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INTRODUCTION

Rock’n’roll has no beginning and no end. There are just rivers of creativity, pouring forth, intermingling, generating new sounds and new styles. Blues, jazz, folk, gospel, pop, rock, heavy metal, rap, house, grime, dubstep – and more to come.

One of those streams was spotted by Sam Phillips. In the 50s he figured out that if he could just find a hip white guy to sing the blues he would clean up. Then Elvis Presley walked into his studio… In later life, Sam would say that the first-ever rock’n’roll record was Ike Turner’s ‘Rocket 88’. You often see that statement repeated now: rock’n’roll started with ‘Rocket 88’ because Sam says so. Maybe. But what of those gospel and blues tunes that pre-date Ike but carry distinct rock’n’roll characteristics? Roy Brown’s ‘Good Rocking Tonight’, released in 1947? Or ‘Cadillac Boogie’, also from 1947, by the wonderfully named Jimmy Liggins and His Drops of Joy. Like I said, streams within streams.

There were earlier clues that a new music was coming. In December 1946 eight of America’s leading jazz bands gave up. One of those bands was led by Tommy Dorsey. He and his brother Jimmy went on to host TV shows. In January 1956, they introduced Elvis Presley to the nation. The symbolism could not have been more perfect: rock’n’roll stepped into the spotlight as jazz left the stage.

This happened at a moment of rapid economic growth in America. The nation’s youth was expected to rise early and work hard and then go home to the wife and kids and domestic bliss. But some found that the prospect of domestic bliss was not to their liking. The rock’n’roll of people such as Elvis expressed this dissatisfaction. On its arrival kids went crazy. They rioted and they fought and they made out. Rock’n’roll was fresh and thrilling and sexy and dangerous.

And yet by 1960, the year this book begins, America thought rock’n’roll was dead. All its major practitioners – Elvis, Chuck Berry, Jerry Lee Lewis, Little Richard – had found riches or God, or else were languishing in disgrace. Grown-up America breathed a sigh of a relief, but too soon. In Britain, American rock’n’roll was having a huge impact on teenagers such as John Lennon, Paul McCartney, Pete Townshend, Keith Richards, Ray Davies and Steve Marriott. The same with the arrival of rhythm and blues music in Britain. In fact, in the early 1960s the music that was to become soul took over from rock’n’roll as the sound of the teenager. Most up-and-coming British musicians in the early 60s wanted to sing like Ray Charles, with the attitude of Elvis. Ironic then that, by the time bands such as The Beatles took their music back to America, Elvis was a light entertainer, exactly the kind of figure rock’n’roll had set out to destroy.

Seismic changes were also occurring in black music. Many African-American servicemen came back from the Second World War hoping that they would now share in their country’s prosperity. When that hope was disappointed, a defiant entrepreneurial spirit sprang up, expressed through black-owned clubs and record labels – most notably Berry Gordy’s Motown. The impact of his records plus the work of artists such as Ray Charles cannot be overestimated. In Britain, throughout the early 60s, black music was the driving force behind all the leading bands from The Beatles onwards. And let us not forget Jamaican mento, which begat ska, which begat reggae, and so brought us Bob Marley.

As the 60s progressed, music moved away from its rock’n’soul roots to explore and create other distinct genres such as psychedelia, heavy rock, heavy metal. Again, streams within streams. At first, this music was the force that linked together the youthful, the disenfranchised. Bands were of the people and for the people. In songs and in interviews they stated their desire for freedom. They and their audience didn’t want faceless old men telling them what they could wear, listen to or watch.

Yet it was also becoming very apparent that rock music was big business, thus creating a real dichotomy between the performer and the audience. In the 70s the sense of community that drove the idealism of the 60s started to erode. Music became a pursuit of pleasure. It was punk, in the late 70s, that restored rock music’s sense of duty to directly challenge the world around it. That gave way to the 80s and a new breed of musicians that made no bones about wanting money and fame. And yet it was this decade that saw Live Aid – the most selfless moment in the history of rock. But in music there is always a reaction. What is dominant one day is replaced by its opposite the next day. Bands such as Primal Scream, Nirvana, Oasis, The Stone Roses and Happy Mondays strove to re-establish rock as rebel music, tied to a lifestyle of defiance.

