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FOREWORD

Far too often, ABBA are associated with the disco character of their many hits, such as Dancing Queen, Take a Chance on Me, Voulez-Vous, and The Winner Takes It All. Yet putting them into that musical category is a mistake that should be rectified once and for all, for their recorded work is much more complex than it seems. While the talents of the composers Benny Andersson and Björn Ulvaeus, the group’s masterminds, have never been called into question, their creative genius has yet to be discovered by the uninitiated.

At the peak of a career that would last just ten years, ABBA had become the biggest group in the world. Having gone into standby mode in 1982, they disappeared from view for a time, before making a triumphant comeback in 1992, enjoying from then on the high esteem of pop fans all over the planet. Since that magical year, the importance of their music in popular culture has only increased, to the point that it has become unavoidable, obvious, and necessary. For the team behind the All the Songs series, the idea of a plunge into the heart of ABBA’s recorded work was thus indispensable in and of itself. While the group’s songs had gone from being hits to being popular anthems, it made sense to study their varied, copious repertoire and rediscover its history, marked by the meeting, marriage, and finally divorce of Agnetha Fältskog and Björn Ulvaeus, and of Anni-Frid Lyngstad and Benny Andersson. Beyond their timeless songs, adored the world over, the group appealed through their simple lifestyle, the unforgettable performances of their charismatic female singers, and their hit songs inspired by 1950s British rock, The Beach Boys’ Californian pop, and the folk songs of Fleetwood Mac. Although imbued with sadness, their compositions are luminous, and even today heal wounds like nothing else. The proof is that these 528 pages devoted to ABBA will certainly seem to you the best remedy for the worries of daily life.
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ABBA at the height of their career, April 1977.


ABBA,
THE BEGINNINGS

On 13 September 1963, a young band from Västervik, a medium-sized Swedish town 160 miles (275km) south of Stockholm, entered the studios of the radio station in Norrköping to take part in the initial round of the talent show Plats På Scen (“On Stage”). West Bay Singers were inspired by the pop music of The Beatles and The Beach Boys, and also played songs that evoked traditional folk music as performed by the American band The Kingston Trio. The Swedish group, comprising Hansi Schwarz (vocals), Björn Ulvaeus (guitar and vocals), Johan Karlberg (guitar and vocals), and Tonny Roth (bass and vocals), were not newcomers to the music business: their sheer determination and love of performing had taken them on an impromptu tour across Europe that summer. So it was with great aplomb and brimming with self-confidence that they stood in front of the jury that day at the talent contest for young musicians. Their efforts paid off for the four twenty-somethings, as their performance took them through to the next round, scheduled for 30 September. But despite their hunger for success and their strong motivation, they had no idea that their future would be sealed in the two weeks leading up to that next round of Plats På Scen.

Ensnared by Polar Music

Sveriges Radio, Sweden’s national radio station and the contest organizer, keen to promote its search for new talent, had placed an ad in the national daily Expressen about the event and the artists who had got through the first round. A photograph of West Bay Singers, featuring the four aspiring musicians looking as proud as Liverpool’s Fab Four, caught the eye of Bengt Bernhag, one of the two founders of the Stockholm-based record label Polar Music. Bernhag, a renowned producer in the Swedish music industry, had created the label in 1963 with his friend Stig Anderson, a lyricist known for the hundreds of songs he had written over the years for various Swedish artists. Anderson was on the lookout for new talent to join his stable, and he contacted West Bay Singers to request a demo of their songs. The two producers were impressed with the hastily recorded cassette and they tried to lure the band to join their label before the first round of the Plats På Scen contest. Stig Anderson was the one who met with the musicians, presenting himself as a successful impresario and reeling off a full list of his hit songs. After meeting with the artistic directors of the prestigious RCA record company, the members of West Bay Singers decided to place their trust in Anderson and Bernhag, won over by their ambition and the fact that their label was small enough to offer a personalized service.

