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			Foreword by Mick Jagger

			Charlie was an incredibly open-minded musician, and there was a real subtlety about his playing. He was so catholic in his taste, through jazz, boogie-woogie, blues, classical, African music, dance, reggae and dumb pop songs that just happened to be good. People always say he was a great jazz fan, but he wasn’t just that. It’s over-simplifying his musical tastes, and what he liked to play.

			It’s a bit of a myth that Charlie didn’t go out. Of course he did. We used to go to watch sport, and to lots of fashionable places, to eat and to hear music. In the studio we would often play just on our own, every kind of music, after everyone had gone home or before people turned up. Sometimes he’d play these African beats, and some of the things he did were amazing. He wasn’t super-technical, but he was very adaptive, so when he got a new beat, he got very excited about it.

			He was a classical music fan, too. He liked Dvořák, Debussy, Mozart, and he and I used to listen to Stockhausen and Mahler. We listened to modern composers and tried to figure out what the hell they were on about.

			He was intelligent, and softly spoken, but he could be direct and say what he thought. He would keep his private life very private, but we understood each other’s thought processes. Charlie was a very quiet person, but he had a great sense of humour and we laughed all the time. I miss him in so many ways.

			Mick Jagger

			June 2022

		

		
			Foreword by Keith Richards

			Every time I think, ‘I’m going to talk about Charlie Watts,’ you realise the essential man wasn’t something you put into words. Charlie was a presence, and when you were with him, that was it.

			With Charlie and me, it was basically structured around humour. We took the piss out of people without even talking. We had a sort of visual sign language, necessary between a rhythm guitar player and a drummer, because you have to communicate in certain ways. But we developed a language to a finer art where it could encompass irony, being pissed off, or on stage: ‘OK, now we’re flying, how do we land?’

			Charlie’s humour was incredibly dry and understated, but I knew certain key words, which I’m not going to release. I didn’t do it often, but there were a couple of words I could say that if he was in the middle of an airport, he would lie down and start laughing with his legs in the air. The odd time that I got him in that position, luckily, we were in hotel rooms, because sometimes you’d get hysterical laughter, and he’d let it all out in one big go. And God knows what the joke was. As usual with that sort of laugh, whatever kicked it off was not really that funny.

			He was a very private man. I always had the feeling that I wouldn’t necessarily step over or enquire about something, unless he wanted to talk about it. There was no side on him, there was no act to follow. Charlie was just what you got, which was Charlie. He was the realest guy I ever met.

			Keith Richards

			June 2022

		

		
			Prelude

			The first time I met Charlie Watts was on Eel Pie Island. It was a Wednesday, first day of May. I had seen the Stones live for the first time the previous Sunday at the Station Hotel in Richmond. I had not spoken to him – I may have nodded at Mick and Keith but I only spoke with Brian Jones, at the time the group’s designated spokesman.

			I’d been overwhelmed by the band at the Station Hotel. I had no idea what it really was, except that it had changed my mind about so much, and I wanted in. By the following Wednesday I was hustling on behalf of myself and my landlord, the agent Eric Easton, who rented me a room and phone on Regent Street. The gig had ended, and I was nervously hanging around wanting to pass the audition and get on with it.

			I was standing next to Charlie and his kit. I had no idea what to talk about, so I offered to help him schlep his kit. He smiled and declined my offer; he already knew better and that my skills lay elsewhere. He had mesmerised me at the Station Hotel, as had they all.

			In my first autobiography Stoned, I wrote: The drummer appeared to have been beamed in, and it seemed you didn’t so much hear him as feel him. I enjoyed the presence he brought to the group as well as his playing. Unlike the jacketless other five, he had the two top buttons of his jacket done up meticulously over a just as neat button-down shirt and tie, unaffected by the weather in the room. Body behind kit, head turned right in a distant, mannered disdain for the showing of hands waving at 78rpm in front of him. He was with the Stones, but not of them, kinda blue, like he’d been transported for the evening from Ronnie Scott’s or Birdland, where he’d been driving in another Julian ‘Cannonball’ Adderley time and space. He was the one and only, all-time man of his world, gentleman of time, space and the heart. His rare musical talent is an expression of his bigger talent for life: I’d just met Charlie Watts.

			Our last sessions together were ‘We Love You’ and ‘Dandelion’. As happened on many a Stones tune going in, there was no pre-arranged ending – better to see if the meat and potatoes were in place before applying the veg. The ending was a mélange of Nicky Hopkins and Brian Jones on keyboards and woodwind, Keith and Mick on hallowed vocals and Charlie leading the fray with improvised fills. At the time I thought the fills were just for me. They were not, they were just Charlie-appropriate.