But rock itself was by this time no longer young. The music had a past, and this book picks up on 50 key moments in its history. The story begins with Elvis and ends with Michael Jackson, two superstars separated by time but not by fate. In between there are moments of absolute genius, moments of true inspiration and outrage, moments of downright stupid behaviour, courageous moments, brilliant moments, outlandish moments and moments of true beauty. All life is here, glorified by the light of stardom and the pursuit of great truths. Some of these 50 moments chose themselves – Cooke, The Beatles, Woodstock, Hendrix, Cobain – others I personally chose in the hope they would illuminate or simply entertain. I am sure you will have your own 50 favourite moments. These are mine.

Paolo Hewitt


ELVIS PRESLEY
appears on The Frank Sinatra Show

DATE 26 March 1960, Miami Beach
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America invented rock’n’roll, and it might as well have set fire to itself. Rock’n’roll corrupted a whole generation. It turned polite young men into surly adolescents who smoked and drank and wore their hair funny. The police called them punks. Tame young girls, destined for motherhood and the kitchen, now became sassy and sexy creatures who would blow any house down. ‘We let the devil out,’ the singer Carl Perkins once said with a wolfish grin.

There were better singers than Elvis Presley – Little Richard, for example. There were wilder, more dangerous men – Jerry Lee Lewis. And there were far better songwriters and craftsmen – Buddy Holly and Gene Vincent.

But Elvis trumped them because he had the look. Elvis was perfectly built for turning on a generation of girls. He was tall, handsome, continental-looking with his brooding eyes and slicked-back hair. When he danced, he did so without knowing. He was not out to bed his audience with fake moves. He was just himself, swinging his hips, muttering into the microphone, his hair falling over his forehead, his eyes measuring the distance of desire from you to him and back again.

Elvis was like no other. When he walked on stage the girls could not help themselves. They screamed and they rushed towards him and when they couldn’t get to him, they rioted. They damaged concert venues and invaded hotels, acted in ways America had not seen. Elvis got to the boys as well. He was their size, their look. It was the perfect formula. Girls wanted to bed him, boys wanted to be him. Jackpot. For two years, everywhere he went, mayhem, craziness, disturbed behaviour. And then the squares hit back.

TAME YOUNG GIRLS, DESTINED FOR MOTHERHOOD AND THE KITCHEN, NOW BECAME SASSY AND SEXY CREATURES WHO WOULD BLOW ANY HOUSE DOWN

They drafted Elvis into the army. He was caught in a trap. If he rebelled, said no way, he would be dubbed unpatriotic, the worst thing you can be called in America. His career would have died on the spot. He had no choice.

It was time to take the uniform, play it low-key. During his two-year stint Elvis was never insubordinate or rebellious. He was the model soldier. Many think that he went that inch further to scotch the idea he was getting special treatment.

In 1960 he was honourably discharged from the US Army, but the world that he knew had changed. Rock’n’roll was dead, finished, passé. Jerry Lee Lewis and Chuck Berry had played around with underage girls and could hardly get a gig; Eddie Cochran and Buddy Holly were dead; and Little Richard had decided enough sin was enough, and sought redemption in God. Would Elvis now save the music? Become more rebellious and sneering and even sexier? Or would he bow and say sorry? America got to know the answer when millions tuned into see his first post-army TV performance. The host was none other than Frank Sinatra.

In 1957 Sinatra had told a magazine reporter: ‘Rock’n’roll smells phoney and false. It is sung, played and written by cretinous goons… By means of its sly, lewd, dirty lyrics… it manages to be the most martial music of every sideburned delinquent on the face of the earth… [It] is the most brutal, ugly, desperate, vicious form of expression it has been my misfortune to hear.’ Now here was Sinatra welcoming Elvis, the king of rock’n’roll, a cretinous goon, on to his TV show with a big handshake and a big smile.

