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Los Angeles: A British Fantasy

‘A change in the weather is sufficient to recreate the world and ourselves’ – Marcel Proust

NINETEEN-SEVENTY-FOUR ENDED IN AN INCREDIBLY provident manner. On New Year’s Eve, Mick Fleetwood asked Lindsey Buckingham and Stevie Nicks to officially join Fleetwood Mac, so creating not just one of the superpowered rock groups of the seventies, but also forging a sound and a sensibility that would start to peak six months later with the release of their first collaboration, the eponymous Fleetwood Mac album, a record that would help define the year as well as the decade. It was a concept album whose concept was Los Angeles, as never had a record sounded so Californian, so sumptuous, so golden (honestly, you almost expected the album to come complete with a pair of sunglasses and a poolside ice bucket).

In the same way that, more than 150 years ago, manifest destiny drove American pioneers westward – as hordes of speculators, migrants and would-be moguls staked claim to anything and everything before them as they pressed onwards to the Pacific Ocean – so during the late sixties and early seventies, Los Angeles became the geographic holy grail of American rock music. It didn’t matter if you were an aspiring singer-songwriter like Joni Mitchell or Neil Young, an eager bunch of double-denim guitar players like the Eagles, or an old British blues band like Fleetwood Mac looking for rejuvenation, LA was where you came. It was the Electric Eden, Pacific Exotic, a landscape that never failed to charm.

‘We all watched the sun set in the west every night of adolescence and thought someday about coming out here,’ said the Eagles’ Glenn Frey in the LA Times. ‘It all seemed so romantic . . . The Life magazine articles about Golden Gate Park and the Sunset Strip . . . and the music of the Beach Boys, the Byrds, Buffalo Springfield. It was definitely the archetype of the most beautiful place in the world.’

While the city was still synonymous with Hollywood, with its gilded movie stars, Adobe-style mansions, palm trees and Pacific vistas, at the turn of the decade the Sunset Strip and the local canyons had been colonised by a new generation of migrating musicians who were drawn to the area because of its weather (naturally) and a burgeoning alternative lifestyle. Community. Music. Drugs. Suntanned limbs. And money. This was the land of blue jeans and mirrored shades, of cocaine and convertibles and freeways that went straight to the ocean. Like Vienna at the turn of the last century or Paris in the thirties, in California there was a sense of freedom in the air. It was an enchanted land.

The music industry had also started to shift west from New York, as the culture moved away from Brill Building pop to Laurel Canyon experimentation. The fantasy suggested that all you had to do was walk barefoot along the Sunset Strip and someone would come up to you and offer you a record contract. Sunset Boulevard stretched from the newest hardscrabble immigrants at one end to the oldest and richest immigrants at the other, a twenty-five-mile arrival desk. It was smack-bang in the middle where things were happening, and where dreams were coming true. The geography of the new scene featured the Troubadour, Barney’s Beanery, the Laurel Canyon Country Store, Wonderland Avenue and a host of snazzy new recording studios opening up all over the city. By the mid-seventies, Los Angeles wasn’t just an interesting musical hub, it was the centre of the entire industry. The Californian dream had become a reality. The denim had become designer. Musicians were the new movie stars, with the same mystique, the same gilded lifestyles. Here was seclusion and ostentation, the twin peaks of wealth and fame. In 1975, Los Angeles was still exotic, a testament to the power of ambition, a place where every palm tree looked like a reward, every freeway a route to success. LA was music city and every new arrival was a potential celestial cowboy. But these new arrivals weren’t pioneers, they were settlers.

‘The hippie version of freedom in the sixties was breaking down the Establishment,’ said record producer Lou Adler. ‘We were buying houses in Bel Air; we were becoming the Establishment.’

‘When we came out of the sixties, when pop music had got to be such a revolutionary force, we kind of got nostalgic for the era before that, enamoured of old R&B records,’ said Michael McDonald, who sang with two great examples of seventies stalwarts, Steely Dan and the Doobie Brothers. ‘For us, that music was a kind of panacea to thinking, Well, has much actually changed, socially, after all that effort in the sixties? In the seventies, we kind of got lulled into an escapism of sorts. Our songs had more chord changes, they were harking back to a more romantic kind of musical experience. Steely Dan wanted to be Duke Ellington’s band, you know?’

A friend once said Fleetwood Mac’s Wikipedia page reads like a Russian novel, with new characters popping up before exiting in grim circumstances such as mental illness, alcoholism, adultery, a religious cult and romantic trauma. They’re not wrong. The band was formed in 1967 in London by the guitarist Peter Green, who recruited drummer Mick Fleetwood and bassist John McVie. Honing a hip, blues-rock sound, they had commercial success with songs such as ‘Black Magic Woman’, ‘Man of the World’, ‘Oh Well’ and ‘Albatross’. However, Green’s use of LSD exacerbated his schizophrenia, causing him to quit the band in 1970. He was replaced by Christine Perfect soon after she married John McVie. Various other members came and went, rarely having much lasting impact.

Seeking a reinvention of sorts, in 1974 the band moved to Los Angeles, which was when Mick Fleetwood inadvertently bumped into Lindsey Buckingham at Sound City studio in the San Fernando Valley. He was checking out the studio when the producer played him a demo he’d been working on, just to demonstrate the sound. It turned out to be ‘Frozen Love’ from the Buckingham Nicks album; at that point Buckingham put his head round the door, and the rest is rock and roll history. The couple radically altered the band’s sound, adding a West Coast sheen that would quickly result in hit songs such as ‘Over My Head’, ‘Say You Love Me’, ‘Rhiannon’ and ‘Landslide’ – rich, luscious music that would help make the decade’s mid-point one of the most important in the post-war narrative arc of pop.