			In the ’80s Charlie dropped by for something in New York during one of his solo jazz jaunts. I made the mistake of playing him something I had been working on. He was just not interested. ‘Andrew,’ he said, perhaps by way of an explanation, ‘I just don’t care about what the Stones are about. I’m only interested in what I play.’ Fortunately the rough patch faded, the get-over-it, get-on-with-it yell prevailed and the band played on. I saw him last in Seattle in 2005, exactly the same fellow I’d said hello to on Eel Pie Island.

			In the movie world they talk about the golden era. Ours was Charlie Watts. All the great bands have one thing in common: a different drummer.

			Andrew Loog Oldham

			June 2022

		

		
			Introduction

			A Man Out of Time, Always in Time

			Madison Square Garden, New York, November 1969. As ‘the greatest rock ’n’ roll band in the world’, newly anointed thus by tour MC Sam Cutler, ease out of Chuck Berry’s ‘Little Queenie’ and into their most recent No. 1 ‘Honky Tonk Women’, Mick Jagger offers a conversational observation: ‘Charlie’s good tonight, innee?’

			Of course he was, and he always would be. The very mention of Charlie Watts’s name, in the context of this biography or however it may arrive in the conversation, is enough to have fellow musicians and fans alike practically standing to attention. Which is exactly the sort of eulogy he would have run a mile from, as he did throughout a truly singular and unlikely life.

			Charlie was the proof that not all rock stars are created equal, and that clichés are there to be avoided. Such as the one that, in his mind, he was a rock star at all. He was the global celebrity who hated attention and once said that he preferred the company of dogs to humans; the car enthusiast who didn’t drive; the horseman who didn’t ride; the man of wealth and taste who grew up in a prefab; the drummer who toured the world for five and a half decades and spent all of them yearning to be back home; the jobbing musician who thought the Stones would be finished in a year, and ended up as their pilot light with a whole-life tariff. If you made him up you would find few believers.

			To be writing about him in the past tense is innately sad, but he would probably have avoided reading this book in any case. I can imagine he might have looked to see which photographs we had chosen of him in his besuited elegance, but that would be it. It is, I hope, a gentle tale of a life well lived and certainly well loved. If you’re looking for controversy, you’re looking under the wrong Stone.

			After the great joy of 30 years of interviewing him and all of the Rolling Stones, I was approached in 2020 about the idea of working with Charlie on his autobiography. It was an idea that was simultaneously exciting and doomed; the very notion of him writing about himself was fundamentally flawed.

			He openly admitted that the Rolling Stones’ music was not really his cup of tea, and he hardly ever listened back to any of it, unless he had to approve a reissue or some such. But he was never less than entirely gracious whenever he was wheeled out for promotional duties. In time, you learned how to weave in and out of his unpredictable thought processes and the way he expressed himself, and to look forward to that warm, beaming smile. This despite the fact that there were times when his brain and his mouth ran at different speeds, and he sometimes had the distracted look of a man trying to remember whether he’d left something on the stove.

			To document his life in the third person feels entirely more appropriate, and the speed with which his friends and family offered their approval and involvement says everything about him. It mirrored the extended, worshipful cheering that would follow his introduction by Mick Jagger at every Stones show in memory, and the global cascade of affection triggered by his death at the age of 80 in August 2021.

			From young drummer for hire to the steady pair of hands with an aura beyond his age, and from bedrock of the glory years to silver-haired style icon and retainer, Charlie Watts lived all those lives, but left it to others to make a noise on his behalf. Exhibitionism? Not him. He just yearned to be home and wondered what all the fuss was about.

			When he died, almost every tribute and obituary made reference to the silent Stone, the backbone of the band, the man who never missed a show in 57 years (not strictly true: he did miss one, at least, in 1964, because he got the date wrong, as we will learn). But there was considerably less talk about the inveterate collector, the munificent gift-giver, the man with an old-world sense of style that often made him feel he was born in the wrong century.

			Charlie had the ability, both intentional and otherwise, to sum up a story, a situation or a life with a crisp uppercut that was rivalled only by his friend Ringo Starr with his hard-day’s-nights and tomorrow-never-knows malapropisms. ‘Five years working, 20 years hanging around’ was among Charlie’s most famous one-liners, but there were many more. To have been there to hear some of them, to witness his square-jawed stoicism, that granite face breaking into his dazzling grin, those stop-start, splintered speech patterns and insouciant asides, was worth even more than the price of admission to what the Stones have given the world: the greatest show on earth.

			It’s not unusual to meet world-level rock musicians for whom the adulation of millions does not inure them to sometimes excruciating self-doubt. But it’s collectibly rare to hear any of them say anything specifically self-effacing. Almost every time we met, Charlie would mutter something about not rating himself as a drummer, or not coming close to par with any of his percussive heroes.

			This might hint at a lack of self-awareness, but it was founded on a sense of English reserve and humility that was better developed than anyone’s. Brian Jones, even as he began his slalom of substance-based deterioration, described him as ‘probably the most detached and well-adjusted person on this whole pop scene’.