Sinatra, of course, despised Elvis. The fact that Francis Albert was probably more rock’n’roll than Elvis would ever be – with his women and his whisky and his Mafia fixation – never came into it. Sinatra represented clean-cut America, a land of sharp suits and ties, of respect for the law and for women and for the notion of settling down and raising children. Presley had sought to destroy all that, and now here was Frank and here was Elvis, and the two were as one. How sweet. Straight America had finally tamed the beast.

HE WAS THEIR SIZE, THEIR LOOK. GIRLS WANTED TO BED HIM, BOYS WANTED TO BE HIM. JACKPOT. FOR TWO YEARS, EVERYWHERE HE WENT, MAYHEM

What had happened? Although Sinatra hated Elvis’s music, he recognized the singer’s patriotic leanings, so impressively displayed during the previous two years. And he acknowledged Elvis’s great tragedy: the boy lost his mother Gladys in August 1958. She and Elvis were close, and her passing hurt the kid badly.

For the show, Elvis wore a tux and white shirt. His hair was thick, but painfully styled so as not to cause any offence. After Sinatra’s jokey intro – ‘I think you only lost your sideburns’ – Elvis launched into a very tame song called ‘Fame and Fortune’.

He upped the level with his next song, a version of ‘Stuck on You’. He clicked his fingers, and at one point swivelled his hips, eliciting screams from the audience. But what once had been subversive was now a party trick. Sinatra then joined Elvis for a duet. Sinatra sang ‘Love Me Tender’, and Elvis countered with his version of the standard, ‘Witchcraft’. At the duet’s end, they put their arms around each other. The path ahead was the same for both of them: movies, soundtrack albums, Las Vegas, showgirls, money, paranoia, riches, intemperate behaviour, withdrawal.

Still, both men profited from the show. Frank got to look a little hip and Elvis, with his good manners and willingness to please, placed himself in the mainstream.

The first phase of rock’n’roll was over. But the spirit that Elvis and Buddy and Jerry had whipped up had not died. It had flown across the Atlantic, to Liverpool, and wrapped itself around four teenage musicians. They would take that spirit and conquer the world. When they came to America, the girls – silent for two years – started screaming again. But Elvis didn’t hear them. He was fast asleep.


ELVIS PRESLEY
1935–1977

Elvis Aaron Presley was born to Vernon and Gladys Presley in Tupelo, Mississippi, on 8 January 1935. His elder twin brother, Jesse Garon Presley, was stillborn, and Elvis grew up an only child. The family moved to Memphis in 1948, and Elvis graduated from high school in 1953. By then he was obsessed with music, in particular the gospel music he heard in various churches. He began his professional singing career in 1954, when he hooked up with Sam Phillips, the owner of Sun Records. Two years later, thanks to hits such as ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ and ‘Blue Suede Shoes’, he was the most popular and controversial singer in America. Elvis caused unprecedented hysteria wherever he played. In 1958 he went into the army, and when he came out of uniform in 1960 he embarked upon a career that was markedly mainstream. He appeared in 33 films and many landmark TV shows, and sold more than a billion records. He met everyone from The Beatles to President Nixon, and he remained a superstar all his life. He died at Graceland, his Memphis mansion, on 16 August 1977.




The birth of
THE BEATLES

DATE 27 December 1960, Litherland Town Hall, Liverpool
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From the moment Paul McCartney stepped up to the mike in his black leather jacket and screamed the opening line to Little Richard’s ‘Long Tall Sally’, Liverpool belonged to The Beatles. It was two days after Christmas 1960, and the band was playing an engagement at the Litherland Town Hall in a suburb of Liverpool. They had not played their home town for several months now, so no one had any idea of just how potent The Beatles had become. When McCartney opened his voice, the truth was revealed.

On hearing McCartney’s clarion call, the large crowd of teenage boys and girls surged forwards. Everyone looking on gasped in amazement. No one rushed bands in those days. People danced and looked at each other. They didn’t pay any attention to the band supplying the music, nor did they lose their minds over a version of ‘Long Tall Sally’ and run towards the band in ecstasy.