Polar Music’s first move was to persuade the band to change its name, dropping the pop feel in favor of a smoother, more traditional image. They became Hootenanny Singers, in reference to a music trend that was very popular in the USA at the time. Represented by artists such as Pete Seeger and the veteran Woody Guthrie, hootenanny would go on to inspire singers on the emerging New York folk scene, led by Bob Dylan, Dave Van Ronk, and Karen Dalton, who were transforming the genre with more politically committed and often far more melancholic music than was common in American folk standards. “We wanted them to change their style, however,” Stig Anderson explained in 1980. “Hootenanny was big in the States at the time and we wanted a group that sang in Swedish. Even twenty years ago all the groups sang in English.”1
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Photo session for the Ring Ring album cover with Bengt H Malmqvist behind the camera.
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Noel “Paul” Stookey, Mary Travers, and Peter Yarrow formed the folk trio Peter, Paul and Mary in 1961.



Birth of Hootenanny Singers

So it was as Hootenanny Singers that the group appeared on Plats På Scen on 30 September 1963, singing an American folk classic, 500 Miles Away from Home, popularized the previous year by Peter, Paul and Mary. Not yet resolved on singing in their mother tongue, they performed the song in English. The jury was unanimous: Hootenanny Singers qualified for the semifinals, which would be broadcast on TV several weeks later. No time to lose for Anderson and Bernhag, who saw this event as an opportunity to grow Polar Music: they sent their protégés to Metronome studios in Stockholm to record their first songs. Under the guidance of in-house sound engineer Rune Persson, four tracks were laid down during the session on 20 October 1963: Ann-Margret, Ingen Enda Höst, Ave Maria No Morro and Jag Väntar vid min Mila, a hit song by the Swedish singer and lute player Gunnar Turesson, who had released it as a 78rpm entitled Jag Väntar in the early 1940s.

Despite their reluctance to be seen as the heirs to Swedish traditional artists, Hootenanny Singers soon moved away from British pop and American folk when their single Jag Väntar vid min Mila (“I’m Waiting for my Love”) entered the Swedish charts the following January, proving a national hit for the foursome.

Although there was no single winner of Plats På Scen— Sveriges Radio having decided that all the semifinalists would be winners—Hootenanny Singers would be far and away the band that benefited the most from it, because Polar Music was now committed to start production of their first album in February 1964.
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Hootenanny Singers with future ABBA member Björn Ulvaeus (top right).
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The Hep Stars, a successful Swedish band formed by Benny Andersson, Janne Frisk, Svenne Hedlund, Lennart Hegland, and Christer Pettersson.



The Hep Stars, “Sweden’s answer to The Beatles”

While Hootenanny Singers were growing in popularity in Sweden with songs that were somewhat formulaic, other bands were more willing to embrace their British influences, riding the wave of Beatlemania that was sweeping the country after The Beatles’ appearance on the Swedish TV show Drop In on 30 October 1963. Leading the charge was a band called The Hep Stars, whose members Sven “Svenne” Hedlund (vocals), Jan “Janne” Frisk (guitar), Lennart “Lelle” Hegland (bass), Christer “Crille” Pettersson (drums), and Benny Andersson (piano and organ) had copied John, Paul, George, and Ringo’s haircuts, and were quickly dubbed “Sweden’s answer to The Beatles.”

By the autumn of 1965, however, the band had relinquished the title and started going their own way, with more energetic rock and an electric stage act, which appealed to a new generation of music fans looking for a rock’n’roll style with a slightly more subversive feel. Their first single, Cadillac, which was basically a cover of Brand New Cadillac by the rebellious Vince Taylor, took the band to the top of the Swedish charts in 1965. The Hep Stars soon ditched cover versions in favor of original compositions written by keyboardist Benny Andersson. The single Sunny Girl, released in March 1966, quickly rose up the charts, underlining Andersson’s talent as a songwriter and composer. He further established himself the following May with the 45rpm Wedding, co-written with Hedlund, ensuring further success for his band. Andersson commented of this period: “We couldn’t show our faces in any restaurant anymore, we were harassed everywhere.”2 Meanwhile, Björn Ulvaeus, Hootenanny Singers’ guitarist, sensitive to the winds of change and feeling constrained by his role as a well-behaved artist, began suggesting his own compositions to the other band members, hoping to ride the coattails of The Hep Stars’ growing success.


