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Rock ’n’ Roll died with a bang on 5 April 1994, when Kurt Cobain blew his head off. It took them three days to discover his body, but when they did, that was the end of Rock ’n’ Roll as we knew it. As I knew it.

Kurt once said, ‘I’d rather be hated for who I am than loved for who I am not.’ He looked into that Warholian crystal ball and realized that in the future he would no longer be recognized for his music or his words or his thoughts. He realized that he was going to be famous in the way that someone like Kim Kardashian is famous: for who he was fucking, or fighting, or friends with. He would be famous for what he did, who he did it with and when he did it. The things of worth he had achieved as an icon of grunge – as an anti-establishment, anti-hero, singular figure who stood up for the other geeks, nerds and misfits – would merit scant screen space in a media driven by salacious gossip and inane opinion.

You can’t revere both Kurt Cobain and Kim Kardashian. You have to pick a side, and Kurt picked his side with a shotgun in his mouth. Kurt saw the future and thought, ‘Fuck this, I’m out.’

I got into making music with the Criminals around 1994, and I could feel the end was coming; everything was running out of steam. The real Rock ’n’ Rollers were sprinting with a dying Olympic torch that was steadily being extinguished by outmoded record labels and capitalist companies seeking ‘brand alignment’ with the day’s hottest musicians. Pre-Nineties, musicians made music because they needed to; they had a hole to fill, a desire to make something that no one had heard before. They had something to say and we, the people, wanted – and needed – to hear it.

You can pretty much pinpoint 1993–96 as the beginning of the end: the White House launching its first web page; the introduction of animal cloning; the first genetically engineered tomato hit the market; O J Simpson running wild in his Bronco, live on TV, while everyone’s at home on dial-up to see John Wayne Bobbitt get his schlong cut off. The writing was on the wall and it spelled ‘Rock ’n’ Roll Is Dead. Long Lived Rock ’n’ Roll’.

In the midst of all that, one of music’s most seminal figures decided to check out. Kurt’s suicide symbolized the death of the rebellious spirit – and with it, a sense of individual identity and inherent creativity. Suddenly, the Internet and rolling news channels and an overwhelming access to information destroyed our attention spans. We stopped searching and we started accepting. There’s no message in so much of the music being put out any more, except ‘Buy me’. It’s a side dish to whatever else you’re doing, not the main meal. We know that music is devoid of soul because it exists only as background sound while we’re doing something else. In the gym. At work. Entertaining friends at home. Music doesn’t weigh enough. My Uzi doesn’t weigh a ton any more – it weighs six ounces. And no one’s trying to challenge that. The spirit of Rock ’n’ Roll is that you don’t give up. Ever. But that spirit died with Kurt.

Around the time Kurt took his life in the Nineties, everything stopped being fun and new and crazy. All the M25 raves were shut down and rave culture in the UK died. Hip-Hop turned into professional wrestling. House music would become bastardized by EDM, a multimillion-dollar record-label-branded industry rather than a genre trying to push the boundaries of dance music.

Everybody just gave up and went along with it.

Don McLean might have thought the music died the day Buddy Holly’s plane came down in Iowa. And, sure, we lost a great Rock ’n’ Roller with Holly. But for me, the definition of the Rock star – regardless of what genre he or she came from – died with Kurt. I think it’s a damn shame and I think it’s a damn shame we lost him. In the Nineties, records were being sold at an unbelievable rate and the amount of money being made was insane. Kurt wasn’t prepared for the amount of cash he was raking in. This was a kid from Dirtsville, USA, who didn’t have shit to his name. Couple that with his – by all accounts – fucked-up marriage, a history of depression and the realization that it was all a sham, and it’s no wonder he popped his head off. And when he did, he burst the bubble. After that, everybody knew. Kurt knew he couldn’t do what was expected of him any more. He couldn’t be a parent and a husband and this version of a Rock star projected to the world via satellite radio and 24-hour news shows and Google Alerts. Kurt wouldn’t want millions of followers on Twitter and Instagram or to talk about what he’d had for fucking breakfast.

After two World Wars and the Great Depression, people needed an escape. They’d struggled in the doom and gloom for long enough. That’s when music started soothing ravaged souls on a national level in America – and on an international level too. Music became our artistic antidote to the cold, cold world. Music could help you figure out your problems – or forget them. It created like-minded tribes of people who would gather together in dark and dusty record shops, flicking tirelessly through miles of vinyl to find that rare seven-inch of James Brown’s ‘It’s Hell’. It united us on dance floors and in dancehalls. It’s what we fell in and out of love to, consoled ourselves about our shitty jobs with, or celebrated the births of our kids to. Music was the constant waypoint for both the significant and insignificant moments in our lives.