But they did that night in Litherland, and so the first local manifestation of Beatlemania was born. Dave Forshaw, a promoter who happened to be present at the gig, was convinced a major fight had broken out. ‘I’d never seen any band look like this before,’ Forshaw recalled. ‘I thought: “What are they? Who are they?”’

They were The Beatles, and with hindsight the reaction to their set raises a different question. Why were they the first band to be rushed? There were numerous other rock’n’roll bands in Liverpool at that time, so what made The Beatles so special, so very different from all the others? What did they have that no other band in the country possessed?

NO ONE RUSHED BANDS IN THOSE DAYS. PEOPLE DANCED AND LOOKED AT EACH OTHER. THEY DIDN’T PAY ATTENTION TO THE BAND SUPPLYING THE MUSIC OR LOSE THEIR MINDS OVER A VERSION OF ‘LONG TALL SALLY’

The answer to that question lay in the German port town of Hamburg. In August 1960 the band had travelled to Hamburg to play at a place called the Indra Club. The trip was arranged by their agent/manager, Allan Williams, and the line-up of the band was John Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison, Stuart Sutcliffe and Pete Best.

THERE WAS NO LET-UP FROM THE PUNISHING SCHEDULE. NOT THAT THE BEATLES MINDED: THEY WERE YOUNG, FULL OF ENERGY AND VIGOUR. THEY LOVED PLAYING LIVE – AND THAT DRIVE AND ENTHUSIASM SOON BEGAN ATTRACTING A CROWD

The Indra Club was to be found in St Pauli, a part of town well known for vice. Prostitutes sat in the windows of houses, and a lot of gangsters could be found in the area. When the band arrived on 17 August, they were shown to their living quarters – a storeroom in a small cinema named the Bambi Kino. Their room was next to the toilets.

The Indra itself was a sparsely attended transvestite cabaret club. Its owner, Bruno Koschmider, was hoping that some live music would bring in the crowds, and the work schedule he imposed on the band was highly demanding. The band would typically perform for up to six hours a night, with half-hour breaks thrown in.

Given the length of their usual set, the band now had to figure out a way to extend their repertoire by several hours. Twenty-minute versions of songs such as Ray Charles’s ‘What’d I Say’ became the norm for them. One night the band managed to eke that song out for more than 90 minutes.

Koschmider encouraged the band to engage with the audience and would often walk to the front of the stage and shout ‘Macht Schau’ at them (literally, ‘Make a show’) if he felt they were not pulling their weight. The members of the band would respond with a series of mad dances – especially Lennon, who one night took to the stage wearing his underpants and a toilet seat around his neck.

There was no let-up from Bruno Koschmider’s punishing schedule. Not that The Beatles minded: they were young, full of energy and vigour, and they had been placed in the dead centre of a circle of vice. They loved playing live – and that drive and enthusiasm, coupled with their growing set of rock’n’roll covers, soon began attracting a sizeable crowd. However, there were several complaints about the noise, and so Koschmider was forced to relocate the band to another of his clubs, this one named the Kaiserkeller.

[image: image]

The young Beatles pose at a Hamburg funfair in October 1961. The photographer is Astrid Kirchherr, who dated their bass player, Stu Sutcliffe, and would help change the group’s image.

The stage at the Kaiserkeller was an old wooden floor balanced on beer crates. Whilst the band played, happy customers would send up trays of drinks for the boys. There was a lot of drinking, and most nights became party nights.

The band made three very important German friends at the Kaiserkeller: Astrid Kirchherr, Jürgen Vollmer and Klaus Voormann. These new acquaintances were very much into the French existential style and philosophy. Their distinctive hairstyles – common amongst them and their like-minded contemporaries – would later be adopted by the band. Sutcliffe started dating the beautiful Astrid, and her photographs of the band, taken in a funfair near the club, have since assumed a highly iconic status. The band were also drawn by the leather that their three friends wore, and acquired similar clothes.