			In the opening couplet of ‘If You Can’t Rock Me’, the first track from It’s Only Rock ’n Roll, Mick sings: ‘The band’s on stage and it’s one of those nights … the drummer thinks that he is dynamite.’ He certainly wasn’t talking about Charlie. To him, arrogance was simply uncouth. He knew who he was, and with the exception of a relatively short period of narcotic madness in the 1980s, which he saw off without any of the clichéd dramas of rehab and was clear-minded ever after, he didn’t change.

			‘His philosophy is “I only need so much,”’ the Stones’ early manager Andrew Loog Oldham once said of him. ‘He has settled for that and not digressed for the bullshit.’ Even in his first flush of fame, Charlie was telling the music press: ‘I give the impression of being bored, but I’m not really. I’ve just got an incredibly boring face.’

			It may seem implausible to cite the words of an American basketball coach, but Oldham’s latter-day email signature, recognising the wisdom of the late John Wooden, seems apposite. ‘Talent is God-given, be humble,’ he said. ‘Fame is man-given, be grateful. Conceit is self-given, be careful.’ Charlie was born with the first, had the second hurled at him and was intrinsically incapable of exhibiting the third.

			This biography is not intended as yet another exhausting re-tread of the legend of the greatest rock ’n’ roll band in the world, but as a portrayal of the life and times of a singular human who made them better, as he did all of us who met him. It is told chronologically, but also with periodic Backbeat interludes to focus on specific aspects of Charlie’s world, especially his enduring marriage to his beloved Shirley.

			Yes, it is a tale of sticks and Stones, but also of someone whose like we won’t see again, who almost seemed to belong in another epoch altogether: a man out of time, but always perfectly in time.

		

		
			1

			A Prefab Childhood and a Comrade in Jazz

			Mozart knew what he was talking about. But he should have had a good drummer.

			Keith Richards, 2011

			The Human Riff was actually explaining to me about the synthesis of hillbilly and black music that customised the recipe for rock ’n’ roll, putting the match to the kindling for the nascent Rolling Stones and the generation of hopeful oiks they represented. But that payoff line has always felt like a playfully succinct overview of the man who sat behind him for 58 years. In a parallel timeline, you could imagine Wolfgang Amadeus looking up to Charlie Watts. Everyone else did.

			Charlie was not only the most reluctant star in all of music, he was the least likely candidate to fill the seat for so many decades with rock ’n’ roll’s most global representatives. Even after he acceded to the band’s repeated overtures to join their number, neither he nor anybody else thought that the Stones or their rhythm and blues racket would last more than a year.

			In early June 1941, with the Bismarck sitting at the bottom of the Atlantic, Germany was preparing for its invasion of the Soviet Union with troops three million strong. In a terrible portent of 2022, tank battles soon raged near Kiev. The Proms had just been bombed out of their headquarters at Queen’s Hall and were rehomed at the Royal Albert Hall, while Churchill’s Board of Trade announced the introduction of clothing coupons. Since they had yet to be printed, margarine coupons from ration books had to suffice: sixteen for a raincoat, seven for boots. But at University College Hospital in Bloomsbury, Lil Watts had other things on her mind.

			Just turned 20, Islington-born Lillian Charlotte Watts, daughter of Charles and Ellen Eaves, was married in 1939 to Charles Richard Watts, a month her senior, who served in the RAF, as ground crew and as a driver for officers. When demobbed, he became a lorry driver for the London, Midland and Scottish Railway, a job he was still doing as the Stones conquered Britain. On Monday 2 June 1941 Lillian gave birth to their first-born; like Bill Wyman and Brian Jones, he would share his father’s name. Charles Robert Watts took his first beat.

			At the time, the British record charts were still a decade from formal inception, but the Andrews Sisters were providing a tonic for the troops with ‘Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy’. Soon, Glenn Miller and plenty of others, including our Vera, were forecasting bluebirds over the White Cliffs of Dover. Wireless sets of the day also warmed to the comedy programme It’s That Man Again, to Deanna Durbin’s ‘Waltzing in the Clouds’, the Ink Spots and Bing Crosby, while Noël Coward politely enquired, ‘Could You Please Oblige Us with a Bren Gun?’ At the pictures, Abbott and Costello were among the top new movie stars, with their third film just released, Universal’s In the Navy, co-starring Dick Powell. Joan Crawford, later to feature in the collage of art for Exile on Main St, was still filling the 1s 9d’s in George Cukor’s newly issued A Woman’s Face.

			As a toddler, Charlie spent some time living with each of his grandmothers, while his father was serving in the RAF, but he would remember little about the war years. He later said: ‘I heard bombs exploding in the neighbourhood. I remember the mad rush from the house into the air-raid shelters. I was very young. War was something of a game to me – I don’t think I ever really and truly got frightened.’