Sunday 5 June 1966 is a key date in the history of pop music, because it is the day Björn Ulvaeus and Benny Andersson met. To commemorate the 50th anniversary of that day, the two friends threw a party on 5 June 2016 at Berns Salonger in Stockholm. The over 350 guests included Agnetha Fältskog and Anni-Frid Lyngstad, who performed a touching version of The Way Old Friends Do. An event that many fans would have loved to attend!



A meeting that changed the face of pop music

On 5 June 1966, a pop music festival took place on the side of the Ålleberg mountain, 240 miles (390km) from Stockholm. Topping the bill that day were two of Swedish youth’s favorite bands: The Hep Stars and Hootenanny Singers. The musicians from both groups got along well, and the party continued near the hotel where both bands were staying, with two of the men ending up under an elm tree in a nearby park, playing guitar and singing songs by The Beatles and The Kingston Trio. Björn Ulvaeus and Benny Andersson instantly hit it off to the extent that they met up again in late June to discuss composing songs together. “We figured it would be a good idea to try and write a song together,” Benny Andersson recalled. “I remember thinking it would be great to make a record like Pet Sounds by The Beach Boys, but also wondering if I did, who on earth was going to listen to it.”3

The first song the duo wrote was Isn’t It Easy to Say, a triplet ballad vaguely reminiscent of The Beatles’ 1965 release You’ve Got to Hide Your Love Away. It would be recorded by The Hep Stars on their eponymous album several months later, along with another song Björn had previously written for his own band, called No Time. Ulvaeus was taking on a more prominent role in Hootenanny Singers and even sang on En Sång en Gång för Längesen, a Swedish-language cover of the Porter Wagoner hit Green, Green Grass of Home, released in 1965 and also performed by Tom Jones in 1966. Although the Ulvaeus/Andersson partnership didn’t get going immediately, the huge success of En Sång en Gång för Längesen, released as a single in 1967, strengthened Björn’s resolve to pursue his own career outside the band. The following year, his first single, Raring, produced by Polar Music, with lyrics by Stig Anderson, became one of Sweden’s bestselling records. Ditto for Benny, who proved his worth in 1969 when he co-composed the track Hej Clown (“Hi Clown”) with Lars Berghagen; it was performed by Jan Malmsjö and presented that year at Melodifestivalen, the competition from which a Swedish jury chooses the country’s representative for the Eurovision Song Contest. Although Hej Clown lost out to Judy Min Vän (“Judy My Friend”) by Tommy Körberg, its second place firmly established Benny Andersson’s reputation as a successful composer. Ninth place went to a 24-year-old red-haired singer named Anni-Frid Lyngstad.

Two singers with golden voices

Anni-Frid, known as Frida, had been performing on stage since she was 13 years old. It was while appearing with jazz singer and pianist Charlie Norman in a Malmö club on 1 March 1969 that she met someone who would completely shake up her personal life as well as her professional future. Benny Andersson was working nearby at the same time; bored, he wandered over to see what was going on in the other club. “I walked in the door and stopped dead!” he remembered in 1977. “There, up on the stage, was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen. She wasn’t just pretty—she had this atmosphere about her which rang a bell somewhere deep in my memory. Anyway, I knew I had to get to meet her somehow. Luckily, I knew the owner of the club and I persuaded him to let me into her dressing room while she was still on stage. After she’d finished her encore, she came back to her room—and I was there! It was love at first sight.”4 It wasn’t long before Frida fell for the charming composer, and as summer approached the two artists became inseparable. Meanwhile, Björn Ulvaeus was courting a 19-year-old singer whose career was flying high, influenced by the music of Connie Francis, Petula Clark, Sandie Shaw, Sylvie Vartan, and Rita Pavone. Agnetha Fältskog, then engaged to German producer Dieter Zimmermann, had to keep her feelings in check when she first met Ulvaeus in 1968. A few months later, in May 1969, having decided to leave her fiancé to return to her native Sweden—and thus ending her professional commitments in Germany—Agnetha was asked to appear on the TV program Jules Sylvain Kavalkad, on which various artists were invited to perform sketches and songs. Björn Ulvaeus was also due to appear, singing Titta in i Min Lilla Kajuta (“Look into My Little Cabin”), a Swedish variety classic recorded by Sven-Oloff Sandberg in 1930. The sketch accompanying the song featured Björn and Agnetha fooling about for the cameras, without viewers suspecting that there was real romance in the air on set that day.