But I’ve become increasingly disillusioned over the last 20 years. As a huge fan of music – at points in my life you could almost call it an obsession – it breaks my heart to see the direction it’s taken. Music has become, in many ways, a metaphor for our times. Now all we have is data; not knowledge, just data. We ‘know’ but we rarely experience or feel.

Nowadays labels and a lot of radio stations play, hire and buy what they know we will play, hire and buy. It’s a marketing tool that’s been perfected over the course of popular music’s history. How are you going to sell music if you can’t sell somebody something? So if it’s not a CD you’re buying, then it’s a T-shirt or a perfume or a sneaker. I always equated the music industry with the drug game, but in the drug business, if you fuck up, you get killed. In the record industry, if you fuck up, you get a promotion – or, if you get fired, a healthy severance package and the chance to run another record company into the ground.

I have no illusions that writing this book will relight the flame of Rock ’n’ Roll, but I hope like-minded individuals out there will be inspired to go and seek out the lost greats of our time. I hope more kids will go pick up the guitar or the drums or the pen and go and gig for the sheer love of it, rather than simply striving to become a celebrity of sorts. Our obsession with wealth and a misguided notion of fame has led us to desire an idea of success that simply doesn’t exist and is neither satisfying nor sustaining.

I love music and I think – I hope – that comes through to the listener in the music I make and my radio shows. There’s still some awesome music being made, but the spirit has been suffocated. It’s time to let it breathe again.
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The Blues moves in truly mysterious ways. It was in Rock ’n’ Roll, it was in Punk, it’s in Hip-Hop – guys like Joe Strummer and Melle Mel were talking about politics and social issues just like the Blues men and women before them did. Even the term Rock ’n’ Roll was first used by an old Blues singer called Trixie Smith, who had a song called ‘My Man Rocks Me (With One Steady Roll)’, in 1922; it was a euphemism for having sex – ‘I wanna Rock ’n’ Roll witchu, girl’ – which pretty much sums it up. It’s an old expression from back in the day that was co-opted into this all-encompassing definition that we use now in modern times.

Though times were incredibly tough at the turn of the twentieth century, it was a more permissible life in a lot of ways. In the days of the Blues, most substances were either legal – gin, cocaine, pot – or overlooked. Cocaine was big in the Blues era, more so than in later decades, because it was available over the counter. It’s said to have been in Coca-Cola (the company strongly denies this). You could ask for it in the pharmacy and they’d say, ‘Sure – liquid or powder?’ ‘Oh, I don’t know. One of each!’ It would get these guys up, get them going and get them jazzed up for the show that night. Or two shows that night. They’d be playing into the early hours, but it was no problem because they had coke to keep them going. With Jazz musicians, they had jazz cigarettes and they would get high before the show out back. They were having a fucking good time back then. The liberties that were afforded, especially to the minorities – at that point – were unprecedented if you were a musician. If you weren’t a musician, you were kept in that segregated box far into the Sixties. Back then, if you were famous, rich or powerful, and you knew someone who worked in a pharmacy, you could order a pound of pharmaceutical cocaine. And you’d have a big old jar on your table ten minutes later. (In the Eighties, with the Hair bands, it got worse. If you didn’t have whisky and coke in your system, you weren’t in a band.)

Cocaine and weed were outlawed at slightly different times, but for pretty much the same reason – white women and the impotent rage of the white man. Drugs were seen as the gateway to white women hooking up with black men – and the white man didn’t like that. At all. Coke was the first to be made illegal in 1914 and then pot went too in the mid-Thirties, when too many Jazz musicians in New Orleans – according to a white politician called Harry Anslinger – were trying to get with the white women. These guys, like the ‘coke fiends’ before them, were supposedly smoking pot and encouraging white women to smoke it too, and then they’d engage in wild, passionate sex. It was all based in religion: the white man wanted to keep his race ‘clean’. Anslinger targeted that fear by appealing to the Ku Klux Klan and all those wackos by using overt racism to ban pot. He got people fired up by saying things like ‘Their Satanic music, jazz and swing result from marijuana use. This marijuana causes white women to seek sexual relations with Negroes, entertainers and others.’ Another one was ‘Reefer makes darkies think they’re as good as white men.’ Pretty staggering, right? Considering this was less than a hundred years ago. So they made marijuana illegal. Anslinger screwed it up for everyone else.

But before then, the Blues men and women got away with a lot, because they were keeping the masses entertained, keeping everyone contained. No one was checking that part of the world too much. There were two Americas in the early part of the last century: Black America and White America. And no one cared about Black America apart from black Americans and maybe musicologist John Lomax. Lomax and his son, Alan Lomax, discovered Huddie ‘Lead Belly’ Ledbetter, who was in jail after being accused of murder, and persuaded the warden to pardon him on the basis of his talent. Not that White America was pleased. When the New York Herald Tribune reported on Lead Belly, it wrote: ‘Sweet singer of the swamplands here to do a few tunes between homicides.’ Still worse, LIFE magazine ran an article headed ‘Bad Nigger Makes Good Minstrel.’ The world was so different then. The rules were completely different for black folk than for white folk.

