tormented Danny Kirwan, the innovators Bob Welch and Lindsey Buckingham, the sorceress Stevie Nicks, the energetic Billy Burnette, the skillful Rick Vito, or the more ephemeral but essential Bob Brunning, Bob Weston, Dave Walker, Bekka Bramlett, Dave Mason, Mike Campbell, and Neil Finn.

Beyond the names and faces, it is the evolution of the group that fascinates. Fleetwood Mac became an American pop hit machine in only ten years, reached the peak of its artistry by sublimating its music with a consummate science of melody and stunning vocal harmonies, and changed the course of pop history by driving its eleventh opus, Rumours, to rise up among the ten best-selling albums of all time.

It is their extraordinary journey that this book retraces through 320 songs, each of which contains a fragment of history of this group of ever-changing geometry, and which made its creations the expression of its internal torments and its achievements, its loves, and its resentments.






FIFTEEN LINEUPS OF FLEETWOOD MAC

Fleetwood Mac Version 1

Period: 1967 / Members: Peter Green / Mick Fleetwood / Jeremy Spencer / Bob Brunning

Brief History: In the summer of 1967 guitarist Peter Green and drummer Mick Fleetwood left John Mayall’s band, John Mayall and the Bluesbreakers, and decided to form their own group. They asked bassist John McVie to join them, but McVie was reluctant to give up the stability afforded by the Bluesbreakers. Bob Brunning joined in his place. Guitarist Jeremy Spencer completed Fleetwood Mac’s original lineup. Peter Green was confident that John McVie would soon join them…

Fleetwood Mac Version 2

Period: 1967–1968 / Members: Peter Green / Mick Fleetwood / Jeremy Spencer / John McVie

Brief History: Peter Green was right, and John McVie quickly replaced Bob Brunning. Meanwhile, Fleetwood Mac moved toward a kind of blues sound that was inspired by genre pioneers Elmore James and Robert Johnson, and which the band took up under the impetus of its Peter Green–Jeremy Spencer guitar partnership. With this configuration in place, the band recorded the first milestones of its discography—Fleetwood Mac and Mr. Wonderful.

Fleetwood Mac Version 3

Period: 1968–1970 / Members: Peter Green / Mick Fleetwood / Jeremy Spencer / John McVie / Danny Kirwan

Brief History: At the end of 1968, Peter Green invited Danny Kirwan, a guitarist and composer who pulled the public’s attention away from Green himself, to join the group. This changed the face of the band. Now with five members, and still devoted to the blues, this new iteration of the band appealed to a wider audience, with more pop-rock-sounding songs like “Man of the World.” Unfortunately, the album Then Play On and the single “The Green Manalishi (with the Two Prong Crown),” was Peter Green’s swan song with the group.

Fleetwood Mac Version 4

Period: 1970–1971 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / Jeremy Spencer / John McVie / Danny Kirwan / Christine McVie

Brief History: After the loss of their front man, Mac managed to reinvent themselves, and on Kiln House they welcomed Christine McVie on piano and backing vocals. Though she was not credited on the album, she officially joined the band after its release. Then, in early 1971, Jeremy Spencer disappeared just as he was due to appear on stage for a Fleetwood Mac show. He joined a religious group called the Children of God. The band had to replace him… with Peter Green, who played the rest of the tour. But Green didn’t officially return to the fold.

Fleetwood Mac Version 5

Period: 1971–1972 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Danny Kirwan / Christine McVie / Bob Welch

Brief History: The brain drain finally stopped with the arrival of Californian guitarist Bob Welch, who offered new and more melodic perspectives. Welch was already highly experienced, having previously worked with bands including the Seven Souls and Head West. Two new albums were released during this period: Future Games in 1971 and Bare Trees in 1972.

Fleetwood Mac Version 6

Period: 1972–1973 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Christine McVie / Bob Welch / Dave Walker / Bob Weston

Brief History: Danny Kirwan and Bob Welch were never to go on vacation together. By the time Kirwan was kicked out of the band in 1972, he had become so isolated from the rest of the group that he was communicating only with Mick Fleetwood. Bob Weston then joined the band as guitarist, while Dave Walker made a fleeting appearance as a singer—just long enough to be credited on two songs off the Penguin album.

Fleetwood Mac Version 7

Period: 1973 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Christine McVie / Bob Welch / Bob Weston

Brief History: The group re-formed as a quintet for the 1973 album Mystery to Me. The songwriting duo of Christine McVie and Bob Welch managed to find their feet, but the balance was upset when Bob Weston had an affair with Mick Fleetwood’s wife. When Fleetwood found out, Weston was out of the band. As if that wasn’t enough, the band’s manager decided to appropriate the Fleetwood Mac brand and let other musicians play under its name—a grim chapter in the band’s history that would later end up in court.

Fleetwood Mac Version 8

Period: 1973–1974 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Christine McVie / Bob Welch

Brief History: With Bob Weston abruptly out of the band, Mick Fleetwood asserted himself as captain of the ship. Fleetwood Mac settled in California and recorded the album Heroes Are Hard to Find, which climbed the US charts all the way to number thirty-four. Unfortunately, touring was a punishing experience, and that, coupled with the still unresolved imbroglio surrounding the “fake” Fleetwood Mac, proved to be too much for Bob Welch, who eventually left the band.

Fleetwood Mac Version 9

Period: 1975–1987 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Christine McVie / Lindsey Buckingham / Stevie Nicks

Brief History: Following Welch’s departure, the band started looking for new blood. Mick Fleetwood remembered hearing the song “Frozen Love”—performed by the Buckingham Nicks duo in early 1974—and he was particularly taken by the guitarist’s deft touch. He invited Buckingham to join Fleetwood Mac, but Lindsey insisted that his girlfriend, Stevie Nicks, be part of the adventure. Charmed by her aura, Mick Fleetwood agreed. The band went on to become extremely popular, releasing a string of successful albums: Fleetwood Mac, Rumours, and Tusk.

Fleetwood Mac Version 10

Period: 1987–1991 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Christine McVie / Stevie Nicks / Billy Burnette / Rick Vito

Brief History: Some members of the band, including Stevie Nicks, Lindsey Buckingham, and Christine McVie, tried their hand at solo careers. Meanwhile, Mick Fleetwood was officially declared bankrupt. Tensions that had accumulated over more than a decade took their toll on the band’s unity, and Lindsey Buckingham left with a bang after his rescue of Tango in the Night. Two new guitarists were needed to compensate for this loss: Billy Burnette and Rick Vito, with whom the Mac recorded Behind the Mask in 1990.

Fleetwood Mac Version 11

Period: 1991–1995 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Christine McVie / Billy Burnette / Bekka Bramlett / Dave Mason

Brief History: Rick Vito bowed out of the group in 1991, but the departure of Stevie Nicks left the biggest mark on the band and plunged them into disarray. How could they recover? With the arrival of a new singer, Bekka Bramlett (daughter of American blues musicians Delaney & Bonnie), and a renowned guitarist, Dave Mason (Traffic). This new configuration resulted in the 1995 album Time, which was a resounding commercial failure. Following this setback, Bramlett, Mason, and Burnette left Fleetwood Mac.

