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Introduction

I have been obsessed with pop music for more than forty years. In my teens, when I should have been revising, or communing with my peers, or really doing anything else at all, I spent long school-holiday days lying in bed, reading trashy fiction and listening to pop radio. I listened to so much pop radio I started to look forward to the same songs rolling around again, an hour or two after they had last been played. A new song on the playlist was something to be cherished. If a song I liked went up in the charts that week, it really mattered.

Two or three years later, when small amounts of money at last came into my life, I started buying albums, often at Our Price in Charing Cross Road, where all the most popular, and therefore discounted, records cost £3.99. One day there was some tax change or other, and all the chart records immediately went up to £4.31. I listened widely, and sometimes wisely, and often bought foolishly. My friend David was obsessed with the Doors, and although they sounded pretty terrible to me, I bought a couple of their records, the first untitled album and L. A. Woman. Trying to like something you don’t like, I discovered, actually makes you hate that music more than you could ever have thought possible. Nowadays I only have to hear the opening chords of ‘Light My Fire’ and I run screaming from the room.

The years from 1977, when I bought my first album (Rattus Norvegicus, by the Stranglers), were the brief heyday of punk and the longer hangover of post-punk, which curiously mutated into the gloss, hairstyles and synthesisers of the 1980s. Because I was young then, most of my favourite albums were released between 1977 and 1982. I should probably admit now, to get it out of the way, that I have always had rather an inconvenient taste in music. I liked clever pop tunes above all else. I adored 10cc, Steely Dan, Squeeze, the Electric Light Orchestra. I couldn’t really see the point of punk, and unlike 97 per cent of all men who later became pop critics, I have always detested the Velvet Underground. In fact, I have only ever liked two things that Lou Reed has done: the album Transformer, famously produced by David Bowie and full of good tunes, and the track ‘Street Hassle’, which, unusually for Reed, has a killer string quartet riff. Inspired by these, I bought several of his other albums, only to discover that the whole of the rest of his career had been completely pointless. Of course, it’s not enthusiasm that inspires a career in pop journalism, it’s the reverse. No one hates more music that the person who really loves music.

So if my taste puts you off – and at least one professional musician was so appalled by the music I admitted to liking that he never spoke to me again – don’t worry, because it’s not a huge part of this book. I may prefer quite a lot of Wings albums to almost every Beatles album, but it’s not relevant to what we are trying to do here. For this is a music book that is only marginally about the music. This is for two reasons. One, music is incredibly hard to write about; and two, it’s often boring to read about. In the research for this book I opened a number of previous miscellany-type books on the subject, and one of them had six pages on amplifiers. Is that remotely interesting to anyone who isn’t a musician? Given the choice of writing about Sting’s records or his enormous ego and tendency to hang out on chat shows with tribesmen from the Amazon rainforest, I know which I prefer.

This book is a sequel of sorts to Berkmann’s Cricketing Miscellany, and I realised that book would do well when more than one person told me that you don’t have to like cricket to enjoy it. That wasn’t the conscious intention when I was compiling it, and I still think that if you like cricket you’ll love the book, but the emphasis was always on the daft stories and ridiculous punning titles of cricketers’ autobiographies rather than runs and wickets. Cricket is full of eccentrics, and by extraordinary coincidence so is pop music. Some very learned pop historians will know a few of the stories within these covers, but not all of them, I hope, and as in the cricket book, I have gone for freshness above all else. If it’s a story I feel I have heard a hundred times, it has not gone in – unless there’s a crucial detail I hadn’t heard, and which made me laugh, which is the main criterion for inclusion anyway.

The bulk of this book is formed around a list of birthdays of prominent musicians and musical personalities, from Louis Armstrong (4 August 1901) to Billie Eilish (18 December 2001). If I have forgotten (and I surely have) to include the name of someone terribly important and influential, sorry about that. After the birthdays, there follow several tiny essays about some of the people mentioned in that list. Not everyone in the list of birthdays has been written about, and not everyone written about is in the list of birthdays. The first because what went in depended utterly on the quality of the material I unearthed. There’s no entry on George Harrison, for example, because I didn’t find anything interesting about him that I hadn’t heard a thousand times before.* The second because interesting things did happen to people not sufficiently eminent to appear in the list. Donita Sparks? Twiggs Lyndon? Crosby, Stills and Nash?† So do not regard this as in any sense a definitive history of pop; it’s a pot pourri of excess, poor behaviour and unfortunate lifestyle decisions, such as biting the heads off bats and premature death. The entries on Ozzy Osbourne and Keith Moon are among the longest in the book, and not because of anything they have achieved as musicians. For some stories, such as Keith Moon’s twenty-first birthday party at the Holiday Inn, Flint, Michigan, there are as many different versions as there were people who were there, and I have tried to filter the truth out from the guff. But if there is a genuine, verifiable mistake here, please let me know and it will be ruthlessly excised from later editions.