			Not only his father, but his grandfather (Charles A. Watts), uncle and cousin also shared his forename, so his mum and dad would often call him ‘Charlie Boy’. The youngest Charles attended Fryent Way Infant School in Kingsbury, north-west London, and as the war ended, he met Dave Green, nine months his junior. They would become friends, and were bandmates in many of Charlie’s jazz projects on stage and in the studio for the rest of his life.

			Despite being nine months younger, Dave’s war memories are more vivid. ‘I was born in 1942 in Edgware, and we lived in Kingsbury. My dad was in the Royal Engineers. He went over to Germany on D-Day, and I remember – I must have been two – the Doodlebugs coming over. One came down in our street, about 60 houses up, and completely destroyed the house. I remember my mum put me under the stairs. That was government advice, I think.’

			Dave remembers his mother listening to Music While You Work on the wireless, and she later said that he would sing along to the bass lines of popular songs, an early sign of what would become his career-long prominence as a double bass player. He shares his memories with such warmth and generosity that he soon becomes someone you feel you’ve always been friends with. About to turn 80 when we spoke for this book, he retains a self-effacing joie de vivre that would have endeared him to Charlie.

			In 1946 they became neighbours and, soon, conjoined musical spirits.

			Courtesy of the Luftwaffe, the two families were about to have new addresses in Pilgrims Way, Wembley, in the ‘prefab’ housing offered to so many British households affected by bomb damage. The pre-built maisonette modules seem basic in retrospect, but in hard times they were a thing of wonder to the Green family.

			‘When we were at Brampton Road, Kingsbury, the prefabs weren’t very far away, and I remember going up there to look at them,’ says Dave. ‘The road wasn’t even a road, and there were great piles of mud everywhere. But my mum loved these prefabs. The kitchen was fantastic, very modern, self-contained, fridge, everything. She put her name down for one, and when they were finished, we moved in.’ Charlie and his parents were at No. 23, and the Greens at No. 22.

			In 1944 Lillian gave birth to Charlie’s sister Linda, to whom he was always close, especially so before he left home. The interview that she and her husband Roy Rootes gave me for this book is the first she has ever granted about her brother. Indeed, Linda has maintained such a low profile that many people don’t realise Charlie had a sister at all.

			‘No, they don’t, because I never pushed myself to the front,’ she says softly, sitting with me and Roy in their home in Buckinghamshire. ‘That’s not my nature, and I know it’s not what he would have wanted. But you’d be out at the front of the show and someone would say, “Oh, you’re Charlie’s sister. You must be so proud,” and I’d say, “Yes, I am proud of him.” He was never one to go over the top. One-to-one was ideal for him, because he was quite a reserved man. He was like my mum, and I’m like my dad. He would sit there and not say a word.’

			She speaks with nostalgic warmth about those years at home with her brother and their parents, and the sense of community they shared in that compact homestead. ‘Dad decided that because they liked sport and billiards, they would buy a half-size snooker table,’ says Linda. ‘If you wanted to play a shot, you had to open the window,’ says Roy drily. ‘That brought everybody in, and my dad loved that,’ Linda adds. ‘My mum was a bit more reserved, but she was all right because she was in the kitchen.’ Roy, one year older than Charlie, went on to marry Linda in 1965.

			Says Dave: ‘I think the first time Charlie and I met was when I was four and we moved there. Our mums became very good friends, that was the thing, and as we grew older we became very close. It was just remarkable, really, that we had this same interest in jazz, and developed it in tandem.’

			‘Up to when we were ten we’d be playing in the garden,’ Charlie told me, ‘because it was all one thing with a little fence at the back, and we had a hole in the fence to go through. Our mums and dads were friends. Then he started to play with skiffle groups and so did I. We played in our first jazz band together, played our first records together, and I always use him if I do anything outside of the Rolling Stones.’ Then, his deadpan sign-off: ‘I wouldn’t encumber him with them.’

			‘My dad played a bit of piano, but not jazz,’ Dave explained. ‘He used to play Les Paul and Mary Ford, stuff like that, and we had a radiogram, so it started from that kind of thing for Charlie and me, when we were about nine or ten. Of course we went to the same school, Fryent Junior, but he was a different year from me. And then we went to secondary modern school at Tyler’s Croft in Kingsbury, still living in the same place.’ A near-contemporary there was actress Shirley Eaton, the Bond girl in Goldfinger; another was William Woollard, the longtime presenter of Tomorrow’s World.

			‘Funnily enough,’ says Dave, ‘I don’t remember [Charlie] at school. I didn’t see him much there. But we started collecting 78s and going to record shops together, and then LPs, by Charlie Parker and Jelly Roll Morton, which I’d never heard. Listening in his bedroom, or sometimes in mine.’