Fleetwood Mac Version 12

Period: 1997–1998 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Christine McVie / Lindsey Buckingham / Stevie Nicks

Brief History: The departures of Bramlett, Mason, and Burnette could’ve spelled the end for the Mac, but instead they provided the opportunity for a long-awaited reunion. For the first time since 1982, Lindsey Buckingham, Stevie Nicks, John McVie, Mick Fleetwood, and Christine McVie reunited onstage at Bill Clinton’s presidential inauguration gala on January 19, 1993. The reunion resulted in the live album The Dance, which was released on May 23, 1997, and became the first Fleetwood Mac album since 1982’s Mirage to go to the top of the US charts. But after the forty-four-date tour that followed the band’s reunion, Christine McVie announced her retirement in 1998.

Fleetwood Mac Version 13

Period: 1998–2013 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Lindsey Buckingham / Stevie Nicks

Brief History: With Christine McVie out of the music business, Lindsey Buckingham assumed the responsibility of composing the bulk of Fleetwood Mac’s next album, which was going to be based, in part, on his solo opus Gift of Screws. That album was originally scheduled for release in 2001, but it didn’t actually come out until 2008. In the meantime, a number of other tracks were “salvaged” for Say You Will, the group’s 2003 album, which also featured compositions from Stevie Nicks. A commercial success, the album was a landmark event in that it was Fleetwood Mac’s first album released without Christine McVie since 1970. After the release of Say You Will, the band put its discography on hold for a decade, until the Extended Play EP was released in 2013.

Fleetwood Mac Version 14

Period: 2014–2017 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Lindsey Buckingham / Stevie Nicks / Christine McVie

Brief History: In September 2013, Christine McVie finally reappeared onstage alongside her fellow bandmates during a concert in London before making her official, full-time return to the group in 2014. The band began working on new material, but hopes of a new Mac album never came to fruition.

Fleetwood Mac Version 15

Period: 2018–2022 / Members: Mick Fleetwood / John McVie / Stevie Nicks / Christine McVie / Mike Campbell / Neil Finn

Brief History: Hopes for a new Mac album waned as the years passed, and fans had to content themselves with seeing the band on tour. In the meantime, the relationship between Stevie Nicks and Lindsey Buckingham, which had been stormy for so many years, once again pushed the guitarist toward the exit. Before setting out on their next tour, the band replaced Buckingham with Mike Campbell, the former guitarist for Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers, and Crowded House front man Neil Finn. From then on, niceties were occasionally exchanged via the press, but otherwise Buckingham and the rest of the band went their separate ways. Difficult times in the years ahead—including Lindsey Buckingham’s health problems and Christine McVie’s death on November 30, 2022—spelled the end of the road for fans, who undoubtedly would have loved to see more new work from the group.






PORTRAIT

MICK FLEETWOOD, ENFANT TERRIBLE

By family tradition, the Fleetwoods have always served their country. Mick Fleetwood’s grandfather, who was killed in Italy during the First World War, never knew his son John, who was born in Liverpool in 1915. Raised by his mother in Ireland, John joined the Royal Air Force in 1936 and was decorated during the Second World War, climbing as high as the rank of major. It was not far from the St. Devel airfield in Redruth, Cornwall—where his father John had been posted—that Michael John Kells Fleetwood, known as Mick, was born on June 24, 1947. He was welcomed by his parents and his two sisters, Susan and Sally.

A Chaotic Education

Three years later, the Fleetwood family moved to Egypt, where John had been transferred for work. Although he has often described his childhood as a happy one, Mick experienced terrible growing pains during his younger years, and he was forced to wear braces on his legs at night. This suffering continued when the family moved to Norway, where Mick’s father took up his new post at a NATO base. Mick’s schooling followed the dictates of his father’s postings, and like most sons of English families serving abroad, Mick was sent to boarding school in England to help prepare him for his first major school exams. Far from his family, in an old manor house somewhere in the middle of Sussex, England, young Mick was inevitably overcome by feelings of melancholy, which were compounded by the difficulties he experienced with his schoolwork. His teachers failed to understand Mick’s problem, and he became fatally allergic to all forms of learning. A diagnosis was made much later in his life: Mick was dyslexic. Fortunately, Mick’s relationship with the other kids at school was good, and he managed to save face in sports, where he showed real aptitude. When his parents, who had relocated back to England after his father’s retirement, moved Mick to another school to save him from having to repeat a year of classwork, he decided to take off. Picked up by a motorcyclist, the young runaway was dropped off at the nearest road station before eventually returning to his parents. They took Mick back to school, but he left for good a year later after failing his exams.

An Obsession with the Drums

All of this happened by the time Mick was thirteen years old, and at this point he was really only interested in one thing: music in general, and drums in particular. That year, Mick’s father, who also played the drums, gave him his first kit. This drum set enabled Mick to play along with the hits he heard broadcast on the radio, and he spent a lot of time focusing on tracks by the Everly Brothers and the Shadows, whose drummer was Tony Meehan. Mick was not finished with his studies, however. In 1961, he enrolled at the King’s School in Sherborne. There, his obsession with drums continued to take precedence over everything else in his life, and while his repeated exam failures inevitably dented his self-esteem, he vowed to become a professional drummer within the next two years. Mick’s parents were worried about his future following his latest academic setback. If their now fifteen-year-old son didn’t succeed at school, how would he ever get into a university? Eventually, John and Bridget Fleetwood accepted the situation. Their eldest daughter, Sally, was married to an art dealer and studying in London. She had a room where Mick could live, so the decision was made to send Mick to stay with her so he could pursue his dream of becoming a drummer. (Mick’s other sister, Susan, was away at drama school and studying to become an actress, so therefore unable to host her brother). With no job and no real education, Mick left for London with a brand-new Rogers drum kit that his father had just given him and moved into his sister’s attic.

Jumping in the Deep End of Swinging London

If Mick was going to succeed in the music business, he had to learn to support himself. He got a job at Liberty’s, a chic West End department store, from which he was quickly fired. Without really knowing what tomorrow would bring, but with the firm conviction that something positive would eventually happen, Mick devoted himself entirely to the drums. One day, while playing in his sister’s garage, the door opened and a boy his own age popped his head in to listen. Mick recognized him: It was Peter Bardens, who lived in the neighborhood. Peter was an organist with a trio that had already played a few gigs at the Marquee and other London clubs. Bardens had a plan for Mick: The Senders, another local band, were looking for a drummer to play a gig at a Catholic youth club. Thus, it came to be that Mick played his first date as a member of a real band. And he would get paid for it! In addition to all this excitement, Mick also learned that Peter was planning to set up a pop band to try and capitalize on the popularity of bands like the Beatles and the Rolling Stones.