“When I was first introduced to [Agnetha], it wasn’t like meeting a stranger at all,” Ulvaeus confided. “It seemed so natural and so right. I felt I’d known her forever. And she felt the same way about me. We just talked and talked and talked! I couldn’t believe it! And as the filming drew towards its close, we were both afraid we wouldn’t see one another again for months.”4 “Then, just as we were preparing to say our goodbyes,” chipped in Agnetha, “we were told by the producer that the filming of the last bit of the show was delayed— for three days! We were over the moon about it. It was like magic—as if somebody up there knew we had to be together and had arranged the whole thing just for us!”4 By the end of those three days, they had decided they wanted to spend the rest of their lives together. Agnetha quickly moved in with Björn on Lilla Essingen, one of the islands in the Stockholm archipelago, and at the same time, the couple became close to Benny Andersson and Anni-Frid “Frida” Lyngstad.



[image: image]
Anni-Frid “Frida” Lyngstad and pianist Charlie Norman in 1969.
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Legendary photograph taken in Famagusta, Cyprus, for the Swedish tour operator Fritidsresor.




FOR ABBA ADDICTS

In the photo used for the tour operator Fritidsresor’s promotional catalog in 1970, only three members of the future ABBA can be seen: Benny and Anni-Frid are in the foreground, with Agnetha visible behind them. Eagle-eyed observers will notice, however, Björn Ulvaeus’s left leg showing to Frida’s right. In the foreground, little Ann Lise-Lotte Fredriksson, Frida’s daughter, is looking directly at the photographer, whose name is unknown.



Four artists at the beach

As 1969 drew to a close, Benny and Björn continued working to put their status as songwriters and composers on a more professional footing, creating their own publishing house, Union Songs, with Stig Anderson and Bengt Bernhag. The duo were determined to prove their worth and write quality songs, but at first they had to settle for working on less prestigious projects, such as the soundtrack to Joseph W Sarno’s erotic film Någon att Älska (“The Seduction of Inga”), in which there is one standout track, She’s My Kind of Girl, which Polar Music released as a single in 1970. That same year, from 5 to 16 April, the two couples spent their vacation together at the seaside resort of Varosha in Famagusta, on the island of Cyprus. Making the most of the relaxed holiday atmosphere to play guitar and sing together on their hotel balcony, they soon discovered the chemistry between the four of them, with Frida and Agnetha complementing each other well on vocals. The Swedish tour operator Fritidsresor offered to pay all their travel costs in return for two photos that would appear in their forthcoming catalog and a concert given to United Nations forces stationed on the island. So it was in the Perroquet nightclub, famous for its legendary parties and the fresco by Cypriot artist Christoforos Savva, that the foursome gave their very first, unofficial concert.

As soon as the two couples returned to Stockholm, the Swedish press, having found out that Björn and Agnetha had become engaged during the trip, seized on the news as a major headline event, suddenly turning the two sweethearts into big stars at home. Benny and Frida, who were still finding their way as a couple, were also subject to press exposure and, from then on, the four artists were frequently seen together, with the two women vocalists often more visibly in the spotlight. Between 2 June and 10 September 1970, Björn and Benny worked on recording their first album together, Lycka (“Happiness”). Frida and Agnetha were asked to provide backing vocals for one track, Hej Gamle Man! (“Hello, Old Man!”), so that song enjoys the distinction of being the first ever to be recorded by the four future members of ABBA. Alongside this, the four put together a small cabaret show called Festfolket, which took them all over Sweden, but proved neither artistically fulfilling nor financially rewarding, as audiences were often rather thin on the ground, to say the least. This was when Agnetha, Frida, Benny, and Björn, officially this time, gave their first concert together: on stage at Trädgår’n, a live-entertainment venue in Gothenburg, on 1 November 1970. “We were horrible. The audience hated us […],” Frida would recall a few years later.5 On 13 December, the four appeared dressed as bar girls (the ladies) and cowboys (the men), with pianist Jan “Tollarparen” Eriksson, performing the song California, Here I Come on the TV program Five Minutes Saloon. The four clearly felt they’d gone a bit too far but, remotivated by the success of the single Hej Gamle Man!, they decided to put the brakes on Festfolket.