In 1975, transatlantic travel was still an exotic experience, only available to the well-to-do. On 21 January 1970, Pan Am started flying passengers from New York to London aboard the very first commercial 747s. Spiral staircases connected two decks, widescreen movies were played in the cabins, and alcohol was available on tap: in the early seventies, the party never stopped. American Airlines removed sixty seats from its luxury fleet of 747s to build a lounge large enough to fit both a piano and a bar that served complimentary cocktails. Continental, meanwhile, equipped its planes with flying pubs, complete with arcade games and complimentary bottles of spirits. If you were a musician travelling from London to LA, you felt as though you deserved it. Pan Am boasted that hot meals were prepared simultaneously in four galley kitchens aboard each flight, and ‘vibration-free’ innovation meant airlines were able to deck out their cabins and triple-sized bathrooms with vases full of fresh-cut flowers. When you arrived on the West Coast you ended up somewhere that didn’t just look futuristic, but felt genuinely alien.

And the Brits loved it. The allure of LA was a geographical manifestation of the US cultural hegemony at the time. The city represented the cultural uplands, an aesthetical dreamland which embraced the commodification of the rapidly developing counterculture.

Nineteen-seventy-five was the last year before the onslaught of punk, the last year in which the sophistication of seventies rock ruled imperiously, unencumbered by the arrival of the scrawny new broom. There is a myth that the long, dark days before punk were full of legions of Southern boogie bands and British prog rock groups, as the likes of Bachman-Turner Overdrive and ZZ Top, and Emerson Lake & Palmer and Jethro Tull roamed the lands, soiling the culture like fancy-dress petrol-pump attendants and university-educated orcs. Received wisdom had it that the immediate period before punk was littered with bloated old dinosaurs who squandered all genuine relationship with their audiences. Bands had grown too old, we were told, too fat, too rich and too pleased with themselves. They had emulated the movie stars of old.

Not strictly true. The mid-seventies was actually dense with extraordinarily sophisticated, mature rock music made by singers, songwriters and musicians who had no problem calling themselves artists. None at all. And the records they made aspired to artistic status: everyone was trying to make their own masterpiece and the sense of competitiveness had not been seen since the mid-sixties. Three-minute milquetoast pop singles had given way to concept albums, pop package tours had been supplanted by rock festivals, and rock in general had a renewed sense of ambition.

Everyone responsible for these records was aged between twenty-five (Steely Dan’s Walter Becker, while Bruce Springsteen was twenty-six) and thirty-five (Smokey Robinson, with Bob Dylan, Chick Corea and George Clinton aged thirty-four). This was the generation the punks would rebel against, twenty- and thirty-somethings who probably already felt as though they’d lived several lifetimes. Neil Young seemed old even to his peers, and he was just thirty, the same age as Bryan Ferry, Bob Marley and Keith Jarrett. Many had different frames of reference, but all were boomers in one way or another. They may have achieved fame at different ages (Patti Smith was twenty-nine in 1975, whereas David Bowie was only twenty-eight and had been having hits since 1969), but they were all cut from the same cloth, often the same yard of denim. It always amused me that Brian Eno and Donna Summer were exactly the same age.

Radio changed in the seventies, as albums became more popular than singles. FM took over from AM, offering superior sound and not plagued by the same static and interference. Mirroring the move in quality, FM radio celebrated music of great length, depth and breadth, produced to an increasingly exalted level. The introduction of FM car radios also helped move the dial. A bigger bandwidth meant you could hear the detail in recordings that were becoming increasingly sophisticated. As twenty-four-track recordings started to become ubiquitous, so consumers wanted the kind of hardware and software that was going to do them justice. By 1975 you could take a mediocre idea and, via a production process that was tantamount to gentrification, turn it into something that was instantly revered and fetishised. This rush to professionalism and ego produced some genuine pillars of ambition, which would make 1975 one of the most important post-war years of all.

It was the apotheosis of adult pop, a year that was rich with near-masterpieces and popularibus rebus: Blood on the Tracks by Bob Dylan, Nighthawks at the Diner by Tom Waits, The Who by Numbers by the Who, Still Crazy After all These Years by Paul Simon, Young Americans by David Bowie, The Köln Concert by Keith Jarrett, Siren by Roxy Music, Nils Lofgren by Nils Lofgren, Wish You Were Here by Pink Floyd, Born to Run by Bruce Springsteen, Another Green World by Brian Eno, The Hissing of Summer Lawns by Joni Mitchell, Captain Fantastic and the Brown Dirt Cowboy by Elton John, That’s the Way of the World by Earth, Wind and Fire, There’s No Place Like America Today by Curtis Mayfield, The Last Record Album by Little Feat, Pour Down Like Silver by Richard and Linda Thompson, Tomorrow Belongs to Me by the Sensational Alex Harvey Band, Marcus Garvey by Burning Spear, Pieces of the Sky by Emmylou Harris, Katy Lied by Steely Dan, One of These Nights by the Eagles, Chocolate City by Parliament, Black and Blue by the Rolling Stones, Why Can’t We Be Friends? by War, Frampton by Peter Frampton, A Night at the Opera by Queen, The Original Soundtrack by 10cc, Dreaming My Dreams by Waylon Jennings, The Heat Is On by the Isley Brothers, Ruth is Stranger than Richard by Robert Wyatt etc. This was civilisation, right here.

In 1975, the New Musical Express (then the great bastion of cultural criticism) were still calling the Who the greatest rock and roll band in the world, the greatest live act and still the best platform for adult insurrection (courtesy of Pete Townshend, of course). The Who by Numbers was also an anomaly, as it was neither cobbled together (like their first three albums, Odds & Sods and even the magisterial Who’s Next), nor was it a concept album like Tommy or Quadrophenia. And yet it was a colossus, a monster of a record that as much as anything was a status report on Townshend’s relationship with his band, his industry and himself. When Townshend first shared the brutally honest, emotionally desolate songs that would comprise The Who by Numbers, Keith Moon walked over from his drum kit and gave the guitarist a massive hug. Townshend was growing up (he was thirty) and he was writing about it. The most important song on the record was ‘How Many Friends’, with lyrics that sounded as though they came straight from the therapist’s couch. On the one hand, they concerned rock and roll’s inability to change the world (one of Townshend’s favourite topics), and on the other they reflected his worrying state of mind. The lyrics alluded to Townshend’s conflicted sexual identity and distance from the rest of the group. As Rolling Stone so eloquently put it, here ‘the protagonist is an aging, still successful rock star, staring drunkenly at the tube with a bottle of gin perched on his head, contemplating his career, his love for the music and his fear that it’s all slipping away.’