			Bill Wyman’s splendidly detailed Rolling with the Stones places Charlie, aged all of seven, in a satin suit at his Uncle Albert’s wedding in Holloway. ‘My dad bought me suits and I wore them as smartly as I could,’ said Charlie. ‘A kind of Little Lord Fauntleroy, I suppose. But I do remember that I didn’t like jeans and sweaters in those days. I thought they looked untidy and I didn’t feel somehow as good as I did in my little suits with the baggy trousers.’ So much never changed.

			When Dave’s parents’ marriage failed, he was sent to live with relatives in Yeovil, but returned to London after two years of bucolic bliss and reconnected with Charlie in 1953.

			‘My mum was offered a council house while she was in the prefabs, a new build back in Kingsbury, so we moved down there. I remember the fog – pea-soupers – and the bus conductor walking in front of the bus. You just couldn’t see, the fog was incredible. Many people died.

			‘We stayed down there a year in this new-build place, and my mum reapplied to go back to the prefab,’ Dave remembers with a laugh. ‘She missed them so much, and Lil Watts and everything. They were a wonderful concept. Everybody had exactly the same place, and more or less exactly the same size garden. It was utopia, it was like a community, and my mum missed that. We couldn’t go back to living next door to Charlie, so we lived just down the way.’

			The boy Watts became a teenager in June 1954, as Doris Day shouted from the highest hills and told the golden daffodils about her ‘Secret Love’. At Tyler’s Croft, in a class of 40, Charlie began to develop his interest in art, more so than performing and studying music, which was hampered by a teacher that no one could understand. He also excelled at both football, as a nippy right-winger, and cricket, even having a trial for Middlesex. ‘He was a big boy with strong legs,’ said Lil. ‘We often thought he would become a footballer.’

			‘My earliest memory would be of him playing cricket,’ says sister Linda. ‘He was really a very good cricketer, and in the loft we’ve got medals that he got. He always had a good build, and mum and dad always helped him with whatever he wanted. It was only a two-bedroom prefab, so my brother had the big bedroom, which should have been my mum and dad’s bedroom. I had the smaller one, and mum and dad had a put-you-up in the front room, for a good few years.’

			Soon afterwards, Charlie took his first faltering steps as a musician, on the banjo. He would say that in his extended family no one played anything except the gramophone, but that wasn’t strictly true. An unlikely branch of the family tree grew in the Migil Five, the British jazz combo that Charlie went on to dep with on occasion, and who later followed the Stones’ path into R&B-edged pop, making the UK top ten in May 1964 with ‘Mockin’ Bird Hill’.

			That group was originally fronted by Charlie and Linda’s uncle, Lennie Peters, with whom Charlie played in his early drumming days. ‘He was the only blind person I’ve ever known who could hang wallpaper,’ says Linda nonchalantly. ‘And change a lightbulb.’

			After years of solo toil on the London pub circuit, and neglected singles for labels such as Oriole and Pye, Uncle Lennie became part of Peters & Lee, remembered by survivors of the 1970s as chart-topping archetypes of pipe-and-slippers pop. With glorious incongruity, their signature No. 1 ‘Welcome Home’ shared space in the British Top 20 in September 1973 with the Stones’ ‘Angie’.

			Back with that banjo, Charlie didn’t care for the dots on the neck, so he pulled the thing apart. ‘At the same time I heard a drummer called Chico Hamilton,’ he said, ‘who played with Gerry Mulligan. I wanted to play like that, with brushes.’ With his first home-spun drum kit lacking a snare drum, he put the banjo head on a wooden stand that he made, turned the head around the other way and played the round skin with wire brushes.

			Thus he made ends meet until, for his Christmas present in 1955, Charlie’s father and grandmother took pity on him and bought him his first proper set, a second-hand Olympic kit acquired from a fellow who played in the local pub. It arrived complete with beer stains on the skins and cigarette burns on the bass drum. ‘I remember finding it in my auntie’s bedroom,’ said Charlie Boy. ‘Can’t remember anything that gave me greater pleasure, and I must say the neighbours were great about the noise I kicked up.’

			As Linda remembers, he was prepared to put the work in too. ‘He used to sit in the kitchen with two Sorbo balls, and that’s how he strengthened his wrists,’ she says. ‘You’d be sitting looking at him and my mum used to say, “For goodness’ sake, put those things down!” But they did him proud. When that drum kit came in, I thought, “Goodness, what are the neighbours going to think?” Luckily, they were OK. He and Roy used to go to London together, with another friend, Andrew Wren. I think he got the bug then.’

			By that time, his friend Roy Rootes’s technical know-how as a television engineer was coming in handy. ‘I was the one who started Charlie off with playing in the bedroom,’ he says, ‘running wires everywhere from the radiogram in the front room into his bedroom. I put a speaker up, so that he got the music in his bedroom while he was playing the drums.’