[image: image]
Sailing in the Stockholm archipelago became one of the four Swedes’ favorite leisure activities.




[image: image]
Newlyweds Björn Ulvaeus and Agnetha Fältskog, deeply in love.



A wedding ceremony fraught with pitfalls

On 6 July 1971, while Frida was enjoying the critical success of her first album, also called Frida, produced by her partner Benny Andersson, Björn and Agnetha were taking their wedding vows in the small church in Verum, 300 miles (500km) southwest of Stockholm.

While their engagement had been marred by the loss of Björn’s ring in the waters of the Eastern Mediterranean in April 1970, their wedding was interrupted by an incident which, fortunately, didn’t spoil the happy day. “After we were married there was some kind of uproar when we came out of the church,” recalled Agnetha. “A police officer lost control over his horse and the animal stepped on my foot. A doctor was even called in, but luckily it wasn’t all that bad. He put a bandage around my ankle and it was okay. The entourage went to a tavern called the White Horse for the wedding dinner. […] I will keep remembering every minute of that day. Even when I’m an old lady, I won’t forget my happiness!”6 Their happiness was short-lived, however, as, the day after the wedding, the happy couple and their friends found out that Bengt Bernhag, co-founder of Polar Music, had taken his own life that night. The 43-year-old entrepreneur suffered from severe depression brought on by an intestinal operation and had sunk into alcoholism. Ulvaeus quickly found the strength to overcome his profound sadness and accepted Stig Anderson’s offer to replace Bernhag as producer, with a specific aim in mind: to carry on the work of Polar Music’s co-founder and keep his legacy alive.


[image: image]
Benny Andersson and Anni-Frid “Frida” Lyngstad in their apartment in Vallentuna, in the suburbs of Stockholm, 1972.



Anderson/Ulvaeus/Andersson: a winning trio

Unwilling to work without Benny Andersson, Björn accepted the job at Polar Music on condition he shared it with his friend, sacrificing half his salary in the process. The two musicians therefore became producers at the label, undertaking many artistic projects, including Ted Gärdestad’s debut album. Gärdestad was a young and undeniably talented Swedish singer who would become ABBA’s protégé throughout the 1970s. In 1971, while Björn and Benny were writing their second album together, Frida was savoring the success of her single Min Egen Stad (“My Own City”), produced by her now fiancé, Benny. In 1972, Benny, Björn, and Stig Anderson were writing a song called Säg Det med en Sång (“Say It with a Song”) for the up-and-coming Lena Andersson, which was presented at Melodifestivalen on 12 February, in the hope that the young singer would represent Sweden at the Eurovision Song Contest. Alas, the attempt once again ended in failure, with Lena having to settle for third place. The track, rerecorded in English with the help of lyricists Wayne Bickerton and Tony Waddington and renamed Better to Have Loved, was a huge hit not only in Sweden, but also in Japan, where Lena Andersson was invited to take part in the 1972 Tokyo Music Festival, bringing reflected glory to Polar Music and its three representatives. But Björn and Benny had global ambitions and decided to pin all their hopes on Agnetha and Frida, whose success at home continued unabated. The decision they were about to take would change the history of pop music forever. “And then we wrote People Need Love,” Björn said later, “and thought, ‘Let’s do it—the four of us.’”7


[image: image]
Stig Anderson with his Polar Music protégés: the band that would become ABBA, Ted Gärdestad, and two members of Hootenanny Singers.





PORTRAIT

AGNETHA FÄLTSKOG,
A RESERVED SINGER

Agnetha Åse Fältskog was born on 5 April 1950 in Jönköping, a medium-sized town about 180 miles (300km) southwest of Stockholm. She was a shy, reserved little girl who grew up in a household where music played an important role. Her father, Ingvar, was a store manager who composed in his free time; her mother, Birgit, who supported her husband in his musical ventures (which rarely extended beyond the confines of the town), was full of life. Aged five, Agnetha developed a passion for music thanks to a neighbor who taught piano, and she began her first lessons and wrote her first song on a toy piano. It was a nursery rhyme called Två Små Troll (“Two Little Trolls”), recounting the adventures of two trolls who become friends. At seven years old, when her parents bought her a real piano, young Agnetha showed definite talent, prompting them to enroll her in regular lessons, which she attended assiduously for ten years. After forming a vocal trio with two friends and playing the organ at her local church for several years, she joined Bernt Enghardt’s orchestra as lead singer in 1966. It was a lineup well-known for shows featuring many and varied cover versions that delighted audiences.