In July 1963, the Cheynes took their first steps with Peter Bardens on organ and vocals, Peter Hollis on bass, Eddie Lynch on guitar and vocals, and Mick Fleetwood on drums. Their gigging partners included up-and-coming bands such as the Yardbirds, the Animals, the Spencer Davis Group, and Manfred Mann. Of course, their repertoire included very few original songs, and they mostly played classics by Bo Diddley, Buddy Holly, and Little Richard. No matter because Mick was exactly where he had always dreamed of being: playing music in clubs that he was too young to get into. Luckily his tall stature was an asset, and nobody ever asked him about his age. The Cheynes were doing very well, and they kept booking one concert after another. They even played in Liverpool at the legendary Cavern Club, home of the Beatles at the beginning of Beatlemania.

From Dream to Reality

Eventually, Mick managed to save enough money to move out of his sister’s attic. He moved in with a singer named Roger Peacock, who joined the Cheynes in April 1964. Peacock took up with a young girl named Jenny Boyd, the sister of Pattie Boyd, who was then the girlfriend of Beatles guitarist George Harrison. Mick stared to have feelings for Jenny, but he managed not to act on his feelings… for a time.

The band recorded three singles in 1964, but none of them became hits. As the Cheynes slowly but surely headed for oblivion, Mick made the acquaintance of John McVie, then a bassist playing with the prestigious Bluesbreakers, another blues powerhouse group playing on the London circuit. Their acquaintanceship gradually developed into a friendship as the two men spent time together, talked about girls, drank many pints, and talked about music—but they did not actually play together. In the spring of 1965, the Cheynes split up. Peter Bardens joined Van Morrison’s band, Them, and Mick was hired by the Bo Street Runners. At the same time, Jenny Boyd left Roger Peacock for Mick. Peacock was furious, and he went so far as to threaten Mick with a knife in front of the Marquee Club in London.

Mick did not stay with the Bo Street Runners for long. After a recording session that resulted in a single titled “Baby Never Say Goodbye,” Peter Bardens asked him to join a new instrumental group with him on organ, Mick on drums, Dave Ambrose on bass, and Mick Parker on guitar. Parker left the band shortly thereafter, and an audition was held to choose his successor. This was when a young guitarist from Putney, Peter Green, appeared on the scene.






PORTRAIT

PETER GREEN, THE BLUES ORIGINS OF FLEETWOOD MAC

Peter Allen Greenbaum was born on October 29, 1946, in the London borough of Tower Hamlets, in the neighborhood of Bethnal Green, where the famous Tower of London hovers over the surrounding area. Like the precious crown jewels that are housed inside the Tower of London, young Peter—who was a self-taught guitarist with a virtuosity comparable to that of Eric Clapton—was metaphorically viewed as a precious jewel in his own right. Unfortunately, his career was short lived, but his artistry had a decisive impact on British blues and on the destiny of Fleetwood Mac, which he formed with Mick Fleetwood in 1967.

A Self-Taught Genius

Fame and fortune were not preordained for Peter, born the youngest of four siblings in a working-class Jewish family from London’s East End. In the early 1950s, the Greenbaums moved to Putney, a quieter, residential neighborhood where the young boy would spend his formative years. His parents could not afford to send him to one of the capital’s posh schools, but this mattered little, since young Peter disliked studying and never dreamed of becoming a lawyer or a doctor. His only passion, which helped him manage the boredom of his schooling, was music. He was about ten years old when one of his brothers taught him a few guitar chords, and from then on nothing else was as important to Peter as music. The pupil soon outstripped the teacher, and Peter learned more on his own by listening to the blues records he found lying around his house. His parents, of course, would have preferred to see him studying rather than spending his time strumming his guitar or dismantling and reassembling the family record player to figure out how it worked, but in 1961 the realities of the Greenbaum family’s economic situation caught up with him. To help support his family, Peter was forced to take work as a laborer and then as a butcher’s apprentice. Still, he never abandoned his dream of becoming a musician, and he devoted all his free time to his ambition.

Peter Greenbaum’s Transformation

Although his first musical influences were Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, Freddie King, John Lee Hooker, B. B. King, and Sister Rosetta Tharpe, Green took his first steps as a professional musician not with a guitar, or by playing blues, but with a bass and a pop-inflected sound. At the age of fifteen, the young amateur musician became the bassist for Bobby Dennis and the Dominoes, a local band that played a mix of current hits and rock’n’roll standards, including covers of the Shadows, whose lead guitarist, Hank Marvin, was a major influence on young Greenbaum. It was also around this time that he decided to shorten his name to Peter Green.

The discovery of Eric Clapton, who had joined the Yardbirds in 1963 and whose reputation was growing in London, confirmed to Peter that the blues were where his true passions lay. The young man became a major fan of the guitarist. Whenever he had the chance, Peter went to see Clapton play live at the Crawdaddy Club, a musical venue where another influential band called the Grebbels opened for the Yardbirds. The Grebbels’ guitarist Roger Pearce also made a lasting impression on Peter. So when he heard that the band was breaking up in early 1965, Peter went to Pearce’s house to suggest forming a new group. This would eventually lead to the formation of a band called the Muskrats, with Dave Bidwell on drums (Bidwell would later join Christine McVie’s first band, Chicken Shack). “Even though Peter was playing bass at the time,” Roger Pearce later recalled, “he could already play Eric’s lead break from The Yardbirds’ ‘I Ain’t Got You.’ Nobody except Peter had worked out what Eric was doing. When The Muskrats did the song live, we did the solo twice, I’d take the first one and cock it up and then Peter would do it faultlessly on bass. He was a very, very good bass player; but he obviously came to the realization that he could play guitar just as well as anybody else.”1

On the Blues Trail

After repeated listenings to the work of Eric Clapton and the Yardbirds, Peter realized that the blues spoke to him like no other form of music ever had. Just like his role model, he began to study the great blues pioneers with a fervor that bordered on fanaticism. He even ended up buying himself a Gibson Les Paul guitar that was identical to Clapton’s.

In March 1965, when Clapton decided to leave the Yardbirds to join John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers, Peter applauded his decision. He knew that with the Bluesbreakers and their focus on honoring the genre’s traditions, Clapton would be able to indulge his blues obsession, which Peter now shared.

In the meantime, Peter himself joined the Tridents, a band that had just lost a talented young guitarist by the name of Jeff Beck, who left the group to replace Eric Clapton in the Yardbirds. Still, Peter followed the Bluesbreakers assiduously and by the summer of 1965, the name John Mayall and the Bluesbreakers was changed to John Mayall and the Bluesbreakers Featuring Eric Clapton—a clear indication of the guitarist’s importance on the British rhythm’n’blues scene.

In the autumn of 1965, Peter Green was presented with an unexpected opportunity. Clapton escaped to Greece with a band he had created from scratch: the Acorns. This was Green’s big chance! Green answered John Mayall’s ad in Melody Maker for a temporary replacement for Clapton. With his back to the wall, Mayall was ready to do anything to keep the band’s commitments in the absence of their regular guitarist. Mayall called Peter, whom he had never heard of, and arranged for a sit-down. The meeting was a success, and Mayall hired him to play a few dates with the group.