The other section that may require an explanation is called Records That Time Forgot. Twenty-five years ago, this was the purported title of my first solo book, but the publisher didn’t want that and I wrote something about village cricket instead. Now it’s the overall title for eight odd, personal essays about the records and the bands of my youth. If you are of a nervous disposition, and/or too cool to accept or even comprehend that anyone ever liked Supertramp, you are advised to give this section a miss.

Finally, as in Berkmann’s Cricketing Miscellany, there is no index, and this is intentional. This is not a work of reference, it’s an entertainment. If there’s something you read last week and now can’t find, I apologise, but in looking for it you might chance upon something even better and find yourself wholly distracted by that. It has been great fun to write: read a book, add something, read another book, add something else, take something away, either because it’s not as good as the material surrounding it or because it turns out to be palpably false. You pick the low-hanging fruit first, then get your ladder out to pick the slightly less accessible fruit, and then when you wrench your back it’s time to stop.

There’s a more comprehensive list of acknowledgements at the back, but I would particularly like to thank my friends and fellow trivia trufflers Mitchell Symons and Mark Mason for their energy and ideas; my old friend Bill Matthews for Bill’s Spotify the Link; my publisher Richard Beswick, who was rather muted about the whole idea until he read the sample material and saw how rude it was; Charles Peattie and Mark Warren for permission to reprint their ‘Celeb’ strips from Private Eye; Mark Ellen for his permission, given at a drinks party he has probably long forgotten, to quote liberally from his greatest achievement, Word magazine; and to the government of Boris Johnson for imposing lockdown just at the point when I really had to start work on this, thus leaving me with literally nothing else to do.

_______________

* Other than a tree planted in his memory died after being infested by beetles.

† Only joking.
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Notable Births







	4 August 1901:

	Louis Armstrong




	3 May 1903:

	Bing Crosby




	30 May 1909:

	Benny Goodman




	27 February (or 27 April)

	 




	1910 (or 1914):

	Winifred Atwell




	18 May 1912:

	Perry Como




	22 August 1912 (or 1917):

	John Lee Hooker




	25 January 1915:

	Ewan MacColl




	7 April 1915:

	Billie Holiday




	9 June 1915:

	Les Paul




	12 December 1915:

	Frank Sinatra




	19 December 1915:

	Edith Piaf




	25 April 1917:

	Ella Fitzgerald




	21 October 1917:

	Dizzy Gillespie




	17 March 1919:

	Nat ‘King’ Cole




	3 May 1919:

	Pete Seeger




	7 April 1920:

	Ravi Shankar




	26 May 1920:

	Peggy Lee




	6 December 1920:

	Dave Brubeck




	25 May 1921:

	Hal David




	3 April 1922:

	Doris Day




	10 June 1922:

	July Garland




	22 May 1924:

	Charles Aznavour




	20 June 1924:

	Chet Atkins




	29 August 1924:

	Dinah Washington




	6 July 1925:

	Bill Haley




	15 August 1925:

	Oscar Peterson




	8 December 1925:

	Sammy Davis Jr




	3 January 1926:

	George Martin




	26 May 1926:

	Miles Davis




	3 August 1926:

	Tony Bennett




	18 October 1926:

	Chuck Berry







Ed Sullivan (28 September 1901)

Creator and host of The Toast of the Town, later The Ed Sullivan Show, which ran on CBS from 1948 to 1971. In late 1963 Sullivan was passing though Heathrow airport on his way home, and witnessed screaming girl fans waiting to greet the Beatles, who were coming back from recording an appearance on Swedish TV. The group were as yet unknown in America, but Sullivan, who had something of a reputation as a star-maker, had missed the emergence of Elvis seven years before and had never forgiven himself. The Beatles ended up appearing on his show three times, and their debut, on 9 February 1964, was described by Bob Stanley as ‘possibly the most significant cultural event in post-war America’. More people watched that show than any previous show in American TV history, and it’s still one of the most-watched programmes of all time.