The teenaged Agnetha, supported by her parents, shone on stage with her sparkling performances and perfect vocal mastery. When she offered the group one of her compositions, Jag Var Så Kär (“I Was So in Love”), about the end of her relationship with her boyfriend Björn Lilja, the musicians loved the song and a demo was quickly recorded. A cassette containing the track reached producer Karl-Gerhard Lundkvist, better known as Little Gerhard, a pioneer of Swedish rock in the early 1960s; he quickly contacted the young woman, offering to rerecord it, on condition that she agreed to part with her backing musicians. The track propelled Agnetha, still only 17, to the top of the charts and launched her singing career in Sweden. She also achieved notable success in West Germany, where she traveled many times and where she met the songwriter-composer and producer Dieter Zimmermann. He would write several songs for her and even become her boyfriend until meeting Björn Ulvaeus turned her career plans on their head.

Agnetha Fältskog is reserved and profoundly shy and she brought to ABBA a raw emotion, sometimes giving the impression that, despite her huge talent, her place in the band was merely the consequence of a series of fortuitous encounters that had changed the destiny of a young woman who was far too introverted to be propelled to global stardom. “[…] I actually didn’t want to become a singer,” she said in 1976. “My wish was to become a psychologist or a veterinarian. But since my first single became a hit, even my parents advised me to try my luck as a singer.”8



[image: image]
Agnetha Fältskog posing in 1972 for the cover of her single Vart Ska Min Kärlek Föra, from the musical Jesus Christ Superstar.



PORTRAIT

ANNI-FRID LYNGSTAD,
AN EMANCIPATED YOUNG WOMAN

Anni-Frid Lyngstad, better known by the stage name Frida, the flamboyant half of the duo formed with the more introverted Agnetha Fältskog, was born on 15 November 1945 in Norway, near the town of Narvik, then under German occupation. Her mother, Synni Lyngstad, aged 19 at the time, had fallen for an enemy soldier called Alfred Hasse, but he was already married and wanted nothing to do with their child after he was demobilized. Driven by despair at the constant insults that resulted from this forbidden romance, Synni and her mother, Agny, were forced to leave the country, taking Anni-Frid with them to protect her from the trauma that these taunts might engender in the child as she grew up. In 1947, the three Norwegian women settled in the small Swedish town of Malmköping, hoping for a new life far from their homeland. Sadly, Synni died of kidney failure at the age of 21, leaving little Anni-Frid alone with her grandmother who, in 1949, decided to move to Torshälla, 25 miles (40km) further north.

When she was 11, Anni-Frid started learning the piano and was noticed for her talent as a singer at competitions and other events where she was brave enough to climb up on stage and sing her heart out. Her audacity led to offers to join various bands with whom she soon began performing, until in 1961 she joined Bengt Sandlund’s orchestra, where she would develop a taste for the jazz vocals of Ella Fitzgerald and Sarah Vaughan. It was while she was with this band that she met double bassist Ragnar Fredriksson, with whom she would have two children, Hans in 1963 and Ann Lise-Lotte in 1967. That same year, she recorded her first solo single, En Ledig Dag (“A Day Off”), which marked the start of her career. In 1969, Anni-Frid joined the revue led by successful pianist Charlie Norman; she left the family home to live alone in Stockholm, determined to make a go of her career, and leaving Ragnar to look after the children. Her feistiness and talent, as well as the choices she made, which one imagines were difficult and which led her to cross paths with Benny Andersson in March 1969, are something she recalls clearly. “Those first months in Stockholm were terrible,” she says. “I was craving for my children […]. I was pondering all the time and started to regret my decision. I hated my career, that had started to grow too big for me. I simply wasn’t ready for it yet. [Benny] was the turning point in my life.”9 That chance encounter would soon propel her to the top of the charts the world over.



[image: image]
Anni-Frid “Frida” Lyngstad in 1969. She was already an experienced artist when ABBA were formed.