			And, oh, the records. Charlie’s first passions as a listener included Earl Bostic’s 1951 US R&B No. 1 ‘Flamingo’, which his uncle bought, and which would be played at his mum and dad’s parties at home in the prefab. On it, the alto sax man from Tulsa led a supremely swinging version of a tune first cut a decade earlier by Duke Ellington and his Orchestra. It provided a perfect early taste of sophisticated jazz with rhythm and blues seasoning. Charlie Parker’s ‘Out of Nowhere’, recorded back in ’47, began Charlie’s lifelong love affair with the masterful saxophonist and the diaphanous drumming of Max Roach. A certain 21-year-old Miles Davis was on that session, adding trumpet.

			‘I am what I am, thanks to this man,’ Charlie said of Parker. ‘Every drummer that’s got any ears would want to be Charlie Parker’s drummer.’ Indeed, ‘Bird’ flew into the imagination of the future Rolling Stones more than once. Over in Cheltenham, it was hearing a Parker record that compelled Brian Jones to ask his parents to buy him a saxophone. As we shall hear, one Charlie would become the inspiration for a book by another.

			Charlie’s conversion to drums was enhanced by the hands of the aforementioned Chico Hamilton, the Los Angeles native whose deft brush style emerged when he joined baritone saxophone sorcerer Gerry Mulligan’s quartet. Their Volume 1 LP of 1952, also featuring Chet Baker on trumpet, contained Mulligan’s own composition ‘Walkin’ Shoes’, a marvel of restrained elegance by Hamilton and the entire group. The discs mesmerised the young Charlie. He needed to play like Chico Hamilton. More than ever, he knew that the drums were where he wanted to sit.

			Charlie and Dave (always ‘David’ to his friend) filled the prefab with the contemporary sound of skiffle, Dave gamely accompanying on his homemade tea-chest bass. But Charlie essentially taught himself drums by listening to those early jazz heroes, while achieving distinctly average qualifications at school. When he left at 16, his only ‘O’ level was in art, and his only other reward two cups for running. His gift for graphic design led him to enrol at Harrow Art School.

			‘When I was younger, I’d find it very difficult to sleep, so I’d draw,’ he later reflected. ‘I did it for therapy, and probably as a way of keeping me out of trouble.’ Says Dave: ‘He was a tremendous artist. I know he had aspirations to be a graphic illustrator, but he failed one of the exams or something. I don’t know how, because he was very good. So that was a bit of a setback to him, I think. That’s when he started getting more into the playing thing.’

			Meanwhile, the friends continued their sonic education, both in Pilgrims Way, Wembley, and up west. ‘We learned from playing records, and we used to go to clubs,’ says Dave. ‘We went to the 100 Club together to see Humphrey Lyttelton’s band – that was in about 1958. Later on I joined Humph, in ’65, and stayed for 18 years. Charlie loved Eddie Taylor’s drums in that band, and it was Brian Brocklehurst on bass. We sat there avidly. You listen and you watch the relationship between the bass and drums, and you’re playing records, and you copy. Charlie would play along with the record, as I did.’

			‘I was brought up on this thing of looking at certain people play,’ Charlie explained. ‘When I used to go to local dance halls I never danced; I used to go and stand near the drummer and watch him play. And my favourite ones were invariably black Americans, and they played a music called jazz. That’s what I wanted to play like.’

			Charlie’s in-built self-doubt came through when he talked about those days on Desert Island Discs in 2001. ‘I’m a halfway-there person,’ he said. ‘When I was young I should have had lessons, I should have learned to read properly, but I preferred the glitter.’

			By 1958 they had gigs of their own. North London jazz outfit the Joe Jones Seven were looking for new recruits after their bassist and drummer were called up for National Service. Jones lived at Meadowbank Road, Kingsbury, not far from Charlie and Dave in Pilgrims Way. His real first name is Brian, not to be confused with the Stones’ original leader and co-founder, nor with the American drummer Jo Jones, whose definitive work with the Count Basie Orchestra was much admired by Charlie.

			‘I knew a scale of B flat,’ remembers Dave, who’d been playing in a skiffle outfit. ‘I got this real bass, started learning it, and then we heard about this band doing auditions. It was a Dixieland mainstream band, and we’d been listening to those kind of records anyway. So we just turned up. We didn’t ever think we’d get through it. But as Brian recently told me, nobody else came anyway. It was either us or nobody, so we got the gig.

			‘Neither of us were interested in doing solos,’ he adds. ‘We just wanted to sit there and swing for the band. That attitude never changed in him, and basically in me neither. We’re both team players. Any band I play with, I play for the band, for the music, to fit in. That’s what Charlie did.’

			Jones, aged 83 in 2022, tells me: ‘We put an advert in the Melody Maker saying we were doing a gig at a pub called the Upper Welsh Harp in west Hendon. They read it and came along, and they were the only two that turned up. But being a semi-pro band, they were good enough for what we wanted at the time, because we were all learning. So they joined the band. I think that was Charlie’s first job.