But Clapton soon returned from his romantic but unsuccessful musical escapade and resumed his post, leaving Peter Green in the lurch. Although he was disappointed by his brief stint with the Bluesbreakers, Green knew one thing: He had a future as a blues guitarist. A few months later, he auditioned for a guitar position with Peter B’s Looners, a band with a young drummer named Mick Fleetwood. Peter Green did not know it at the time, but this encounter was going to change his life.

FOR MAC ADDICTS

Peter Green covered the song “Midnight” on Twang! a tribute album to honor Hank Marvin, the guitarist from the Shadows and Green’s childhood hero.


Peter Green was ranked fifty-eighth on Rolling Stone magazine’s list of the “100 Greatest Guitarists of All Time.”







THE ROOTS OF FLEETWOOD MAC

However casual and innocuous they might have seemed at first, the meetings that took place between John Lennon and Paul McCartney at St. Peter’s Church, and between Mick Jagger and Keith Richards on the platform of Dartford Station, belong to the annals of rock history. The meeting between Peter Green and Mick Fleetwood is another fateful example of a chance encounter, and it would prove to be the first step toward Fleetwood Mac’s unimaginably fascinating rock’n’roll destiny.

The Decisive Audition

On Christmas Eve, 1965, Peter B’s Looners were scheduled to open for Georgie Fame and The Blue Flames. But earlier that day, the band’s musicians were preoccupied with recruiting a new guitarist. They auditioned a shaggy young musician named Peter Green. When Green entered the audition space, Mick Fleetwood and Dave Ambrose, who formed the rhythm section of the band, exchanged skeptical looks. Peter Bardens, the organist and leader of the band, could not take his eyes off the young player’s hands, which were frantically navigating the neck of his guitar as he painstakingly reproduced the sounds of one of his favorite bluesmen, Freddie King. After he finished, Green then improvised a solo working from a traditional blues scale. During the postaudition group discussion, opinions were divided. Mick, the drummer, and Dave, the bassist, saw Green, who had declared at the start of his audition that he had only limited experience as a guitarist, as a first-rate blusterer. And despite their limited guitar knowledge, they were not impressed by his audition. On the other hand, Green had made a strong impression on Peter Bardens, who perceived something great in his playing: “He pulled me aside and said: ‘You’re wrong, this guy’s special,’”1 recalled Mick Fleetwood. In time he would come to appreciate the extent of his error. Admittedly, Green’s talent was still a little… green. He had not developed all the subtleties of his instinctive playing, but the seeds of greatness were there. “I can say without hesitation that Peter Green was the most brilliant musician I have ever played with,” Mick Fleetwood affirmed in 2014. “When he was well, he was on a par with a genius like Miles Davis. Like Miles, Peter said things about music that as a young man I didn’t understand but never forgot and now, after a lifetime of playing, make complete sense. He was my mentor, he was my teacher, my captain, and for a time, my best friend.”2

First Steps with the Looners

Peter Green was finally recruited, and his talent was honed during the band’s first period, when it played exclusively instrumental tracks, as well as during the band’s second, more mature period, during which it adopted the new name of Shotgun Express and brought in two singers named Beryl Marsden and Rod Stewart, who was a close friend of Peter’s. Despite the presence of this impressive duo at the microphone, the public was mostly fascinated by the guitarist, whose coolness was in direct proportion to his virtuosity on the guitar. He exuded an aura, a rare charisma that was not lost on Beryl Marsden.

Beryl and Peter soon got together and spent most of their time in the company of Mick Fleetwood and Jenny Boyd. A strong bond of friendship developed between the two musicians, and Mick and Peter eventually became inseparable. “As young men we had an incredible friendship,” said Mick. “I was basically… in love with him. We roomed together. When it was cold we slept together. I knew this man.”1

Peter’s and Beryl’s feelings for each other did not develop along the same lines. The guitarist, who took their budding romance very seriously, considered proposing to the singer. Beryl, for her part, was very attached to her freedom and preferred to steer clear of any kind of formal commitment. With the two lovebirds not flying in the same direction, their relationship soon deteriorated, with inevitable repercussions for the band. The situation became so untenable that Peter decided to retire from Shotgun Express in July 1966.

The Bluesbreakers: Fleetwood Mac’s Incubator

Green did not stay on the sidelines for long. In July 1966, John Mayall offered him Eric Clapton’s spot in the band. Clapton had just definitively distanced himself from the Bluesbreakers after dropping them for the first time in 1965. It was only logical that the spot should go to the man who had saved the Bluesbreakers previously when he replaced Clapton on short notice for a short series of concerts. The ex–Shotgun Express guitarist accepted enthusiastically, and was more modest than when he auditioned for the Looners: “John Mayall said, ‘Eric Clapton’s going to form The Cream, with Ginger [Baker] and Jack [Bruce], do you want to come with me and get some experience? And be a blues band again instead of Booker T. & The MGs and soul sections?’ I said, ‘Yes I would very much like it.’ But I was only just starting. I wasn’t a blues guitarist. I could play Hank Marvin stuff, ‘Teen Scene’ by The Hunters, those old instrumentals. I could play all those fine. Semi-pro I was. But I chucked in my job…”1

The public—at least, some of them—was quickly won over when they discovered Green for the first time onstage with the Bluesbreakers on July 24, 1966, at the Britannia Rowing Club in Nottingham, a week after he joined the group. There was a real split among Bluesbreakers fans between those who remained loyal to Clapton—many walls in the British capital bore the inscription “Clapton is God”—and those who claimed that Green was better.

After the missed appointment in 1965—when Peter Green acted as a stand-in while John McVie was replaced by Jack Bruce—Green finally got to know McVie, his future Fleetwood Mac bandmate, though they didn’t play together in the band until 1966. Their complementary styles first shined through on the album A Hard Road, which was recorded over five days in October and November 1966 and released on February 17, 1967. On an album filled with covers by Freddie King, Willie Cobbs, and Elmore James, alongside compositions by John Mayall, two tracks by Peter Green appear: “The Same Way” and “The Supernatural.”

Green’s Growing Influence

Decca producer Mike Vernon made his debut on the Bluesbreakers’ first album, teaming with sound engineer Gus Dudgeon. Unaware of the band’s latest personnel changes, Vernon was late to the realization that Eric Clapton was no longer in the picture. “I am reasonably sure that I had not met Peter [Green] prior to his arrival at West Hampstead. Me and Gus were looking at him and thinking, ‘Who the hell is this? Where’s Eric?’ John Mayall just said, ‘Oh, he’s Eric’s replacement.’ I hadn’t even heard that Eric had left The Bluesbreakers. John said Peter was as good as Eric, which was a bit hard to believe until he actually plugged in and then we thought, ‘Ummm, he can play a bit!’ Initially, Peter seemed like a very quiet and somewhat reserved kind of guy… not outspoken or aggressive in any way. He must have felt somewhat awkward, though, following in Clapton’s footsteps. As the sessions progressed, Peter became a little more certain of his role as a Bluesbreaker… especially when he was given the chance to exercise his vocal cords. He certainly was not as reluctant to sing as his predecessor had been… he seemed to really enjoy that role and he was very good. When I heard Peter sing ‘The Same Way’ for the first time, I thought ‘Wow! Here is a great blues singer, no inhibitions about singing with an English accent, expressive and individual.’ I had a feeling that Peter was destined to make his mark in the music business.”3

While Peter was building a national reputation, Mick was still the drummer with Shotgun Express, and he was suffering in Peter’s absence. To make matters worse, his love affair with Jenny Boyd came to an abrupt end. After two years together, Boyd dumped him unceremoniously. As for Shotgun Express, Rod Stewart’s departure from the Jeff Beck Group in February 1967 signaled the band’s demise. But there was renewed hope for Mick when, in April 1967, John Mayall and the rest of his band invited Fleetwood to join the Bluesbreakers—at the instigation of Peter Green, of course.