PORTRAIT

BENNY ANDERSSON,
A BRILLIANT COMPOSER

Göran Bror Benny Andersson was born on 16 December 1946 in Stockholm. His father, Gösta, and his mother, Laura, passed on their love of music to their young son when they gave him a small accordion for his sixth birthday. Gösta, like his own father, Efraim, was an accomplished musician, and soon the three men founded Benny’s Trio. They did covers of schlager classics, a music style similar to folk and inspired by French chanson, military marches, and operetta, very much in vogue in Europe in the 1960s. The trio used to perform regularly in Stockholm and the archipelago, which led to Benny becoming a household name in the area, despite his tender years. “I was even some kind of child star and—barely being able to write— had to sign autographs,” he would say in 1976.10 When Benny’s parents gave him a piano for his tenth birthday, he threw himself into learning how to play it, working on his technique for hours on end, with the unconditional support of his family, especially his mother. “She is the one that made me feel that I was good enough. She gave me the most amazing start. […] I played on the piano at least four hours a day. Every day. I could play as much as I wanted. She never told me I disturbed her. She didn’t judge. She made me feel that what I did was good.”11 In 1961, he met and fell in love with singer Christina Grönvall, with whom he would have two children: Peter in 1963, and Heléne in 1965. By that time the couple were engaged, but they separated in 1966, as Benny’s rock-star life with his new band, The Hep Stars, proved incompatible with his parental responsibilities. As the 1960s drew to a close, it seemed that nothing could stop Benny Andersson in his professional trajectory.



[image: image]
A young Benny Andersson photographed by Ola Lager.



PORTRAIT

BJÖRN ULVAEUS,
ONE HALF OF A WINNING DUO

Björn Kristian Ulvaeus was born on 25 April 1945 on the island of Hisingen, in the northern suburbs of Gothenburg. He was six years old when his parents, Aina and Gunnar, moved to Västervik, where Gunnar’s brother hired him as manager of his paper mill. Björn grew up listening to songs on the family wireless, which was dominated by schlager music. Melodies from the standards of this popular music trend encouraged him to work on his passion for poetry, which he used at school to seduce girls. While recorder lessons as a child failed to inspire an interest in music, the guitar proved more interesting and he became fascinated by skiffle, a combination of jazz, folk, and blues, often played on rudimentary or homemade instruments to symbolize the working-class nature of this type of music. Having improved his playing technique, Björn joined his first jazz band at school, before turning his attention to folk music, whose vocal harmonies, originating in the USA, appealed to young European music lovers.

His first stage appearances were with The Partners, before the band was renamed West Bay Singers, in homage to Västervik (or West Bay in English), the town they came from. The group were heavily influenced by British and American music, and were trying to move away from Swedish variety when they met Bengt Bernhag and Stig Anderson, who were willing to help the group reach new heights, provided they embraced the folk style and agreed to change their name again, this time to Hootenanny Singers. It was only after he left this group that Ulvaeus finally had the opportunity to exercise his talents as a lyricist, composer, and also producer, alongside Benny Andersson and the boss of the Polar Music label, Stig Anderson.



[image: image]
Björn Ulvaeus in the Hootenanny Singers era.



PORTRAIT

STIG ANDERSON,
THE FIFTH MEMBER OF ABBA

Workaholic, loyal friend, insatiable producer, and successful lyricist, Stig Anderson was inextricably associated with ABBA’s success. Born Stig Erik Leopold Anderson on 25 January 1931, he discovered music at the age of five when his mother gave him his first gramophone and six 78rpm records, which introduced the child to traditional Swedish music. He quit school at the age of 13, and worked as a delivery boy for a local grocery store, where his entrepreneurial spirit was already evident as he managed to turn a small profit by selling some items bought with his own money. Stig soon saved enough to buy his first guitar and join a few local bands. He wrote his first song following a break-up, making his ex-girlfriend the subject of the lyrics. “I went home and wrote a satirical ballad about her. Then I performed it during a meeting with the local temperance society and got a great response. That’s when I realized that it’s fun to write songs.”12