Bing Crosby (3 May 1903)

Crosby directly influenced the development of the post-war recording industry. After seeing a demonstration of a German broadcast-quality reel-to-reel tape recorder, he invested $50,000 in a California electronics company called Ampex to build copies. He then convinced ABC to allow him to tape his shows. He became the first performer to pre-record his radio shows and master his commercial recordings onto magnetic tape. He also helped to finance the development of videotape, bought television stations, bred racehorses and co-owned the Pittsburgh Pirates baseball team.

Bing Crosby was a disciplinarian father who, according to a tell-all book by his son Gary, beat his children like gongs. Crosby’s will established a blind trust, in which none of his six sons received an inheritance until they had reached the age of sixty-five. Two of the six aren’t there yet (born 1958 and 1961); three didn’t make it (two of them shot themselves, another died of lung cancer at sixty-two), so only Philip benefited, before dying of a heart attack aged sixty-nine. That worked pretty well, then.

Winifred Atwell (27 February or 27 April, 1910 or 1914)

Trinidad-born honky-tonk pianist who, in the mid-1950s, became the first black artist to sell a million records in the UK. Lloyds of London insured her hands for a million dollars, with a proviso stating she should never wash dishes. She had hit after hit, had her own TV show and played three Royal Variety Performances. It was good-time music without an iota of pretension, but Winifred inspired a generation of keyboard players to come. As Keith Emerson later told Keyboard magazine, ‘I’ve always been into ragtime. In England – and I’m sure Rick Wakeman would concur – we loved Winifred Atwell, a fantastic honky-tonk and ragtime player.’

There’s also the sheer unlikeliness of her success. Britain in the 1950s was hardly welcoming to its West Indian immigrants, whom it regarded as little more than a necessary evil, but Winifred Atwell charmed the nation. In America, by contrast, she was tentatively booked to go on The Ed Sullivan Show in 1956, but producers were worried that audiences in the South would rise up against the mere idea of a female black musician, especially one with a non-American accent. The invitation was quietly rescinded.

John Hammond (15 December 1910)

Record man whose litany of significant musical discoveries slightly staggers the mind. In 1933 he heard Billie Holiday, then seventeen, performing in Harlem and arranged for her recording debut on a Benny Goodman session. In 1937 he heard Count Basie and his Orchestra broadcasting from Kansas City, and brought them to New York and the big time. Hammond wasn’t too keen on the be-bop scene of the mid-1940s, but rejoining the Columbia label in the late 1950s, he signed Pete Seeger and discovered an eighteen-year-old gospel singer called Aretha Franklin. In 1961 he signed a young folk singer called Bob Dylan, produced his first few recordings and kept him on the label, despite the moans of fellow executives, who called him ‘Hammond’s folly’. He oversaw the posthumous reissues of Robert Johnson’s recorded work, and in 1967 signed a thirty-two-year-old Canadian singer-songwriter called Leonard Cohen after hearing him at folk festivals. In 1972 Hammond auditioned a twenty-three-year-old New Jersey singer-songwriter called Bruce Springsteen. He retired from Columbia in 1975, but in 1983 he recommended Stevie Ray Vaughan to their Epic subsidiary. Hammond died in 1987 after a series of strokes, apparently listening to the music of Billie Holiday.

Perry Como (18 May 1912)

At the age of eleven he was helping out in the local barbershop to help supplement the family income. At sixteen he owned his own barbershop and sang to his customers. His voice was warm, soft and downy: listening to it was like being enveloped in a giant duvet, to the point where you could scarcely breathe. ‘He communicated security and a short back and sides,’ wrote Bob Stanley in Yeah Yeah Yeah, ‘and he summed up the early fifties’ friendly persuasion but also its lack of thrills, or any raw emotion. A 1956 poll claimed Como as America’s ideal husband, but he was no one’s ideal lover.’