The stage was officially set for a future version of Fleetwood Mac. Its three founding members—Peter Green, Mick Fleetwood, and John McVie—were finally playing together. As the rhythm section of the Bluesbreakers, Fleetwood and McVie would soon discover an irresistible affinity for each other, both personally and professionally. This affinity was a double-edged sword, however. In addition to their love of music, the two men shared a passion for booze that started around this time, and they embarked on a devastating downward spiral together.

A Story of Music and Friendship

John Mayall, who already took a dim view of his bassist’s immoderate penchant for the bottle, could not see himself dealing with such a new and disruptive element in the form of Mick Fleetwood. Especially given that the new drummer was not as warmly received by fans as Peter Green. Fleetwood’s predecessor, Aynsley Dunbar, left his mark on the Bluesbreakers with his technique and versatility. Once considered for a spot in the Jimi Hendrix Experience, Dunbar went on to build up an impressive résumé by playing with the likes of Frank Zappa, David Bowie, Lou Reed, Journey, and UFO. Mick Fleetwood’s more romantic and nuanced style of playing left Mayall unconvinced. But John McVie stood up for Fleetwood from his very first concert, when some of the audience started calling for Dunbar’s return. He picked up the microphone and asked the audience to shut up and listen. Mick Fleetwood saw this as a moment of true solidarity. The moment marked the beginning of a long friendship as well as another milestone on the road to the formation of Fleetwood Mac. The next milestone was set by John Mayall, quite unwittingly, and without fully realizing the consequences of his own actions.

On Peter Green’s twentieth birthday, in October 1966, Mayall offered him a recording session at Decca Studios. When the guitarist wanted to take advantage of this opportunity, a few months later, he chose to go along with Mick Fleetwood and John McVie. The trio enjoyed playing a cover of Howlin’ Wolf’s “No Place to Go,” and they worked on three new compositions: “First Train Home,” “Looking for Somebody,” and an instrumental track which Peter Green, the composer, affectionately named “Fleetwood Mac,” a title he got by combining the surnames of his two friends and collaborators.

Toward a New Horizon

John Mayall broke up this loosely formed trio when he fired Mick Fleetwood from the Bluesbreakers in May 1967. Without their drummer, the band no longer held the same appeal for Peter Green. Additionally, Green’s new preference for a more jazz-inflected type of sound over the Bluesbreakers’ pure blues sound further dented his faith in the project. He continued with the group for another month, working with new bassist Keef Hartley before handing over guitar duties to Mick Taylor, the future guitarist for the Rolling Stones.

Bluesbreakers producer Mike Vernon, who no longer knew what kind of band he was dealing with, jumped at the chance to sign Peter Green to his fledgling Blue Horizon label. He also introduced Green to future Fleetwood Mac guitarist Jeremy Spencer, then an eighteen-year-old with an impish streak. Green saw Spencer play when his band, Levi Set, was working at Decca Studios. A light in the middle of a sonic disaster, Spencer’s passion for Elmore James and his slide guitar playing convinced Peter Green to take him on board for a new project he was creating: Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac. Mick Fleetwood was obviously on board, so the only thing missing was the “Mac.” The bassist was still committed to Mayall, but Green was convinced that he would soon be joining them. In the meantime, the band placed an ad in Melody Maker: “Bass player wanted for Chicago-type blues band.”4 Bob Brunning responded to the ad, and he was helped along by the fickle hand of fate: The telephone number in the ad was wrong. More persistent than the other applicants, Brunning succeeded in obtaining Peter’s address. When they met for the first time and Green introduced himself, Brunning could think of nothing better than to ask him if he knew the Peter Green who played with John Mayall. Luckily, the guitarist did not hold this against Brunning. Green was aware that the newcomer did not have the same melodic and rhythmic qualities as McVie, but he was determined to make it work, and as a former bassist, he was able to tell Brunning exactly what to play. Green’s eagerness can be explained by the fact that an important upcoming gig had already been booked. The band had a month in which to put together a solid set for the Jazz and Blues Festival to be held in Windsor, England, on August 13, 1967. This date was to mark the official birth of Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac.

FOR MAC ADDICTS

In his autobiography Fleetwood: My Life and Adventures in Fleetwood Mac, Mick Fleetwood reveals that Dave Ambrose, the bassist from Shotgun Express, was considered for the same position in the first incarnation of Fleetwood Mac. Although tempted by the new venture, Ambrose had to turn down the opportunity because his wife objected.







PORTRAIT

JEREMY SPENCER, THE GUITARIST WITH TWO FACES

Peter Green was not a man to seek the limelight. When he launched Fleetwood Mac in June 1967, he immediately set out to find a second guitarist with whom he could share the stage. In addition to looking for someone with a certain amount of charisma, this new band member would also need to help flesh out the group’s sound and bring it closer to Peter’s musical ideal of mimicking the Chicago blues. The band needed a slide guitar specialist to make the melodies twirl, someone who ideally possessed a good knowledge of American blues and all its wide and varied influence. Jeremy Spencer, who was also a keyboardist and a singer in addition to playing the guitar, fit the bill nicely.

An Ideal Recruit

Born in Hartlepool, England, on July 4, 1948, Jeremy began playing the piano at the age of nine. Although he switched to the guitar in his teens—after discovering blues singers and guitarists like Son House and Homesick James—he retained a solid grasp of the instrument. Jeremy set the keyboard aside while he studied art, during which time he also developed his guitar playing and formed his own band, the Levi Set Blues Band. This was an insubstantial outfit that he had no trouble abandoning when the time came.

Mike Vernon, the producer who supervised one of the band’s early recording sessions at Decca Studios, suggested Spencer as a possibility while Green was searching for a new guitarist. On June 11, 1967, Vernon arranged for the Levi Set Blues Band to play for an hour and a half between two John Mayall gigs at Le Metro, a music venue in Birmingham, England. Peter wanted to see Spencer play, and the two musicians hit it off first by talking about their shared passion for B. B. King and Elmore James, and then by talking guitar and the missing pickup on Green’s Gibson Les Paul. After a short demonstration of his skills, Jeremy received the highest of compliments from Green, who told him that he was the first guitarist to make him smile since Jimi Hendrix.