In 1951, his first successful single, Tivedshambo (“Hambo from Tived”) came out, launching his career as a songwriter and composer. He married his fiancée, Gudrun, in 1955, became a father of three, and created his own publishing house, Sweden Music, in 1960. Stikkan, as he was nicknamed, was extremely productive, churning out the hits in Sweden throughout that decade, and becoming a celebrity, even a national treasure. “For fifteen years, I was the most-played lyric writer on Swedish radio,” he said in 1981. “In 1970 eight out of ten songs that I had written reached the top twenty. Those are very personal successes for me and as such mean a lot.”13

The musical adventure alongside Bengt Bernhag

In 1963, Stig Anderson and his business partner Bengt Bernhag set up their own record label, Polar Music. Their first signing, Hootenanny Singers, in which a certain Björn Ulvaeus played the six-string and occasionally sang, gave the label the success it needed, enabling Anderson and Bernhag to start producing other Swedish artists. One of these was the group ABBA, for whom Stikkan would write many lyrics, including those for Waterloo (1974), Mamma Mia (1975), SOS (1975), and Dancing Queen (1976).

In Sweden, the popularity of the man who would always be considered the fifth member of ABBA was such that his funeral, in 1997, was broadcast live on national television, a privilege usually reserved for members of the royal family. Stig Anderson left behind him the lyrics for over 2,000 songs and the doctrine on which he built his empire: “Always work very hard. Do your best. Don’t forget anything. And don’t take life seriously.”14
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Manager Stig Anderson leafing through the score of He Is Your Brother, one of the singles from the Ring Ring album.
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HEJ GAMLE MAN!

(Benny Andersson, Björn Ulvaeus/3’19)

Musicians

Björn Ulvaeus: vocals, acoustic guitar, backing vocals

Benny Andersson: piano, backing vocals

Agnetha Fältskog: backing vocals

Anni-Frid “Frida” Lyngstad: backing vocals

John Cúonz: tambourine

Gus Horn: bass

Recording

Metronome, Stockholm: 2 June to 10 September 1970

Technical team

Producers: Björn Ulvaeus, Benny Andersson, Bengt Bernhag

Sound engineer: Michael B Tretow

Single Hej Gamle Man!

A-side: Lycka/3’05

B-side: Hej Gamle Man!/3’19

Released in Sweden by Polar Music: Autumn 1970 (single ref.: POS 1110)

Best chart ranking in Sweden: 5

The first song with four singers

When they returned from their vacation in Cyprus, in April 1970, Björn Ulvaeus and Benny Andersson began working on the production of Lycka, their first album as a duo. The initial aim was to produce a quality business card to present to possible partners (at the time, the two men wanted to specialize in writing for other artists). Recording of the album took place over five days between June and September at the Metronome studios in Stockholm, and was a joyful meeting of minds for the two friends, as they laid down 11 tracks, alternating between folk and schlager. One of them, Hej Gamle Man!, is a standout thanks to the presence of Agnetha Fältskog and Anni-Frid Lyngstad on backing vocals, and makes it the first-ever song recorded by all four future members of ABBA. Sound engineer Michael B Tretow demonstrated his talent, giving the record an amazingly sharp, precise sound, with each instrument perfectly placed in the mix. Tretow, who had already worked on projects for Björn, Benny, and Agnetha, would become ABBA’s preferred partner until 1982, the year the singles The Day Before You Came and Under Attack were recorded, the last songs before a hiatus of almost 40 years.

A taste for melody

Initially, Hej Gamle Man! was included in the Festfolket show that the foursome staged in the spring of 1970. The song’s success at these performances prompted Andersson and Ulvaeus to invite Agnetha and Frida to take part in the recording over the summer. Their names do not, however, appear on the sleeve of the single, which, when released in the autumn, became a huge hit in Sweden, reaching number 5 in the best-selling singles charts. A German version of the song was also recorded under the name Hey, Musikant, with lyrics by composer Hans Bradtke, but it failed to achieve the same success on the other side of the Baltic Sea. Interesting fact: a young American singer by the name of John Denver had a stratospheric hit a few months later with his folk anthem Take Me Home, Country Roads, whose verses bear an uncanny resemblance to Hej Gamle Man! We’re sure this was just a coincidence…
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Benny Andersson and Björn Ulvaeus, respectively composer and lyricist of hit songs for Polar Music.
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