Ewan MacColl (25 January 1915)

Grimly political folk singer who nonetheless wrote one of the finest of all love songs, ‘The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face’, for his third wife, the American folk singer Peggy Seeger. MacColl was forty and she was twenty when they met and fell in love. ‘Things were so confused between me and Ewan that I went home,’ Peggy said many years later. But Ewan could not follow her to America because the authorities there regarded him as a dangerous revolutionary and wouldn’t give him a visa. So he would send tapes to her of him talking, and on one of them he sang this song. ‘The intensity of it quite frightened me,’ said Peggy. Six months later she returned to London and started living and performing with Ewan. In their concerts together, though, he would never sing this song. ‘He didn’t like baring his emotions on stage,’ said Peggy. But he didn’t mind Peggy having a go. When she first started singing it, she felt ‘almost stripped naked’ by the experience.

The song was the first track on the first album by Roberta Flack in 1969, and barely anyone noticed it. Two years later, though, Clint Eastwood shot his first film as director, Play Misty For Me, and put the Flack version on the soundtrack. Atlantic reissued it, and it became the biggest-selling single of the year. MacColl was now in his mid-fifties, had four children and had been struggling financially for some time, so the income was welcome. What wasn’t quite so welcome was the way a surge of MOR singers turned his modest tune into a showstopping standard, generally performed in lamé suits and accompanied by swirling strings. Ewan MacColl had a special section in his record collection for these covers, which he called the ‘Chamber of Horrors’. He said that Elvis Presley’s version was like Romeo singing to Juliet from the bottom of the Post Office Tower. The Flack version, though, still makes the hairs tingle on the back of my neck. Ewan MacColl died in 1989, and Peggy Seeger never sang the song in public again.

Billie Holiday (7 April 1915)

Born Eleanora Fagan in Baltimore, Maryland, to a thirteen-yearold mother and a fifteen-year-old father, she was regularly beaten by her cousin Ida, raped by a neighbour at the age of ten, and sent to a Catholic reformatory where the Mother Superior made her spend the night in a locked room with the body of a dead girl in a coffin. At thirteen she moved to Harlem and worked as ‘a twenty-dollar call girl . . . more than I could make in a damn month as a maid’.

It’s probably just as well, then, that she could sing.

In She Bop, Lucy O’Brien writes, ‘In the same way that analysis has been made of Madonna’s belly-button, Holiday’s eyebrows are a work of art and self-definition: arch, beautifully painted black half-moons that frame her coolly intelligent, distant eyes – a shape that announces both sophistication and artifice.’

Frank Sinatra (12 December 1915)

A sign outside his estate in Palm Springs read ‘Forget the dog. Beware of the owner.’ His FBI file ran to 2403 pages.

When Sinatra heard that Woody Allen was having a relationship with Mia Farrow’s adopted daughter Soon-Yi, Sinatra contacted Farrow, his ex-wife, and offered to have Allen’s legs broken.

Sinatra died on 14 May 1998. His final words were ‘I’m losing’. His daughter Nancy didn’t quite manage to be beside his bedside as he breathed his last, as she was watching the last episode of Seinfeld. In his will, a provision stated that if anyone contested it, they would immediately be disinherited.

Bing Crosby, talking about Sinatra, said, ‘The voice of a lifetime. Unfortunately it’s my lifetime.’

Edith Piaf (19 December 1915)

‘Like many women in pop who died young, she has been presented as a victim, hopelessly addicted to painkillers and unsuitable men,’ writes Lucy O’Brien in She Bop. But ‘Piaf was also a woman uncharacteristically in control of her career, at one time purportedly one of the highest-paid entertainers in the world, third only to Sinatra and Bing Crosby. On stage she milked and manipulated the rapport she had with an audience – in one performance shortly before her death she collapsed but the show still had to go on. In a moment of bathos someone tried to drag her off stage, but she fully surrendered herself to the melodrama, clutching hold of a piano leg, wailing that she had to finish and could not disappoint the crowd.’

It is said that Edith Piaf’s funeral, in 1963, was the only time after the Second World War that Parisian traffic came to a standstill.

Vera Lynn (20 March 1917)

Dame Vera Lynn, according to the website Popbitch on the day of her death in 2020, outlived each member of the best-known lineups of the Ramones, Motörhead and the Jimi Hendrix Experience.