Back then, ‘black music’ and ‘white music’ were so separate that you could dip into black music and steal from it – like Elvis did – and no one in the mass white audience would be any the wiser. There’s the obvious segregation that we know about – separate bathrooms, different sections of the bus – but the music was also totally segregated. There was the ‘chitlin’ circuit’, where all the musicians who played were black. Then there was the ‘regular circuit’, where all the white musicians played, in dancehalls and the like. And then there was the higher end: the Cotton Club and the Apollo Theater, where all the top black musicians in New York would play. There were some white people going to those places. Every once in a while someone might be asked to play a private party downtown, or in someone’s private house. But ultimately, there was total separation between Bill Haley & His Comets and B B King, for example. Artists could blatantly rip off black musicians and take that music and make it huge in the white charts.

In those times, people pretty much stayed within their own race. It was very segregated. Luckily, because of the Civil Rights Movement during the Sixties, more people started to understand about the different ways other people lived, and to care about them.

Without America being so fucked up, we might never have had this incredible music: the Blues, Jazz, Rock ’n’ Roll and Hip-Hop. Adversity brings out the best and worst in people – but the best is what we’re talking about now. The adversity that the black race, the African-American people faced in America was what made the music so real and so undeniably authentic. And people always want what’s real.

The Blues started in the South and spread north as Southern folk fled to the city to escape financial hardships and the Jim Crow mentality. T Bone Burnett told me one time in an interview that ‘the Mississippi is responsible for all popular music.’ Its tributaries take it from New Orleans all the way to Chicago, and so all of these Blues musicians would hop on and off the boats, spreading the sound as they went. As the musicians moved north to cities like Detroit and Chicago, the sound metamorphosed from Country Blues to City Blues, later on becoming amplified by the likes of Howlin’ Wolf, T-Bone Walker and B B King – who would sow the seeds for Hendrix, the Stones and Clapton.

When it came to music, what we call the Blues started through adversity. Through hatred, really. From being segregated and being treated like an animal. Knowing inside that you’re as smart as, if not even smarter than, that guy. But because he’s white, he’s got a job that you can do better than he can.

The Blues was born out of wanting and needing to tell a story, to spread the notions of pain and poverty and love and hate to your fellow brothaman. Nowadays, music doesn’t appear to be about guys or women actually telling a story, singing a song, playing a song, or writing a song and transmitting an emotion to someone else. That’s been sacrificed for visual pleasure over aural experience. Because God knows who writes the songs for half these musicians nowadays.



 

*
THE DEVIL TAKE YOUR SOUL

There’s a deep sense of spirituality to be found in the Blues, and not just because it emerged from the churches of the South. It’s no wonder that people were looking to a higher power to save their souls back then; what other hope did you have? In the Southern black communities in the 1800s, music and religion were inextricably entwined. The ‘Negro Spirituals’ were about praising the higher power and creating a sense of community against the continuing slavery, unconcealed racism and entrenched poverty. The Spirituals and the Blues both conveyed the feeling of hopelessness and despair, but here they divided. Where the Spirituals were religious, the Blues were worldly. The Spirituals focused on a collective feeling, the Blues on the individual. There was often a sense of humour and optimism in the Blues too. ‘My woman might have left me and I lost my job, but tomorrow I’m gonna get me a new woman! And maybe a new job!’

But it was a big deal for a lot of the Blues artists to swap church music for secular. And not just at the turn of the century – Aretha Franklin, for example, was a staunch churchgoer. The Faustian idea of selling your soul to the devil has been around for centuries, but it began in popular music with the legendary Robert Johnson. Johnson was a guitar player like no other; this man could really, really play the Blues. Eric Clapton declared Johnson to be ‘the most important Blues musician who ever lived’, while Keith Richards asked the question: ‘Want to know how good the Blues can get? Well, this is it.’ Johnson is the foundation of the Mississippi Blues and the foundation of Rock ’n’ Roll. We only have 29 recordings that Johnson made around 1936–37 but their impact is still felt today: ‘Cross Road Blues’, ‘I Believe I’ll Dust My Broom’, ‘Terraplane Blues’, ‘Sweet Home Chicago’, ‘Love In Vain’ and ‘Hellhound on My Trail’ proved Johnson to be one of the most original, distinctive voices in music. He sang with such pathos, with such pain, said Clapton, that it was as if ‘he felt things so acutely that he found it almost unbearable’.