Jeremy Spencer later recalled that he did not feel intimidated when he joined Fleetwood Mac, even though he was playing alongside musicians who were well established on the British blues scene. “It all just fell into place musically. I did feel a lack of confidence, however, playing without a slide to do riffs to back Pete. That’s why I didn’t, and he ended up having to recruit Danny [Kirwan] to do that!”8

Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde

With his mischievous look and his five-foot-five stature, Jeremy created an almost comical contrast whenever he stood next to Mick Fleetwood, who was almost six foot two. However, the audience took him seriously from the moment the apparently calm musician leapt onto the stage and plugged in his instrument. There, Spencer became a different man, strumming his semi-acoustic guitar with its wide F-shaped gills, which he later swapped for a Flying V. He also played the slide guitar in the style of the master of the discipline and his role model, Elmore James. This did not escape Peter Green, who also worshiped him. As soon as he finished playing and raised his head, Jeremy turned his laughing eyes on the audience and improvised an imitation of Elvis Presley, Cliff Richard, Little Richard, Buddy Holly, and others. Often, during performances he would slip in a saucy joke to get the crowd laughing. This earned him a few reprimands from his bandmates, who paid the price when his suggestive behavior onstage provoked the wrath of promoters and even led to a temporary ban from London’s famous Marquee Club: “I had—and still have to some extent—a silly streak and a penchant for liking to shock people, especially in those days with the staid British. It certainly wasn’t all in good taste, and I’m not proud of a lot of those antics. But we were a bunch of silly kids, really—boys in the band acting up.”8

It’s true that Spencer was only nineteen when he joined Fleetwood Mac, but Peter Green found it hard to come to terms with Jeremy’s excesses, especially since he tended to take up a lot of space musically as well as emotionally. Green frequently backgrounded himself in the service of Spencer’s compositions, taking care not to overshadow his partner. The reverse was not always true.

In an intimate context, Spencer’s behavior was light-years away from the persona he took on as soon as he got his hands on a guitar. Far from the fury of certain rock stars who vent their nerves on hotel room furniture, Jeremy usually spent his time reading and rereading the Bible. This was the first manifestation of a spiritual journey that would eventually cause him to leave Fleetwood Mac in 1971 and turn to a religious movement, the Children of God. “I believed in God and was searching the Bible and other spiritual books for the answers. I didn’t understand it myself, really, why I was such an irreverent little so-and-so onstage and off, yet had those religious inclinations. I realized later that it was true what Jesus said, that the whole need not a physician, but those that are sick. I was just sick, period.”8






FOCUS

AUGUST 13, 1967: FLEETWOOD’S FIRST CONCERT AT THE WINDSOR NATIONAL JAZZ & BLUES FESTIVAL

A Baptism by Fire for Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac

At the end of his audition for Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac, Bob Brunning innocently asked when the group’s first concert was scheduled. He was expecting a gig at a small club—something to ease the new group into being. Peter replied without batting an eyelid: “Windsor Jazz and Blues Festival, in a month’s time.”5 The bassist thought he was going to pass out! The festival, which became a national institution when it was launched in 1961 by Marquee Club founder Harold Pendleton, attracted some forty thousand blues fans over the course of a weekend. The cream of the British blues boom would be there. By coincidence, Peter Green’s Fleetwood Mac was scheduled to perform a twenty-minute set at 7:30 p.m., just after a band named Chicken Shack, featuring Christine Perfect—the future Christine McVie. “I also remember a big commotion over a hot new blues band from Birmingham called Chicken Shack,” Mick Fleetwood recalled, “word having gotten around that the singer and keyboard player was a beautiful blonde named Christine Perfect. We all went to see Chicken Shack’s set at this blues event, and everyone in Fleetwood Mac immediately fell in love with Christine.”4 Three hours later, on the very same stage, John Mayall and the Bluesbreakers were also expected to play. And to round off the evening’s reunion-like atmosphere, Cream would also be there, led by Eric Clapton.

In preparation for the fateful date of Sunday, August 13, 1967, the band rehearsed intensively at the Black Bull, a pub located on London’s Fulham Road. They worked under the guidance of Peter Green, who structured the set list and played the role of leader to the hilt, encouraging his troops when he felt even a slight dip in morale. The band’s first songs took shape, including “Long Grey Mare,” “Rambling Pony,” and “I Believe My Time Ain’t Long.”

Heading for Windsor

At eleven o’clock on the morning of August 13, the band loaded its equipment into a pale blue Ford Transit and set out for the so-called Balloon Meadow on Maidenhead Road in Windsor. This was the location where the festival, now in its second year, was set to take place. “There was an uncharacteristic silence on board,” Bob Brunning remembered later. “Usually the van was full of laughter and ribald jokes as the band members traveled to rehearsals together. But today was different. The four musicians looked pale and nervous. Jokes fell flat and conversations died.”5

The group’s eventual appearance onstage was greeted with tentative applause. The audience was curious to see this new combo, whose members were familiar from their appearances in various other notable groups in the UK blues scene. But the band took their time winning over the crowd—Peter Green launched into a pentatonic blues scale while Bob Brunning, who was about to announce the title of the first track, forgot the name due to the stress of the event. Apart from this slight faux pas and an inadequate sound system (only one thousand watts), the rest of the set went perfectly. The musicians played seven songs total. They opened with “Talk to Me Baby,” a twelve-bar blues track borrowed from Elmore James, that hypnotized the audience with an extended intro that slowly developed into a decibel deluge. Then, they moved on to the haunting “I’m Going Home” (a precursor to “I Loved Another Woman”) on which Peter Green sang while knitting his scales over Bob Brunning’s deep, languorous bass line. The buildup to “I Need You” was slightly imperfect, but everyone quickly found their footing before delivering an intense moment with “Fleetwood Mac,” an instrumental song played at an unusually high tempo. The musicians’ all-consuming passion for Elmore James resurfaced on “Fine Little Mama,” which they served up with a suitably large sound achieved after a little necessary retuning. “The World Keep on Turning” was a testament to the musicians’ songwriting talents. Though he had been tense from the start of the set, Jeremy Spencer eventually put his nervousness to good use on the upbeat “Shake Your Moneymaker,” raising his voice as if his life depended on it. As part of its review of the festival, the monthly magazine Music Maker named the festival’s musical sensations: Clapton, Ten Years After, Tomorrow, Pat Arnold and the Nice, John Mayall, Donovan, Denny Laine, and… Peter Green.

John McVie didn’t miss a single beat of the band’s first show. He was captivated by the sense of enjoyment and fun that Peter, Jeremy, Bob, and Mick all seemed to share onstage. These feelings were compounded by the fact that he found it hard to be satisfied with the jazzy turn Mayall’s band had taken since Green’s departure. McVie stayed on only for the financial security, and his former bandmates, Peter and Mick, spent the evening teasing him and repeatedly asked him to join their group. Amused, McVie still resisted their advances, but in the back of his mind an idea began to take root.

PENDLETON, FESTIVAL FOUNDER

As secretary of the National Federation of Jazz, Harold Pendleton was a major devotee of the genre when he opened the Marquee Club in 1958. In 1961, he founded the National Jazz and Blues Festival to provide a better platform for the next generation of performers. From its first location in Richmond, the festival moved on to Windsor, then Sunbury, before settling in Reading in 1971 and laying the foundations for a rock festival of the same name, which was formalized in 1976.