Ella Fitzgerald (25 April 1917)

Marilyn Monroe was a fan, and in November 1954 saw her perform in a small jazz club in Los Angeles. The two became friends, and Ella complained to her new BFF that she couldn’t get a gig at the Mocambo, a famous LA nightclub, partly because she was black (although a handful of African-American singers had sung there before) but mainly because she was too fat (or, in the euphemism of the time, ‘not glamorous enough’). Marilyn went to the manager of the Mocambo and promised that if he booked Ella, she would be there to support her at a front-row table every night of the residency. So he booked her for a fortnight, and Marilyn went there every night, and the manager booked Ella for a third week, and Ella’s life was changed for ever. As she told Ms. magazine in 1972, ‘I owe Marilyn Monroe a real debt . . . After that, I never had to play a small jazz club again.’

Ella Fitzgerald never sang a note written by Stephen Sondheim. Her manager Norman Granz hated him and all his songs, and that was that.

Nat ‘King’ Cole (17 March 1919)

In 1948 Cole bought a house in the all-white Hancock Park neighbourhood of Los Angeles. The Ku Klux Klan, never shrinking violets, responded by placing a burning cross on his front lawn. Members of the property owners’ association told Cole they did not want any ‘undesirables’ moving into the neighbourhood. Cole said, ‘Neither do I. And if I see anybody undesirable coming in here, I’ll be the first to complain.’

Ravi Shankar (7 April 1920)

In August 1971, the legendary and long-lived Indian musician Ravi Shankar was the opening act at George Harrison’s Concert for Bangladesh. Shankar and his band took the stage and got to work, and after their first piece the audience clapped and cheered with great enthusiasm. ‘Thank you,’ said Shankar, with due modesty. ‘If you appreciate the tuning so much, I hope you will enjoy the playing more.’

Judy Garland (10 June 1922)

Louis B. Mayer, on being shown a preview of The Wizard of Oz, thought that the film was slightly too long. He had the perfect solution: drop the opening song, ‘Over the Rainbow’. Fortunately, the film’s assistant producer Arthur Freed talked him out of it.

E. Y. ‘Yip’ Harburg wrote the song’s lyrics. ‘Judy was an unusual child with an ability to project a song and a voice that penetrated your insides,’ he said later. ‘She was the most unusual voice in the first half of this century . . . Judy Garland was to singing what Gershwin was to music. They brought a quality and vitality that was typically and uniquely American.’

In 1960 Garland recorded the song again. ‘The childlike lyrics were delivered with hopeless melancholy,’ wrote Mary Harron. ‘It had become a lament for her own life . . . The best versions of “Over the Rainbow” come from extremes. You have to be very young or very disappointed to do this song justice.’

Bill Grundy (18 May 1923)

‘Say something outrageous,’ said Grundy to the Sex Pistols on Today, a local London news programme, on 1 December 1976.

‘You dirty bastard.’

‘Go on, again,’ said Grundy, who could have had no idea that his TV presenting career was about to end.

‘You dirty fucker!’ said Steve Jones. There was laughter from the group.

‘What a clever boy!’ said Grundy, with infinite contempt.

‘What a fucking rotter,’ said Jones.

According to a report in the following day’s Daily Mirror, ‘lorry driver James Holmes, 47, was outraged that his eight-year-old son Lee heard the swearing . . . and kicked in the screen of his TV.

‘ “It blew up and I was knocked backwards,” he said. “But I was so angry and disgusted with this filth that I took a swing with my boot.

‘ “I can swear as well as anyone, but I don’t want this sort of muck coming into my home at teatime.” ’

The Sex Pistols only appeared on Today because Queen dropped out at the last minute, and EMI (with whom they were then signed) didn’t want to miss a promotional TV slot. As Bob Stanley put it, ‘it only happened because Freddie Mercury and Brian May were out Christmas shopping’.