			‘He was a dapper young man, always very smart and stylish. He was a good timekeeper, which is the main thing you want, but that’s about all he was at that early stage. He wasn’t a child prodigy. He used to play on the beat, which drummers must never do, really. But not for long. He cured himself of that.’

			Jones, who shared Charlie’s particular admiration for Louis Armstrong, adds: ‘Charlie’s mum and dad were very nice people, and we used to practise round at their house, in the prefab. We had a pianist in our band, but they didn’t have a piano in the house, obviously, and electric piano hadn’t been invented yet. So we just had drums and bass, sometimes a guitar player, and with a three-piece sax, trumpet and trombone front line.

			‘I think his parents were glad he was doing something and not hanging around,’ Jones continues. ‘A lot of mums and dads were like that – they’d put up with the noise rather than have him wandering the streets. It was a good period. We’d be round there for a couple of hours on a Sunday, and the band would come to do rehearsals in my house as well.’

			‘They all used to come to the prefab,’ adds Linda, ‘and the noise you would hear would be jazz. It was never rock ’n’ roll or pop. Charlie used to like Billy Eckstine, which is what my mum and dad listened to. But apart from that, it was jazz.’ Johnnie Ray and Nat ‘King’ Cole were on the phonograph too. ‘They were very much into the Perry Comos and that,’ said her brother, who went to see Eckstine at the London Palladium. The stylist from Pittsburgh combined all of Charlie’s musical loves, as a sophisticated jazz and pop vocalist, a swing and bebop bandleader and trumpeter. Charlie raved about his 1940s group featuring Dizzy Gillespie, Charlie Parker and Art Blakey.

			With Charlie and Dave in the lineup, the Joe Jones Seven got a weekly residency at the Masons Arms in Edgware. In a wonderful 1959 photograph of the group at that venue, featuring their teenage recruits, bassist Green is wearing any old sweater while drummer Watts is pristine in Ivy League jacket, hair nearly parted and a handkerchief in his top pocket.

			‘He had this sense that we were going out to play and you’ve got to look the part,’ Dave continues. ‘My dad used to run us up there sometimes, or we’d get a cab to the station and get the train, me carrying the bass as well, get off at Canons Park and get a bus. Get to the gig, and do the same thing on the way back. I just turned up in what I was wearing. Charlie changed for the gig. Never saw him in jeans.’

			Sterling research by Jones’s wife Ann has uncovered a letter to Brian, or ‘Joe’, on Mecca Dancing letterhead (‘world’s largest ballroom organisation’). ‘We had travelled to the Streatham Locarno in August 1958 to compete in one of the heats of the National Amateur Jazz Band Championship,’ says Dave. ‘This was a big deal for us and I remember very well playing on the revolving stage.’

			He points up another early example of his mate’s sartorial flair. ‘Brian organised a band uniform for the event, and he remembers that Charlie wore a bright coloured tie instead of the one that was chosen for the uniform. Ann also remembers coming across one of the judges who was in the bar instead of being in his place listening and judging the various bands.’

			The band assumed that their appearance in the heat had even failed to excite any of the judges who were at their correct station – until the Locarno manager admitted in the letter to a judging error, advising Jones that his group had actually come second, behind the Jack Bayle Quartet. Dave completes the story neatly: ‘Nothing came of it,’ he says, ‘because we didn’t bother to go and play in the final.’

			Recalls Jones: ‘There was a lot of jazz then. You could play in pubs all over London, and we were doing little dance band things as well – anniversaries, weddings, things like that, and playing a few pop songs of the period. None of us were out and out mouldy figs, as they used to call [purist] jazzers. If there was a gig coming up, you could earn ten bob. If it was a really good one, 30 bob. That Masons Arms gig, I don’t think we even got paid – we got free beer. Charlie was drinking orange juice.’

			At an August 1959 date at the Edgware Jazz Club, Charlie was on drums and Dave on bass as the now-renamed Joe Jones All-Stars worked through a set containing George Gershwin’s ‘Summertime’, bluesy staples such as ‘St James Infirmary Blues’, ‘St Louis Blues’ and Woody Herman’s ‘Goosey Gander’. Sometimes, it would be Charlie’s dad driving them, with a double bass and a drum kit in the back. On other occasions the friends got the bus, cramming their equipment in the luggage hold and on the platform. One time the drum rolled out and down the road. A charitable conductor stopped the bus to let them retrieve it.

			As the ’60s arrived there was room among the gigs and the records for Charlie to devote time to the opposite sex. He attended Jones’s 21st birthday party. ‘My brother-in-law was there,’ says Jones, ‘and he said to me, “That Charlie Watts, he asked me if I was going out with that girl, because he said if I didn’t want to, he would.”’