Adult-Orientated Rock would soon become a pejorative, and yet here it was in all its thirty-something glory. Rock stars were writing about being older than they were when they started, about reaching an age they never properly contemplated. They were writing about what it felt to leave your teenage years behind. They were writing about the future, but not in the way they had before.

Van Morrison, another sixties star who had just hit thirty, was still basking in the adulation that had come his way after he’d released Veedon Fleece the year before. Having recorded Astral Weeks in 1969 and been swamped with praise for its originality and soulfulness, there had been an insidious narrative based around the idea that Morrison would never top it. But not only was every record he released after that a milestone of Celtic sophistication, Veedon Fleece was viewed by many to be even better than Astral Weeks. It was a record of such pastoral beauty it had put Albinoni, Chopin and Mendelssohn to shame. One critic described part of the record as the sound that grass makes when it’s growing and if there was ever a musical equivalent of Walt Whitman, then this was it.

Morrison actually enjoyed getting old, as the very idea of being a pop star was anathema to him. He was genuinely enigmatic and went to great lengths to distance himself from the world of pop. He even wrote a letter to the Irish Sunday Independent, complaining about their constant references to Van Morrison ‘the Rock Star’, ‘To call me a rock star is absurd,’ he wrote, ‘as anyone who has listened to my music will observe.’

Of course, the best albums of 1975 were driven by a belief that somehow what they were doing was of undoubted benefit to the consumer, but they were applauded for this, by critics and public alike. What rock fan wasn’t going to feel empowered by listening to Physical Graffiti? Which wayward child of the suburbs wasn’t going to be seduced (if only fleetingly) by Lou Reed’s Metal Machine Music? What disco nut wasn’t going to wallow in the futuristic hedonism of Donna Summer’s Love to Love You Baby, the title track of which lasted an astonishing seventeen minutes and took up the whole first side? Which intellectual butterfly wasn’t going to be seduced by this rush of extravagance?

Until 1975, the most celebrated reflection of the black urban experience had been the sweet social commentary of 1971’s What’s Going On by Marvin Gaye. Chocolate City by Parliament, George Clinton and Bootsy Collins’s furious celebration of Washington DC, was a far more empowering statement, epitomised by the narrative in the title track: ‘They still call it the White House, but that’s a temporary condition.’ The album was a didactic diatribe, an allegorical sidestep driven by rumbling funk, where the message really was in the music. Hypothesising what it might be like to have a black administration, the song assigns the following notables to positions of power – Muhammed Ali: president; Aretha Franklin: first lady; James Brown: veep; Richard Pryor: minister of education; Stevie Wonder: secretary of fine arts. Soon, the black experience would be better served by the emerging power of rap, but pre-punk, it was all about Chocolate City.

These records were magisterial, and while the world would soon be full of second division Joni Mitchells, Bob Marleys and Led Zeppelins, the whole point of them was that they couldn’t be bettered. Who could realistically make a more sophisticated album than The Hissing of Summer Lawns? Or a more complex hard rock album than Physical Graffiti? Or a record as unimpeachable and as prescient as Horses?

‘No one expected me,’ said Patti Smith at the time. ‘Everything awaited me,’ she added, by way of explanation. And, beyond cocky, and convinced of her own importance, she meant it.

Here was the rock canon right before our eyes, a bunch of records that are increasingly recognised as the benchmarks not just of mid-seventies rock music, but of all time. There was nothing postmodern about these albums, either, nothing that nodded towards the contrary or the ironic. They were less about ideology and far more about extreme personal expression. Perhaps that’s why so many of the great records of the period were American. To those of us here in the cold and the rain, the sunny climes of the US just seemed so colourful and alluring. The Americans certainly thought themselves as not tethered to any particular pop narrative. They were just doing what the hell they liked. America was still bathed in a mythic glow and, while Watergate and Vietnam had taken the shine off their imperial ideology, the country still seemed warm and expansive. This is what the philosopher Jean Baudrillard described as ‘Astral America . . . Star-blasted, horizontally by the car, altitudinally by the plane, electronically by television, geologically by deserts . . . the power museum . . . for the whole world.’

This was a new Gilded Age, a time of great cultural prosperity but political corruption. If a mood board of the sixties looked like a fairground poster of psychedelic Victoriana as seen through a pair of rose-tinted glasses, its seventies’ equivalent looked like an interiors shoot in a glossy magazine, probably featuring tubular steel lighting, cedar-toned furniture, geometric wallpaper and gargantuan, if perfectly manicured, palms. Levity might be suggested by some Hawaiian-style bamboo lettering. The only revolution that happened in the seventies was a lifestyle revolution. If the sixties were all about limitless possibilities, the seventies brought commodified culture for the bourgeoisie. If the sixties had been a glorious explosion of postwar expression, the seventies would try and turn it into hyperreal entertainment. The world was too scary a place to do anything else. Nevertheless, real life had a way of creeping its way into the culture regardless. Post-Watergate cynicism would start to cake the consciousness of the political and popular imagination, providing a dense, gritty texture that affected everything from music to cinema to literature, as well as the recently empowered genre of long-form journalism. Socially, culturally, geopolitically, the world was changing.

By the mid-seventies, pop media was changing too, driven in the US by titles such as Rolling Stone and Creem, and in the UK by the New Musical Express, the Melody Maker and Sounds, all of which foregrounded writing that emerged out of personal involvement, rather than the objectivity and fawning that was the bread and butter of traditional coverage of the entertainment industry. In this respect, the music press was echoing the alternative press of the sixties. By 1975 the mainstream had subsumed the underground, much like the music itself.