FOR MAC ADDICTS

The group was paid £40 for their performance at the Windsor Jazz & Blues Festival.


FOR MAC ADDICTS

Later in the evening on August 13—at 9:10 p.m.—the band played a second, more relaxed set in front of a smaller audience. With less of a constraint on time, they were able to perform for just over an hour.







FOCUS

THE BRITISH BLUES BOOM, AN ANGLO-AMERICAN IDYLL

Driven by a youth eager to discover new things, the 1960s saw an unprecedented tectonic shift in the musical landscape: England and the United States suddenly drew closer together. The cultural flow worked in both directions. Young English musicians fell in love with the original blues of their American cousins, giving rise to a new movement, the British blues boom. In return, the Americans fell in love with young, clean-cut Brits like the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, who had digested the blues classics to feed their fresh, sophisticated rock. We refer to this phenomenon as the “British invasion.” A very peaceful annexation.

The British blues boom gave new vigor to traditional blues. Far from being a matter of cultural appropriation, the movement, a veritable groundswell, spawned a generation of gifted musicians throughout England: the Yardbirds, Georgie Fame, the Pretty Things, Them, the Animals, Long John Baldry and the Hoochie Coochie Men, and so on. Enamored of the American blues of the first part of the century, they became deeply immersed in this culture, swapping LPs and spending hours reproducing the melodies on their instruments until they mastered them to perfection, reciting their chord progressions with devotion, setting them ablaze with their youthful ardor.

While they were passionate about Delta blues (the original blues of Blind Lemon Jefferson, Robert Johnson, or Blind Blake), which absorbed slave work songs and Black spirituals to nourish their tales of freedom-loving outcasts, young British bluesmen also paid close attention to the electric blues from the northern United States: Chicago blues. Led by musicians such as Elmore James, Freddie King, Howlin’ Wolf, and J. B. Lenoir, it was another major source of inspiration for English bluesmen.

John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers, or the Making of British Blues

The Bluesbreakers established themselves as the main catalysts of the British blues boom, and John Mayall as the movement’s charismatic guru. Mayall was one of the first to bring Chicago blues to Britain. Son of Murray Mayall (a guitarist and jazz fanatic), John extended his passion from jazz to blues, with the firm intention of one day blending the two currents. In 1962, he began to build up a solid stage reputation in Manchester, where he played regularly with his band at the time, the Powerhouse Four, at the Bodega and the Twisted Wheel Club. But in the eyes of Alexis Korner, another pioneer of British blues, the industrial city in the north of England was no match for Mayall’s talent, and he recommended that Mayall move to London if he wished to shine and reign over British blues. On the strength of this advice, the gaunt guitarist packed his bags and set about finding musicians to create a new project blending blues and jazz. This was to be the Bluesbreakers.

The group soon took up residence at the Marquee Club, a venue on Oxford Street that until then had specialized in jazz and R&B, but was now opening up to the blues and burgeoning rock’n’roll scene. Although small, it was no less influential, attracting a number of young bands. It offered them regular residencies and attracted the cream of the music press, eager for new discoveries. From 1962 onward, the heart of the hall reverberated to the rhythm of the blues. Brian Auger, Alexis Korner, Cyril Davies, and Manfred Mann (who played 102 times between 1962 and 1976!) made it their landmark. From the Marquee Club, the Bluesbreakers gradually extended their influence. They began to play wherever they could, in any club however small, cranking out an increasingly wide-ranging set nourished by a host of cover versions. The band’s mastery of the blues was such that whenever an American blues luminary came to London in need of local musicians, the Bluesbreakers were called in. On March 26, 1965, the group’s first album was released, a live recording of a concert at Klooks Kleek, a famous London club, entitled John Mayall Plays John Mayall.

Eric Clapton and Peter Green: Two Greats in the Cause of the Blues

On April 9, 1965, the Bluesbreakers got their hands on the gem that the whole British blues microcosm had been coveting since his departure from the Yardbirds a fortnight earlier: Eric Clapton. The arrival of the twenty-year-old guitarist, already elevated to the status of six-string deity, catapulted the Bluesbreakers into the limelight. But the honeymoon quickly turned sour. In October 1965, Clapton bailed on them by setting off with the Acorns, a band hastily formed with a few friends who had the ambition of touring the world in a double-decker bus. Faced with this incomprehensible decision, the Bluesbreakers had to act quickly to find a new guitarist. John Mayall placed a classified ad in Melody Maker and auditioned a large number of candidates. In the end, the young Peter Green won.

The future members of Fleetwood Mac are at the heart of this effervescence, playing an active part in the advent of the British blues boom. Peter Green, of course, but also John McVie and Mick Fleetwood, who also got their first taste of the blues alongside John Mayall, while Jeremy Spencer played with the Levi Set Blues Band and Christine Perfect with Chicken Shack. This lineage was the foundation of Fleetwood Mac’s blues origins.

The Ten Albums That Triggered the Explosion

During this period of musical ferment, a number of essential albums were released. This is a selection of the ten considered to be essential.

ALEXIS KORNER’S BLUES INCORPORATED

R&B from the Marquee

UK Release Date: November 16, 1962

Alexis Korner founded Blues Incorporated in 1962 alongside fellow American blues enthusiast Cyril Davies. The first lineup also included guitarist Art Wood, drummer Charlie Watts, singer Keith Scott, and bassist Andy Hoogenboom, though this is not the exact configuration that would eventually appear on the album. The group went on to become a lively laboratory where Long John Baldry, Ginger Baker, and Duffy Power came together. They performed regularly at the Marquee Club, then signed a recording contract with Decca Records. The album, which includes reworkings of songs by Muddy Waters, Jimmy Witherspoon, and Leroy Carr, was recorded in June 1962 and released in November of the same year. The recording took place in Decca’s West Hampstead studios, and would go on to become one of the most influential of the movement.

GEORGIE FAME & THE BLUE FLAMES

Rhythm and Blues at the Flamingo

UK Release Date: February 21, 1964

Georgie Fame and the Blue Flames were resident at the Flamingo Club in London’s Soho district when they recorded Rhythm and Blues at the Flamingo live in September 1963. The album, released by Columbia Records, perfectly captures the combo’s fiery spirit. You can hear Johnny Gunnell struggling to raise his voice above the noisy crowd to announce the songs. Glyn Johns, a future legendary sound engineer who would go on to distinguish himself in the service of the Rolling Stones and the Beatles, cut his teeth on this album, alongside producer Ian Samwell (who produced, among others, John Mayall and the Small Faces). Despite the strong presence of the single “Do the Dog,” the album initially failed to chart. Other tracks include covers of Louis Jordan’s legendary “Let the Good Times Roll,” the Miracles’ “Shop Around,” and “Baby, Please Don’t Go” by Sonny Boy Williamson.