By playing every night the band improved tremendously, and with this improvement came greater ambition. Hamburg’s biggest club was called The Top Ten, and it was there that The Beatles now yearned to play. Eventually, after discreet overtures to that club’s management, they left the Kaiserkeller. By way of a parting gesture, McCartney and Best burnt a condom in their ‘bedroom’. A jealous Koschmider reported the pair to the police for arson, and the band were swiftly deported back to Liverpool.

LIVERPOOL HAD NOT HEARD ANYTHING LIKE IT. THE BAND TURNED THEIR AMPS ALL THE WAY UP AND HIT THE STAGE IN A VENGEFUL MOOD

Dejected by this turn of events, the band didn’t communicate for about two weeks. Then came a call from Bob Wooler, a Liverpool DJ. The Searchers were unable to play their gig at the Litherland Town Hall on 27 December. Could The Beatles deputize? The band thought: of course we will. The line-up now was John, Paul, George, Pete Best on drums and a bass player called Chas Newby deputizing for Stu Sutcliffe, who had remained in Hamburg with Astrid. They joined The Deltones and The Del Renas on the bill.

The promoter advertised The Beatles as ‘direct from Hamburg’, so everyone who came to the dance that night expected to be entertained by a German band. They soon discovered otherwise. The Beatles’ brand of rock’n’roll, honed to perfection in Hamburg, was full of attack and energy and confidence. This, coupled with their stand-out leather jackets and very cool all-black look, turned the heads of the audience – literally. Liverpool had not heard anything like it. The band turned their amps all the way up and hit the stage in a vengeful mood. At the end of the set the audience clapped wildly and gave the band an enthusiastic send-off.

As John Lennon was later to say of this landmark show: ‘Suddenly we were a wow. Mind you, 70 per cent of the audience thought we were a German wow, but we didn’t care about that. Even in Liverpool, people didn’t know we were from Liverpool. They thought we were from Hamburg. They said, “Christ, they speak good English!” Which we did, of course, being English.

‘It was that evening that we really came out of our shell and let go,’ Lennon added. ‘We stood there being cheered for the first time. This was when we began to think that we were good. Up to Hamburg we’d thought we were OK, but not good enough. It was only back in Liverpool that we realized the difference and saw what had happened to us while everyone else was playing Cliff Richard shit.’ Lennon – angry young man that he was – despised the bland, sanitized rock’n’roll that Cliff Richard typified, and that was making the UK charts at the time.

Drummer Pete Best later commented on that same gig: ‘Litherland was an explosion in the fortunes of The Beatles. We were playing for dancing in a hall that could accommodate some 1,500 on the dance floor at one time. But they stopped dancing when we played and surged forwards in a crowd to be nearer to us, to watch every moment, and above all to scream. People didn’t go to a dance to scream: this was news.’

‘WE WERE A WOW. MIND YOU, 70 PER CENT OF THE AUDIENCE THOUGHT WE WERE A GERMAN WOW, BUT WE DIDN’T CARE. EVEN IN LIVERPOOL PEOPLE DIDN’T KNOW WE WERE FROM LIVERPOOL’

Indeed it was. Four years later The Beatles were established as the biggest band in the world.


THE BEATLES
1958–1970

The Beatles were formed in 1958. They signed to EMI Records in 1962, by which time their line-up consisted of John Lennon (rhythm guitar), Paul McCartney (bass), George Harrison (lead guitar) and Ringo Starr (drums). Their first single ‘Love Me Do’ reached the top 20. Not one of their singles or albums failed to chart, and almost every record went to number one. By the end of 1964 they were a worldwide sensation. Their irresistible music, combined with their appealing image, triggered a huge response – and not just from teenagers. In 1966, as a result of the chaos that ensued wherever they went, the band decided to stop touring and concentrate on making records. In four years the band produced such notable albums as Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, The Beatles (The White Album) and Abbey Road. The death of their manager Brian Epstein in 1967 led eventually to the band’s demise as Lennon, Harrison and Starr took against Paul McCartney over the choice of manager. In 1970 The Beatles split up, but more than 40 years on they remain one of the world’s most popular bands.
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