In many respects, the mid-seventies were an unapologetic flight into seriousness, a domain determined by talent as much as attitude. The album, meanwhile, was venerated as much as the modern novel. It was a unit of expertise, a measure of worth. And 1975 would be the zenith of what we would soon call ‘classic rock’. The largest consumer demographic was all mostly the same age, between early teens and mid- to late-twenties. And while there was a greater distance between these two markers in the seventies, as a homogeneous mass they all acted broadly as one. You might have been a fan of Pink Floyd’s moody and portentous Wish You Were Here at the age of fifteen, and you might see them in some gargantuan hall like Earls Court: the people in front of you in the expensive cowboy boots, Snoopy badges and butterfly-collared shirts weren’t going to be over thirty. Not much, anyway. We were all experiencing this music for the first time, whether we were novices or seasoned customers. Music no longer had a single purpose, which made it generally more interesting. The broadly sketched counter cultural explosions of the sixties had shattered any idea of a common cause: individuality was now its own cause, and of course every individual had individual tastes. There was something for everyone! In 1975 there was something for a Smokey Robinson person, a Steely Dan person, a Bob Marley person. Cursory or obsessive, it was all here.

Generally, there was an attempt at respectability. Whether you were writing about the rich (Joni Mitchell), elaborately dissecting the modern marriage (Bob Dylan), using personal tragedy as a metaphor for political collapse (Neil Young) or channelling the hypnosis of social conditioning (Kraftwerk), you were producing work to be written about at length in the New York Times (if you were lucky). It wasn’t enough to have a cover story in Rolling Stone; you also needed a three-thousandword essay which compared your work to nineteenth-century French novelists or sixteenth-century Italian painters. In the minds of the people making them, as well as the people underwriting them, these albums were proper works of art.

The times deserved them. The US was just starting to come out of a recession caused by OPEC’s oil crisis, heavy government spending on the Vietnam War, and a Wall Street stock crash. During the 1973 Arab-Israeli War, Arab members of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries had imposed an embargo on the United States in retaliation for their decision to re-supply the Israeli military and to gain leverage in the post-war peace negotiations (Egypt would reopen the Suez canal in June). It was also the longest economic downturn in the US since the Great Depression. Unemployment peaked at 9 per cent, 2.3 million jobs were lost, and the dollar had an average inflation rate of 10.08 per cent per year between 1973 and 1975, producing a cumulative price increase of -17.47 per cent. Nevertheless, the American economy began to emerge from the recession during March 1975. Industrial production started to improve, the unemployment and inflation rates began to fall and consumer confidence even showed a slight increase.

At the end of April, the last few Americans still in South Vietnam were airlifted out of the country as Saigon fell to communist forces. American diplomats were on the front lines, organising what would be the most ambitious helicopter evacuation in history. North Vietnamese Colonel Bùi Tín, accepting the surrender of South Vietnam later in the day, remarked, ‘You have nothing to fear; between Vietnamese there are no victors and no vanquished. Only the Americans have been defeated.’

The Vietnam War was the longest and most unpopular foreign war in US history and cost 58,000 American lives. As many as two million Vietnamese soldiers and civilians were killed. In light of his loss of political support and the near certainty that he would be impeached and removed from office because of the Watergate scandal (Watergate players John Mitchell, H. R. Haldeman and John D. Ehrlichman were sentenced to two-and-a-half to eight years for conspiracy and obstruction of justice) Richard Nixon resigned the presidency on 9 August 1974, the day after addressing the nation on television. The Nixons flew to their home in San Clemente, California, along with many of his staff. Every day he was at his desk by 7 a.m., surrounded by his press team, who had almost nothing to do. Some would say his successor in the White House, Gerald Ford, did much the same. Nineteen-seventy-four was tumultuous, but it also felt strangely vacant, an un-year. Elsewhere, the overthrow of Ethiopia’s Haile Selassie in 1974 shook the Rastafari community, while his subsequent death in 1975 resulted in a crisis of faith for many practitioners.The year also witnessed the death of Franco, ending more than forty years of Spanish dictatorship.

Nineteen-seventy-five would also see the return of someone who had represented the very best of sixties’ idealism, George Harrison. Not that anyone was interested, mind. While the two primary Beatles would both release substandard records – Paul McCartney and Wings’s Venus and Mars and John Lennon’s Rock ’n’ Roll – it was Harrison’s Extra Texture that was the real gem. The fact it was ignored shows the way in which the sixties were being finally laid to rest. This was Harrison’s ‘soul’ record; sure, it was melancholic, but it was full of swing and melody. The album included ‘This Guitar (Can’t Keep From Crying)’, which was both a sequel to Harrison’s 1968 ‘While My Guitar Gently Weeps’ and a rebuttal to Rolling Stone, whose savaging of his recent tour he would never forgive. Critics hated the album, framing it as Harrison’s weakest, most slapdash work and confirmation he was in decline. They said he was ‘burning out’ and ‘running out of gas’. Ironically, Harrison hadn’t enjoyed making it as he hadn’t enjoyed being in LA. He found it too dark and too cynical.

The city naturally had its flip side. The likes of Joni Mitchell, Gram Parsons, Jackson Browne and Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young had created a singer-songwriter culture that was based primarily in Laurel Canyon, a kind of resting place for the counter cultural, denim-clad wastrels who had moved to the city at the end of the sixties. For them – and the disenfranchised, rebellious youths who followed them – LA was a different place by the mid-seventies, a cynical city mired in cocaine. Linda Ronstadt, another member of the Hollywood country set, said cocaine ‘made people deaf, it made people dead and it made people real obnoxious.’ It was impossible to avoid, as the music industry appeared to be fuelled by the drug. No record company meeting was complete without someone getting out their coke spoon, no host would dream of holding a party without a coffee table full of white powder and it became the city’s transactional drug of choice – for record contracts, media interviews, management deals, sex, everything.