Dinah Washington (29 August 1924)

Born Ruth Jones on the South Side of Chicago, Washington had either seven or nine husbands (but definitely not eight) and notched up twenty-seven R&B hits for Mercury Records between 1948 and 1961. ‘Dinah had the ego of an ox but Ruth Jones was a sweet little girl,’ said sax player Eddie Chamblee, one of the seven (or nine). Washington could sing anything and often did: according to AllMusic, her ‘distinctive vocal style . . . was at home in all kinds of music, be it R&B, blues, jazz, middle of the road pop – and she probably would have made a fine gospel or country singer had she the time.’ She was also a notable exponent of the ‘dirty blues’ genre, which might explain the numerous weddings. ‘Long John Blues’ was supposedly about her dentist: ‘He took out his trusty drill/Told me to open wide/He said he wouldn’t hurt me/But he filled my whole inside.’

Washington was also a talented businesswoman, having launched her own booking agency (which handled Aretha Franklin and Sammy Davis Jr), and she owned a restaurant in Detroit. ‘Though ebullient and robust, she operated from a baseline of insecurity,’ writes Lucy O’Brien. ‘Washington was addicted to slimming pills and tranquillizers, going through wild fluctuations in weight.’ She died, aged just thirty-nine, of an overdose of pills and alcohol, weighing just five stone.

Don Arden (4 January 1926)

Father of Sharon Osbourne and rock ’n’ roll manager with psychotic tendencies. In the mid-1960s he was managing the Small Faces, and made the mistake of telling their parents that they were always tired not because they were too busy doing gigs, but because they were too busy doing drugs. The group looked around for new representation, and Robert Stigwood paid them a visit. So Arden paid him a visit. ‘There was a large ashtray on the table,’ he told a TV documentary team. ‘I picked it up and smashed it down with such force that the desk cracked. I pretended to go berserk. Two of my men lifted Stigwood from his chair, dragged him to the balcony and held him so he looked down to the pavement four floors below.’ One of these men, so he later claimed, was Peter Grant, Led Zeppelin’s equally insane manager. Later Arden adjusted his story. ‘It was only one floor,’ he admitted.

Miles Davis (26 May 1926)

Received his first trumpet at the age of thirteen; it was a gift from his dentist father. Went to the Juilliard School of Music in New York, but cut classes in order to play with Charlie Parker. When he was playing with John Coltrane, he became increasingly irritated by the length of the saxophonist’s solos, and on one occasion had a go at him.

‘Sorry, Miles, I just get carried away,’ said Coltrane. ‘I get these ideas in my head, which just keep coming and coming, and sometimes I just can’t stop.’

‘Try taking the motherfucker out of your mouth,’ said Miles.

Many years later Miles was at a dinner in the White House, in honour of Ray Charles. A society lady asked him what he had done to be invited. ‘I’ve changed music four or five times,’ said Miles. ‘What have you done of any importance except be white?’

Chuck Berry (18 October 1926)

‘He had the look of a card sharp blessed with luck, a brown-eyed handsome man with a cherry-red Gibson and a major thing for cars and girls that he syphoned into super-detailed lyrics,’ wrote Bob Stanley. But he was also ‘the least charming of the original rockers, rude and incredibly tight-fisted’.

From 1957 onwards, Berry always toured alone with his guitar, insisting that promoters provide him with a back-up band and all other musical equipment. It’s possible that he might not have paid too much attention to the individual members of these bands. At the Hollywood Palladium in 1972, all was going swimmingly until the lead guitarist left the stage and was replaced by A. N. Other Guitarist. The new axe-wielder turned his amp up far too loud for Berry’s taste, so Berry stopped in the middle of a song, ordered the new guitarist off the stage and asked the original one back. After the gig Berry’s girlfriend told him that the person he had dismissed had been ‘that Rolling Stones guy’, or as the rest of the world knows him, Keith Richards.

Richards and Berry were probably never destined to be soul-mates. In 1981 they bumped into each other in New York. Berry again failed to recognise Richards, and punched him in the face. In 1983, at Los Angeles International Airport, Berry dropped a lit match down Richards’s shirt. ‘Every time him and me got in contact, whether it’s intentional or not, I end up getting wounded,’ said Richards. When he played the Hollywood Palladium with the X-Pensive Winos in 1988, he welcomed the audience to ‘a stage I’ve been thrown off many times’.
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Celeb, by Charles Peattie and Mark Warren, has been running in Private Eye since the late 1980s. They originally envisioned Gary Bloke as a generic celebrity, but he swiftly mutated into a wrinkly old rock star who never takes off his sunglasses. The strips are presented here in chronological order and span about twenty years.
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