THE ROLLING STONES

The Rolling Stones

UK Release Date: April 16, 1964

The Rolling Stones’ first offering to the world, its eponymous album, released under the sales title England’s Newest Hit Makers in the United States, contains just three original compositions. But it was no less exciting. There was “Route 66,” Bobby Troup’s twelve-bar blues classic. Then we leave the asphalt for Mississippi with Willie Dixon and his “I Just Want to Make Love to You,” Jimmy Reed and his “Honest I Do,” Bo Diddley and “Mona (I Need You Baby),” or Rufus Thomas and “Walking the Dog,” after taking a detour of a few miles to Slim Harpo’s Louisiana, where the band covers “I’m a King Bee.” The bottleneck makes one of its earliest appearances on an English rock, thanks to Brian Jones, who uses it on this album.

LONG JOHN BALDRY & THE HOOCHIE COOCHIE MEN

Long John’s Blues

UK Release Date: December 1964

Despite a few short-lived hits, Long John Baldry never achieved lasting success. He did, however, exert a major influence on the British music scene in the 1960s. After collaborating with Alexis Korner’s Blues Incorporated and Cyril Davies’s All Stars, the man who later boasted a young keyboardist by the name of Reginald Dwight (the future Elton John) put together a crack team of musicians he had worked with. He brought together Cliff Barton on bass, Billy Law on drums, Geoff Bradford on guitar and harmonica, and Ian Armit on piano to form the Hoochie Coochie Men. The only member missing from the Long John’s Blues album is Rod Stewart, absent for contractual reasons. He does, however, appear on the 1971 US reissue of the album. The band’s covers include such standards as Muddy Waters’s “Got My Mojo Workin’,” Willie Dixon’s “Hoochie Coochie,” John Lee Hooker’s “Dimples,” and Eddie Boyd’s “Five Long Years.”

THE YARDBIRDS

Five Live Yardbirds

UK Release Date: December 4, 1964

A new live recording was made, better able to capture the club atmosphere, the fervor of the audience, and the musicians’ ability to improvise, a quality that characterized blues players of the era. Five Live Yardbirds documents the Yardbirds’ appearance on March 20, 1964, at the Marquee Club, a landmark of London rock. Covers of songs by British blues boomers such as Slim Harpo, Howlin’ Wolf, Bo Diddley, and John Lee Hooker are featured on the program, with “I Got Love If You Want It,” “Smokestack Lightnin’,” “Pretty Girl,” and “Louise,” respectively. The band, which benefits from the blossoming of Eric Clapton (on his way to becoming the guitar “God,” as he would be nicknamed), established its name among the most worthy heirs of the blues with this first discographic milestone. Clapton’s departure from the blues path marked out by this first opus would eventually lead to his next album.

THE PRETTY THINGS

The Pretty Things

UK Release Date: March 12, 1965

The Pretty Things struck a blow with their first eponymous album, which reached number six in the UK Albums Chart. A blow too powerful for producer Jack Baverstock, who resigned early in the sessions, unable to stand the musicians playing so loudly. Drummer Bobby Graham stepped in to fill his shoes. The Pretty Things were brought up on the same records as their colleagues, and took on classics by Bo Diddley (“Road Runner,” “Mama, Keep Your Big Mouth Shut,” and “She’s Fine, She’s Mine”), Jimmy Reed (“The Moon Is Rising”), and Willie Dixon (“Pretty Thing”).

THEM

The “Angry” Young Them!

UK Release Date: June 18, 1965

The blues tidal wave also splashed over Ireland and one of its flagship bands, Them, in which the immense Van Morrison made his debut. By the time they recorded their first album, The “Angry” Young Them! (known as Them in North America), the band had already established its name with the hits “Baby, Please Don’t Go” (number ten in the UK in 1964) and “Here Comes the Night” (number two in 1965). But they also lost a few feathers during a grueling tour. Despite the nervous atmosphere, the musicians produced an essential work, punctuated by future classics such as “Gloria” and “Mystic Eyes.” Straddling garage rock, rhythm’n’blues, and blues rock, the album was striking in its maturity and cohesion. Jimmy Page, a future Led Zeppelin member, put his divine touch on “Gloria” and “Mystic Eyes.”

JOHN MAYALL’S BLUESBREAKERS

Blues Breakers: John Mayall with Eric Clapton

UK Release Date: July 22, 1966

John Mayall picked up the defector of the year in April 1965, just a fortnight after leaving the Yardbirds. Here again, Eric Clapton would not stay long (barely a year), but long enough to make a lasting mark on the repertoire and contribute a pivotal album for the British blues boom. If we had to choose just one album to represent the English blues boom, “the Beano album,” as it is nicknamed, would be the best candidate. A first recording attempt was made at the Flamingo Club, as a live recording seemed to be the best way of capturing Eric Clapton’s dazzling solos. Jack Bruce, who would go on to form Cream with Clapton after this album, appeared on bass. But the recording was of poor quality, and a slot was reserved at Decca Studios in May 1966. This time, a certain John McVie officiated on four-string. American electric blues permeates this work, with tributes to Otis Rush and Freddie King, but Clapton also delivered one of his first homages to his idol, Robert Johnson, with a burst of talent on “Ramblin’ on My Mind.” John Mayall, meanwhile, launched into a cluster of essential compositions, with “Little Girl,” “Another Man,” and “Double Crossing Timing,” which he co-wrote with Clapton.

CHICKEN SHACK

O.K. Ken?

UK Release Date: February 1969

A comet in the tail of the British blues boom, Chicken Shack established itself as one of the genre’s leading figures. Formed in 1965 by Stan Webb on vocals and guitar, Andy Sylvester on bass, and Alan Morley on drums (he would later be replaced by Dave Bidwell), the band was joined in 1967 by Christine Perfect, who more than fulfilled their need for a keyboard player. Hosted by Blue Horizon, Fleetwood Mac’s record label, the band’s second album, O.K. Ken? was a success, reaching number nine on the UK Albums Chart. Stan Webb was responsible for the songwriting, although he co-wrote two tracks with Christine Perfect: “Get Like You Used to Be,” and “A Woman Is the Blues.” Covers remained marginal—songs by Howlin’ Wolf, T-Bone Walker, and B. B. King were featured—and Chicken Shack imposed its own identity. It successfully synthesized boogie blues and pop, between tradition and modernity, as evidenced by the original use of brass instruments.

THE ANIMALS WITH ERIC BURDON

In the Beginning

US Release Date: 1970

The Animals were among the first importers of Black American rhythm’n’blues. Released only in 1970, In the Beginning takes us back to December 30, 1963, at Newcastle’s Club A’Gogo, in the early days of the British blues boom. That evening, Eric Burdon’s band opened for Sonny Boy Williamson, the legendary American harmonica player for Chess Records who had played with Robert Johnson and who was then touring Europe. Blessed with a completely inappropriate psychedelic cover, the opus captured a boisterous set totally steeped in American blues. The standards are accompanied by a flurry of Chuck Berry covers (“Let It Rock,” “Gotta Find My Baby,” “I’m Almost Grown”). Next, we are immersed in Mississippi, with songs from the cradle of the blues: Bo Diddley’s “Pretty Thing” and two John Lee Hooker covers, “Dimples” and “Boom Boom.” To conclude, the Animals welcome Sonny Boy Williamson on drums for a jam session in the key of C, totally improvised.
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