Neil Bogart was the legendary head of Casablanca Records, who masterminded the careers of Kiss, Donna Summer and George Clinton’s Parliament. He was known for his drug use, which for a time defined the company. He famously had a buzzer under his desk to control entry into his office. It was a necessary precaution, as every week a drug dealer known as ‘Pock Face’, with bad acne, would visit to take his orders. He needed privacy. ‘It all went down on expense reports,’ said one executive. ‘An ounce of weed was, “A nice steak and a bottle of Bordeaux.”’ So much weed was smoked that the aroma permeated the rest of the building via the air conditioning. Cocaine was routinely snorted off desks, regardless of who was in the office at the time. ‘Was it worse for drugs at Casablanca than at other record companies?’ ponders Kiss’s teetotal Gene Simmons, as published in Classic Rock in 2022. ‘Yes, it was. I never approved of it. But the atmosphere was never mean-spirited, like it was at other companies.’

At the time it was difficult to think of Los Angeles as anything but a debaucherous sprawl, a zip code of barely disguised opportunity. Anyone in the music industry turning up at LAX from Heathrow or Gatwick was treated like visiting rock royalty, even songwriters.

‘As soon as you made it through immigration there would be a limousine with blacked out windows waiting for you,’ said one regular A&M Records writer, a Brit who spent much of 1975 in the air. ‘Inside would be an extremely compliant young lady with a five-hundreddollar smile who would proceed to open a jewel box full of cocaine and then give you a blow job as you were driven to the Sunset Marquis. There was nothing odd about it. The only strange thing would have been if it didn’t happen. It was a perk of the job. Every record company was obsessed with keeping their talent, and woman and drugs were commodities.’

The hippies were now breadheads: on their massive 1974 tour, Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young were different men from the ones who had encouraged us all to ‘Teach Your Children Well’; Stephen Stills told Rolling Stone’s Cameron Crowe that in terms of tours, ‘We did one for the art and the music, one for the chicks. This one’s for the cash.’ It wasn’t unusual to see crew members wearing the popular T-shirt, ‘NO HEAD, NO BACKSTAGE PASS’. Sex was everywhere in 1975, especially at the infamous Troubadour, the legendary club on Santa Monica Boulevard owned by the equally legendary Doug Weston. The author Eve Babitz (who was once photographed playing chess naked with artist Marcel Duchamp) used to hang out at the bar. ‘You can smell the semen out on the street,’ she said, appalled at the libidinous nature of the club. One of the waitresses said, ‘You had to wear a diaphragm just to walk through – it was enough to get you pregnant just standing there.’

At the top of the indulgence tree sat Led Zeppelin (the double-denim Vikings) and the Eagles (the celestial cowboys), with their personalised planes, imported cases of Château Lafite Rothschild, loosey-goosey groupies and mini-mountains of coke. The Eagles’ hotel ‘3E’ (or ‘Third Encore’) parties were Bacchanalian epics that will probably never be equalled. ‘Led Zeppelin could argue with us, but I think we might have thrown the greatest travelling party of the seventies,’ said Glenn Frey. Don Henley’s enthusiasm for extracurricular activities made him something of a Hollywood legend. One particular incident at his California home, which featured five sex workers, a sex aid and prodigious amounts of cocaine, was excessive enough to feature in a book, the famous sexual exposé of La-La Land You’ll Never Make Love in This Town Again. A few years later, Henley called paramedics to his home, where a sixteen-yearold girl was found naked and claiming she had overdosed on quaaludes and cocaine. She was arrested for prostitution, while a fifteen-year-old girl found in the house was arrested for being under the influence of drugs. Henley was arrested and subsequently charged for contributing to the delinquency of a minor. He pled no contest and was fined $2,500 and put on two years’ probation.

The freewheeling sixties’ culture had morphed into something far more strident, which in its own way was just as confrontational, a culture trying to capture the turbulence of the times. And Hollywood was feeding into that. The wider culture involved the still-unmatched dominance of US independent cinema, and a counterculture that was being subsumed into mainstream entertainment (as the Vietnam War ended, the sixties finally came to an end, ignoring the artificial calendrical finish five years earlier). This was a golden period of renewal in film with a roster of genuine auteurs: Martin Scorsese, Francis Ford Coppola, Robert Altman, Hal Ashby, Terrence Malick, Peter Bogdanovich, Roman Polanski, William Friedkin, Dennis Hopper, Bob Rafelson, Steven Spielberg and George Lucas who bestowed upon us such monumental works as The Godfather, Nashville, Five Easy Pieces, Taxi Driver, Jaws, The Last Detail, Star Wars and The Exorcist, many of which reflected the societal upheavals of the times.

Warren Beatty’s Shampoo was another film that caught the zeitgeist in 1975. Co-written by Beatty and Robert Towne, the movie follows a promiscuous Beverly Hills hairdresser on election day in 1968, as he juggles his relationships with various women (‘As long as I can remember, when I see a pretty girl and I go after her and I make her, it’s like I’m going to live for ever,’ says his character). The film is ostensibly a satire focusing on the theme of sexual politics and late-sixties’ sexual and social mores, and yet it couldn’t be more seventies. After all, this is a film about a hairdresser; in the sixties, this was an occupation that, while you could squint and imagine a British version starring Michael Caine in his Alfie guise, would more than likely have been turned into a silly farce, a Swinging London sex-romp or faux-James Bond knock-off like the Matt Helm parodies. By 1975, being a Los Angeles hairdresser had genuine cachet; the phenomenally successful Hollywood producer Jon Peters got his break by cutting Barbra Streisand’s locks, having established himself as a hairdresser who dyed women’s pubic hair. At the time, Beatty was as famous for his prolific and unabashedly public love life as he was for being an ambitious cinematic auteur, and even though the film was a light-hearted goof on Beatty’s movie-star persona, in a weird way it legitimised him. To amplify the echoes of Beatty’s tabloid image, two of his real-life ex-girlfriends, Goldie Hawn and Julie Christie, were cast as two of his conquests. It didn’t hurt the film at the box office, either, that one of Christie’s lines – ‘I want to suck his cock!’ – became a cause célèbre (at a time when such language was still considered verboten by most mainstream media).