			The band broke up after about a year, after Jones got married and moved with Ann to Luton. ‘They went their different ways,’ he said, ‘but they did come up and see me a couple of times and we’d play with some local musicians.’ Bedazzled by his favourite players of the day, Charlie said that in his imagination he was bespoke New York drummer Art Taylor, playing, as Taylor did, with genius pianist Thelonious Monk. Charlie had left art school in July 1960, but not before, for a class project (‘as practice for a career in graphic design’, he later explained), he had written and drawn a small but meaningful book in tribute to Charlie Parker, calling it Ode to a Highflying Bird. He drew it, lovingly, at home, with inks and a brush. ‘The inks ran into each other, and I never cleaned the brush properly, so they’ve got very strange colours,’ he explained with his customary attention to detail.

			Once the Stones made the A-list, the pocket-sized volume was published by Beat Publications in January 1965, with a cover price of seven shillings. Charlie said drily: ‘This guy who published Rolling Stones Monthly saw my book and said, “Ah, there’s a few bob in this!”’ Dave Green, by then on his own jazz trajectory and out of his friend’s orbit, told me with a laugh: ‘I remember seeing that book in the kiosk at Kingsbury station. I didn’t buy it because I couldn’t afford it.’

			The 36-page, five-by-seven-inch Ode to a Highflying Bird may have been the proverbial slim tome, and with its simple but beautiful handwriting and drawings could have been a children’s book – except that it was as cool as the music it depicted. It deserves to be dwelt on as the first, and perhaps definitive, manifestation of Charlie’s twin passions, for jazz and art.

			The teenager drew Parker as a real bird, in sunglasses, describing his rise and all-too-sudden fall with stark grace. ‘This story was compiled by one Charlie to a late and great Charlie,’ he wrote as a preface. The book detailed how Bird’s parents ‘made nest’ in Kansas and how Parker, realising he was different from other chicks, practised hard on his ‘whistle’, but found himself out of step with other birds and sought refuge in ‘bad seeds and rye drinks’.

			He finds acclaim in New York, but never shakes his bad habits. Over five pages of affecting illustrations the bird wastes away, smaller in size on each page, going, going and finally gone. Parker died of his excesses in 1955 at just 34, but with the body, it was said, of a 50- or 60-year-old man. ‘Flown,’ concluded Charlie eloquently, ‘but not forgotten.’ In 1991 the book was reprinted, newly accompanied by the handsome mini-album From One Charlie, on which Charlie modestly helmed a hand-picked quintet, including Dave.

			In 1960, out of college, and perhaps with the first iteration of his book as an endorsement, Charlie took a job for £2 a week as a tea boy at London graphic design firm Charles Daniels Studios. He and his workmates would be glued to Hancock’s Half Hour on the radio the night before, and repeated all the best lines of The Lad Himself in the studio the next day.

			Andy Wickham, subsequently a notable industry publicist and executive who was central to the Laurel Canyon-fuelled expansion of Warner Brothers Records, said: ‘I worked next to Charlie in the studio. He was just about the smartest-turned-out artist in the department. He used to help all of us with our drawing if we were in trouble. But you should have heard him talk about jazz. He was like a walking encyclopaedia.’

			Charlie’s dual fascination for design and jazz would later endear him to a rising photographer who would help shape the Stones’ visual dynamic: one David Bailey. ‘I got on very well with Charlie because he had worked as a graphic designer,’ he said. ‘He knew who [storied American photographer] Irving Penn was and a little bit about my own work. And of course he was more jazz-oriented, and I had been listening to a lot of jazz – when I was fourteen I really wanted to be Chet Baker.’

			Charlie rose to the level of visualiser, designing posters, and could have pursued a highly successful career in design, but his love of playing wouldn’t leave him alone. He left the job because he simply had to drum, keeping his hand(s) in with sets in a coffee bar twice a week, then landing a spot from September 1961 at the Troubadour in Earl’s Court, where his prowess brought a staging-post meeting with Alexis Korner.

			Paris-born Korner had arrived in London, not yet a teenager, during the Second World War, and in 1949 joined Chris Barber’s band, where he met the perennially undervalued harmonica player Cyril Davies. Their combined energies as artists and scene-makers were immensely important to the development of London’s rhythm and blues uprising, especially when they formed Blues Incorporated in 1961.

			Charlie often reminisced with me about those early club days as both punter and performer, with instant recall on those he had played with decades earlier. He worked for the likes of Art Wood, Ronnie’s older brother, and in the band Blues By Six, but really in any configuration that suited. ‘You made a living,’ he said. ‘You played where you were asked to play. David, because he played a bass, and was extremely talented, I might add, he played with a certain crowd of people. I used to play in Art’s band, and Art Themen [later with Stan Tracey] was the tenor player.’

			Later he noted: ‘I remember when I first started to play, you had modern jazz and traditional jazz, and they were totally split.
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