There are scant details about Johnson’s short life. The illegitimate son of a sharecropper, he was born in Mississippi in 1911. He had grown up, typically for a black guy of that time, poor. He was relatively well educated; he attended school; he married his first wife at 18, though he was said to be a womanizer. He played guitar and harmonica and sang, and worked his way around the juke joints and street corners of the South, getting himself a little reputation. A contemporary of his, Son House, remembered him to be a competent harmonica player but a dreadful guitarist. Around 1929, Johnson disappeared. No one saw or heard from him for weeks. Apparently he had taken his guitar to the crossroads of Highways 49 and 61 in Clarksdale, Mississippi. There, legend has it, he met with the devil, who, in exchange for his soul, bestowed upon Johnson complete mastery of the guitar. On his return from the crossroads, his proficiency was remarkable, and so began the spread of the Faustian myth surrounding him. Johnson did little to discourage this, often alluding to the fact he’d struck a deal with Satan. When he died at the age of 27 – poisoned by the jealous husband of a woman he’d been hitting on – he became the inaugural member of the infamous ‘27 Club’, only adding to the illusion of mystery and dark powers at work. The crossroads pact became as big a part of Johnson’s myth as the music.

As I said, religion, particularly at that point, was ingrained in society; it was a big fucking deal back then in the American South. To say you were side-by-side with the devil was unthinkable in the eyes of a pious person. Did Johnson really sell his soul? I imagine he holed himself up for a couple of months and practised like a motherfucker – you do anything enough you’re gonna get good at it. Or he got himself into some drugs and let his mind and his fingers wander. He made up the devil story so everyone left him alone. And it made for a better story too!

Johnson is so key in the history and development of music because he created the idea of the modern Blues man, the archetypical Blues man; he had the hat and the suit and the slide guitar and he’s talking about the devil and women and whisky and the torture of being a lonely, wandering soul. Whatever happened that meant Johnson was able to play the guitar like he played it, I don’t care. Because of it, we got some of the best Blues ever created, while the seeds for Rock ’n’ Roll were sown at the same time.



 

*
SPREADING THE GOSPEL

The Blues came to me through a childhood friend of mine, Peter, who’s since passed away. He lived in the building next to mine on New York’s Lower East Side, where I grew up. He was a little older than me. He had diabetes and was later confined to a wheelchair so he didn’t get around much but he’d make it to the bench where we’d be hanging out. He played guitar and we’d talk to him about stuff and eventually he taught me how to get into playing guitar. Like, really playing the guitar. He played me a live recording by Albert King and I was blown away. It was from 1969 at the Fillmore East in New York, when King was opening up for Jimi Hendrix on New Year’s Eve. You hear King after the first song, bewildered, saying ‘Thank you’ as all these white kids go crackers. He was a huge influence on the likes of Hendrix, Stevie Ray Vaughan and Clapton. King was known as one of the ‘Three Kings of Blues Guitar’, alongside B B King and Freddie King. He’d grown up picking cotton in the fields of Mississippi in the Thirties, before getting into guitar as a teen. He was around in the Fifties, but became a lot more popular in the Sixties, like a lot of the older Blues musicians who were being referenced by the likes of Hendrix and Keith Richards. I’d heard Led Zeppelin records before then, but as soon as Peter played me Albert King I was like, ‘Oh, that’s where that comes from.’ So much of what we listen to as music derives from the Blues and therefore black culture. For instance, Led Zeppelin: that’s black music. Even when it gets down to New Yorkers playing Folk music, like Simon and Garfunkel, that was modern-day New York Blues. They were talking about ‘Oh, Cecilia, you’re breaking my heart… I’m down on my knees, I’m begging you please’ and ‘Bridge Over Troubled Water’ and ‘Homeward Bound’; all these tracks are Blues songs put in a different frame.

The Blues was also a means of communication between communities. A lot of conversation would be disguised in the music that black folk didn’t want the white folk to hear. And, via the Mississippi’s tributaries, it meant the conversation could be passed from Alabama to Chicago, in the same way that Hip-Hop would later tell Harlem what was happening in the Bronx. The Blues is a gloriously stealthy beast; it continues to pop up where you least expect it.

Then there was Elvis, who totally appropriated black culture but never particularly acknowledged the roots of what he was doing. That’s not to say people didn’t – or don’t – pay homage. Keith Richards is a man who could happily kick back and think about all he’s done with his life, but he talks endlessly about being a student of the Blues. A master of the guitar for over 50 years insists he’s still learning. I think that’s pretty cool.

So, you see, everything is connected to the Blues; everything is connected to those roots. The Blues helped the shoots grow and it tended them, encouraging them to bend in different ways. There’s nothing stopping the shoots reaching up to the skies; there’s a good foundation and no ceiling. The tree’s growth has the potential to be limitless; but unfortunately it’s having sustenance problems right now.
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