Miloš Forman’s One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest was the second highest-grossing film of the year and was one of the high points of seventies cinema. Based on the novel by Ken Kesey, the movie stars Jack Nicholson as a new patient in an Oregon psychiatric hospital, alongside Louise Fletcher as a sadistic nurse. Originally announced in 1962 with Kirk Douglas starring, the film took thirteen years to develop. Released on 19 November, it’s considered to be one of the greatest films ever made and was the second to win all five major Academy Awards (Best Picture, Best Actor, Best Actress, Best Director and Best Screenplay), following It Happened One Night in 1934. The New York Times said Nicholson slipped into his role with such easy grace that it was difficult to remember him in any other film.

Jaws premiered in the US on 20 June, when Americans were still reeling from Watergate and from the final death spiral in Vietnam. Here was an opportunity for escapism, one the public grabbed with both hands. The film not only changed the way we perceived swimming in the ocean, but it also changed for ever the film industry as we knew it – Hollywood, the summer and the notion of the seasonal blockbuster. Almost immediately it became the highest-grossing movie in history, a critical as well as popular success that was perceived as a new cultural phenomenon, focusing on fast-paced and exciting entertainment which would spark conversations beyond the cinema as well as repeated viewings. Its success was quintessentially American: because it was a phenomenon, its popularity itself was as much of a talking point as the movie, injecting a revived competitive spirit into Hollywood that hadn’t been seen for decades. It redefined the parameters of a ‘hit’ – artistically, demographically and financially.

American literature was also in its pomp in a pumped-up period featuring Larry McMurtry, E. L. Doctorow, Toni Morrison, David Mamet, Hunter S. Thompson, Erica Jong, Saul Bellow, Robert Pirsig, Alex Haley, Thomas Pynchon, William Kotzwinkle and Tom Wolfe. Here, as elsewhere, cultural self-reflection was intense, feeding into what Wolfe would famously label the ‘Me’ decade – atomised individualism in a pampered world of self-development and psychological overindulgence.

The seventies became a decade of intense cultural self-reflection. And, as always, there were writers aplenty ready in the wings ready to throw their pennies into the conversation. A less self-absorbed project was Alex Haley’s Roots, which told the semi-fictional story of Kunta Kinte, kidnapped from his African village to become a plantation slave in Virginia, then a soldier in the American civil war. Meticulously researched and viscerally worded, the publishers spent most of 1975 planning its launch. It won a Pulitzer Prize, remained at the top of the New York Times bestseller list for twenty-two weeks and, by 1977, had sold more than six million copies. Soon after, bookstores prepared for the phenomenon that became The World According to Garp by John Irving. It was the story of the life – and times – of T. S. Garp, the illegitimate son of a feminist leader who rapes a mentally infirm soldier to have a baby by herself. Dickensian in scope, the book charted Garp’s life from cradle to grave, as a menagerie of characters – a former football star turned transgender activist, murderers, wrestlers, fortune tellers, cult members and a unicycling bear, to name a few – drifted in and out of his life. For many, it was their first exposure to an openly trans character and an openly asexual character in fiction, and the first book that confronted toxic masculinity and sexual violence head-on. It was a feminist novel written by a man and, in Irving’s own words, ‘an ode to the women’s movement’.

By the time he published The Philosophy of Andy Warhol (From A to B and Back Again) in September, Warhol had already had more than his fair share of interpreters. The artist not only loved attention, he also enjoyed and actively encouraged misinterpretation. In this he was a lot like Bob Dylan, who was only too happy to let a generation of over-eager critics paint inaccurate portraits. Warhol had been called everything from an observer and pernicious corrupter to satiric reformer and charlatan. So, it was a surprise when he agreed to pen (with his frequent collaborator, Pat Hackett, and Interview magazine’s Bob Colacello) an autobiography of sorts. a two-book deal and was also meant to deliver a biography of Paulette Goddard, which never happened. True to form, what Warhol produced only encouraged more speculation as to the veracity of his vision. The book was something of a hit, although it didn’t tell you any more about Warhol than you already didn’t know, it just presented the disinformation in a different way. There were sections of the book that told us about Andy’s private life which were fresh and illuminating, but in sum it was yet another example of what one reviewer called his ability ‘to make himself into a machinelike presence devoid of empathy’. At one point in the book, he says: ‘If someone asks me, “What’s your problem?” I’d have to say, “Skin.”’

The continued popularity of British artist David Hockney was another example of just how in thrall to California we were in the UK. Hockney had emigrated in the sixties, and the lens through which he saw California became the way we all looked at it from the UK; it didn’t matter how fractured or how nuanced Hockney’s work was, his figurative rendering of bluer-than-blue swimming pools, brighter-than-bright skies and photographer Slim Aarons-style socialites looked impossibly glamorous. He was so famous; his work was used as the inspiration for the title sequence of the Herbert Ross film of Neil Simon’s California Suite. Hockney had always excelled at capturing lifestyle, and in the seventies the California lifestyle was one that anyone could aspire to. They obviously couldn’t have it, as California was a luxury that few in the UK could afford (most people couldn’t even afford to visit), so by dint of that it became even more exotic.

California was at the forefront of sexual politics; San Francisco in particular had already become the most liberal city in North America. By 1975, the Castro district was established as the country’s most prominent centre of what would become the LGBT community, a rainbow-coloured neighbourhood that was already a Mecca for young gay people all over the world. In 1975, California legalised consensual homosexuality, as Castro Street began to eclipse Polk Street as the cool gay address in San Francisco. Polk Street was a string of bars. The Castro was an entire district. The Castro had Victorian houses and churches, bookstores and restaurants, gyms, dry cleaners, supermarkets and even an elected member of the Board of Supervisors.

Homosexuality had been legal in the UK for eight years by 1975, but while most gay entertainers and rock stars were circumspect about their sexual proclivities, the general mood in the country was one of great tolerance. Especially in the gay discos of central London. A year later the city witnessed the arrival of Bang, London’s first gay superclub. Held at the Sundown on Charing Cross Road every Monday and subsequently on Thursdays as the night’s popularity grew, Bang could fit a thousand people, and had the loudest sound system in the West End.

The differences between American and British music were largely meteorological. In the UK, the cold and the grey were reflected in the edge and resilience of the songwriters and performers we produced; in the US, the music was as polished as the skies. Gentrification in Los Angeles promised a world that bore few similarities to the rock scene in the UK, which could often feel as prosaic and as underpowered as the economy. In LA there were palm trees, big mettlesome cars, cocktails, sunshine and a burgeoning, preordained luxury lifestyle. In the UK the trains were late, the food was awful and pubs always closed too early.

To us Brits, America was genuinely exotic, something we loved from a distance, but also something we would eventually betray. As record buyers, our interests were – with very few exceptions – mainly British and American. In the US, where the economy was stronger, music was less important and more commodified; in the UK, where cultural reverence was all, it was a period when we found it difficult to disguise our curiosity about American culture. It just seemed so much bigger, so much more fun and so much more glamorous. Of course, from a distance of fifty years, it’s easy to forget that in the seventies, there was still some resistance to American culture in the UK, and even more so in mainland Europe. On one hand, there was a sense that US culture was reductive, like a hamburger: standardised, mass-produced and packaged. American network television was always used as an analogy: sponsored programming in which quality was sacrificed for reach and budget. On the other hand, there was international wariness surrounding the globalisation of US culture, a culture that was repeatedly accused of being slick, anodyne and neutered. ‘Oh, it’s so American,’ was a common complaint, meaning the type of Americanism that equated size with success. Throughout the decade, America strobed like a lighthouse on all our horizons, whether we were happy about it or not.

Britain at the time was experiencing skyrocketing inflation and unemployment (stagflation, in other words), a wide range of strikes and states of emergency. The British therefore were suffering from a sense of despair and pessimism, scared the country was ungovernable. Consequently, life in Britain at the time could sometimes feel smaller and colder than in the US. The UK was still recovering from the three-day-week, which had been introduced by Edward Heath’s Conservative government to conserve electricity, owing to industrial action by coal miners and railway workers. Television shut down at 10.30 p.m., pubs were closed and families ate dinner by candlelight. Football stadiums were banned from using floodlights, meaning matches had to be moved to weekday afternoons.

The measure was a major disaster for the Heath government, contributing to the losses in both 1974 elections, in February and October (both won by Labour’s Harold Wilson). And yet the country still felt almost under siege, as Wilson’s government attempted to stem Britain’s economic collapse; so dire did things become that, in early 1975, five pence in every pound spent by the government was borrowed from abroad. It was understood that during the years of Wilson’s leadership, his private and political secretary, Marcia Williams, was the single most influential figure among his staff. She exerted an unrivalled degree of power throughout his four periods as prime minister but became a source of conflict that clouded his years in Number 10 and would eventually diminish his political standing. She exerted a terrifying amount of control over Wilson, wielding lunch access to her boss like a weaponised press officer.

At one point, Wilson sneaked off from a dull function to do some work with his speechwriter, Joe Haines. Williams was furious. ‘You little cunt,’ she said to the prime minister, on finding him in his study. ‘What do you think you’re doing? You come back with me at once.’ And so, he did. He always did. At the time there were rumours of a proposal to assassinate her, with Wilson’s doctor suggesting to Haines and the policy chief, Bernard Donoughue, that they rid the PM of his troublesome mistress with a hefty dose of tranquillisers.

Margaret Drabble’s novel The Ice Age echoed the climate of malaise in a country ‘sliding, sinking, shabby, dirty, lazy, inefficient, dangerous, in its death throes, worn out, clapped out, occasionally lashing out’. She readily admitted that ‘the whole idea’ for it ‘came from reading newspapers’. She describes London as a sinking ship and the country as a whole in a collective state of decay and anxiety: prices are rising but the value of the pound is sinking; manufacturing firms are going into liquidation while other workers are striking. ‘All over the country, people blamed other people for all the things that were going wrong – the trade unions, the present government, the miners, the car workers, the seamen, the Arabs, the Irish, their own husbands, their own wives, their own idle good-for-nothing offspring, comprehensive education.’ As Drabble said, the ice age arrived when ‘the flow had ceased to flow: the ball had stopped rolling’.

Drabble didn’t invent the ‘condition-of-England’ novel, but as the Paris Review said, she did identify a gap in the market during the seventies, capturing the miasma of the age like a plume of smog under a bell jar. If there was one thing that separated both cultures it was sport (the British didn’t celebrate baseball, basketball, hockey or American football) and the partisan nature of its supporters: and in the UK that meant football hooligans. By 1975, fighting at the football had become so commonplace that it had become an -ism, presented by officialdom as an ideology. It had become an accepted part of the experience. For instance, on 25 October, trouble flared at Upton Park, the home of West Ham, between their supporters and those of Manchester United. It was so bad that play was stopped for twenty minutes. Earlier in the year, Leeds United were banned from Europe after their fans rioted after the European Cup Final against Bayern Munich in Paris. This kind of behaviour was anathema to Americans and illustrated the differences in youth culture, which was as pertinent to music as it was to sport. Law enforcement, distance and patriotism also fed into the narrative, but fundamentally sports venues in the US weren’t theatres of performative and tribal violence. Sport, like music, was largely entertainment.

Following Edward Heath’s losses, Margaret Thatcher challenged him to a leadership contest which she won. ‘For me it’s like a dream,’ said Thatcher, on being crowned the new Tory don in February 1975. The Guardian called her the new lioness of Conservatism, a queen-like figure in black taffeta – ‘a pinkish tulip providing the only decoration’. How did she feel about facing the prime minister, Harold Wilson? ‘About the same as he feels facing me. There is much to be done and I hope you will allow me time to do it thoughtfully and well. Yes, there are going to be some changes – a blend of continuity and change.’ Even the people’s paper found the need to ask her about the scepticism surrounding the appointment of a woman to the chief Tory job. ‘Give me a chance,’ she said.

On 5 June, Britain held its first referendum on whether the UK should stay in or leave the Common Market. The majority voted ‘Yes’ – 17,378,581 people (67.2 per cent) – to remain in Europe. ‘Everyone should turn out in this referendum and vote “Yes”, so that the question is over once and for all, we are really in Europe, and ready to go ahead,’ said Thatcher in a TV interview. Labour was confusingly split over the issue. A suspension of cabinet responsibility allowed senior figures to campaign against the government position, with Tony Benn being widely mocked for encouraging a “No” vote. The UK press was largely positive, with only the Spectator and the Daily Worker aligning themselves with the Outs. With memories of the Second World War still relatively fresh, closer European cooperation was seen as a crucial means of avoiding future conflict. Suddenly, we had options. The twentieth century was turning into a century of choice. The Sex Discrimination Act came into force along with the Equal Pay Act on 29 December, aiming to end unequal pay between men and women in the workplace.

Don Revie managed the England football team (Alf Ramsey had been fired after England failed to qualify for the 1974 World Cup in West Germany), Richard Dunn had become the British Heavyweight boxing champion (he would unsuccessfully challenge Muhammad Ali for the World Heavyweight title in 1976) and James Hunt finished fourth in the Formula 1 championship (winning the following year). The most popular show on British television was The Sweeney, ITV’s adrenalised detective show about the Flying Squad starring John Shaw as Detective Inspector Regan, with Dennis Waterman as Detective Sergeant George Carter. It was the first British police series to be shot on 16 mm film, entirely on location. Some said the star of the programme was the car they drove, a bronze three-litre Consul GT. Its success reflected the gritty reality of the decade. Here, the plain-clothes detectives acted no different from the villains. ‘We’re the Sweeney, son, and we haven’t had any dinner – so unless you want a kicking . . .’ A new album cost £2.99, a not inconsiderable sum, and an investment, almost. Even though albums sold in their hundreds of thousands, sometimes millions (in the UK, Pink Floyd’s Wish You Were Here was the year’s bestseller; in the US it was Fleetwood Mac), buying one wasn’t a decision taken lightly. The radio hit of the year was ‘Make Me Smile (Come Up and See Me)’ by Steve Harley and Cockney Rebel, a glorious earworm that appeared to be pre-programmed into every pub jukebox. Originally a vengeful, gut-wrenching dirge, it had been overhauled by the producer Alan Parsons, who had ramped up the speed and turned it into a breezy feelgood jaunt that sounded like a love song. Apart from Harley’s cockney lilt, it sounded as though it was built for car radios hurtling down Santa Monica Boulevard.

While there was a natural abandonment of sixties’ idealism in Britain, many of the phenomena we often associate with the time – from denim, long hair and flares to provocative obscenity, the proliferation of class B drugs and ideological self-improvement (the Swinging Sixties affected less than one per cent of the population) – only achieved mass purchase in the seventies. Change didn’t just affect the young; consequently, and complementing what was also happening in the US, the newly aspirational classes were satirised in Mike Leigh’s Abigail’s Party, Dick Clement and Ian La Frenais’ Whatever Happened to the Likely Lads? and John Cleese and Connie Booth’s Fawlty Towers.

If, by 1975, it appeared as though the seventies had finally arrived, change was imminent, especially in Britain. Even though almost all the progenitors of punk were American, it was the UK where it gained proper socio-economic and cultural traction because it was in the UK where it was most needed. In the US it was little more than a style, a style among many others which continued to blossom throughout the seventies. And so it was that the emergence of the Sex Pistols signalled the beginning of the end of a certain kind of American imperialism. And it started in 1975, a year that inadvertently celebrated artistry, ambition, and the refinement of a culture that had started twenty-one years earlier, way back in July 1954, when Elvis Presley recorded ‘That’s All Right’. If we can say that popular, post-war pop started that year, then it reached its very apex in 1975, a year which represented the very best of what a generation could achieve. The narrative arc had reached its crown. The seventies is still often painted as the decade that taste forgot (endearingly foolish fashions, embarrassing TV programmes, trite pop music, etc.), and yet for some the decade remains the high point of post-war pop culture. In some respects, 1975 is difficult to top.

1975 is an attempt to reclaim and redeem the mid-seventies, and to celebrate the ambition and artistic reach of the pre-punk culture, one that seemed to coalesce in the fantasy land of California. This period wasn’t the cultural desert we have been led to believe by those who still treat 1976 as a cultural watershed. There were many great records released in 1975, yet the ones in this book are the ones that best realise their ambitions, the ones that best reflect the culture of the time – a culture of unrelenting depth, expertise and sophistication.

For recorded music, 1975 was one of the greatest years on record, a year that was responsible for some of the most mature and worldly records ever made.

In 1975, I’ve chosen twenty-one of the best records of the year, some of which were genuinely influential (Horses, ’75, Another Green World), and others which were simply exemplary examples of high art (The Hissing of Summer Lawns, Katy Lied). In each chapter I’ve taken a deep dive into the milieu which surrounded them, painting a picture of what these worlds were like: Californian cool, New York edge, London style, Jamaican imperialism, German technology, adult-orientated angst, ambient existentialism etc. For context, I’ve also included a Cultural Diary, a number of paramount cultural moments which impacted on the year, some of which had echoes of the sixties, and some which foretold the eighties in cinema, television, publishing, politics, terrorism, fashion, art, the theatre etc. Some are American, others not. As magazines were still so important to the culture, they’ve been included too (the NME, Rolling Stone, Interview, the Sunday Times Magazine, Street Life, Nova, Ritz, New West).


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.png
197

The Year the World Forgot

DYLAN JONES





