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for Sloan Harris

gentleman, agent extraordinaire, and irredeemable Stones freak





Extraordinary how potent cheap music is.

—NOËL COWARD, PRIVATE LIVES

The Rolling Stones lasting 20, 30 years—what a stupid idea that would be. Nobody lasts that long.

—LESTER BANGS, CREEM, DECEMBER 1973






Prologue

October 17, 1961

Two boys.

Two boys meet at a train station one morning, in a suburb east of London. They meet by chance and eye each other at a distance on the thin slip of citybound platform. Passing glances are exchanged, momentary eye contact, a glimmer might be a more appropriate term, but no outward sign of recognition. It is the kind of encounter ex-lovers might experience, wishing to avoid awkwardness. But these boys aren’t on intimate terms, they’re … acquainted. They’d met earlier, eleven years earlier, as grade-school mates, even walked home together,1 but never developed a lasting friendship. They basically know each other. And even though they live2 in the same general vicinity, when one cycles by the other’s house on his way to school or to a nearby relative’s there is no effort made toward a greeting, not even a nod or wave.

So here they are. Two boys who know each other somewhat, with nowhere to hide. The platform heading west is sparsely inhabited. It would be too awkward to stand there without acknowledgment for any length of time until the train arrives. Almost reluctantly, they edge closer, like wary adolescents at a dance. And really, it is a dance. There is a bit of posturing going on. These particular teenagers each have an innate sense of self, even at their age. Call it attitude or survival instinct, maybe a bit of both. As a result, neither wants to make the first move.

Their individual appearances establish them in distinctly different orbits. One boy, something of a lad at first glance, appears more polished in a beige cardigan3 and a scarf adorned with black, purple, and yellow stripes that identifies him as a student at the London School of Economics. Though an unmistakable representative of the university herd, there is nothing generic about his features. His face is extraordinary, offbeat. There are traces of the Orient and maybe Mars in his almond-shaped eyes, cheekbones from here to there, and good strong jaw. And the mouth. It is almost cartoonish, as if it were drawn for the Joker, with lips that look like they’ve been inflated with helium. (“When I was born,”4 he’d later joke, “the doctor thought I came out ass first, but my lips were the first thing to emerge.”)

The other boy, by comparison, looks more pedestrian, someone with airs might say “common,” indisputably working class. He is an odd one—“a skinny lad with the crazy eyes”5 and protruding ears—but prone to flash a quick, wolfish smile. There’s a bit of a rebel in his countenance, a budding Rocker look, dressed as he is in a lavender shirt beneath a Wrangler vest and a pair of black drainpipes. Scuffed, sharp-toed winklepickers are a dead giveaway.

According to the British caste system, he’s headed in another direction from the other boy. Thanks to archaic educational regulations, a test that measures aptitude at age eleven—the dreaded eleven-plus—had damned him to technical school,6 from which he was summarily expelled, followed by a three-year stretch studying hands-on art. Nevertheless, these two boys share some origins, coming as they did from council estates and loving families who encouraged their musical development.

The train going west arrives, and in the scrum to board, the two boys, leaping into the same car, decide to address one another. They bond as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. Years of indifference melt away.

“Hi, man,” Keith Richards,7 the scruffier one, says. “Where ya going?” Before he gets a response, his eyes zoom toward a cache of record albums tucked under the other guy’s arm. R&B albums! The one on top is a gem, Rockin’ at the Hops. “You’re into Chuck Berry, man, really?” Another album slides out of the pack like the reveal card in a magician’s trick. The Best of Muddy Waters. Presto! These aren’t any old records. They’re Chess Records. “The real shit,”8 as Keith Richards will later acknowledge. He fingers them lovingly as one would rare artifacts. “Oh, yeah, these are really interesting.”9 After turning them over, he says, “Where the hell did you get this?”

The LSE student, Mike—yes, Mike—Jagger, had gotten his hands on a catalogue. “I wrote away to Chess Records mail order,”10 he says. He’d come across the company’s Chicago address11 in a magazine and began sending off for records that were touted as essential, none of which were available in England.

“Oh, man, I’ve got to listen to them.”

They spill into adjoining seats for the fifty-minute ride. Any ambivalence is swept aside by the hot pull of music. Like two alcoholics, they gush, besotted, over a mutual craving: not simply music, but the blues. It’s an alien music that has no roots in England. For all practical purposes, the Brits regard it as “a subdivision of jazz, while others felt it was acoustic folk music.”12 No matter how you tried to slot it, the blues was real, a Black person’s music, plaintive, often mean and lowdown, sung by grainy, whiskey-strafed voices that growl out a range of emotions, from melancholy to ecstasy to anger, even reverence. Mike Jagger has some familiarity with the idiom. He acknowledges having seen Sonny Terry & Brownie McGhee on TV. “Big Bill Broonzy was another one,”13 he says, holding back Blind Willie Johnson14 as a later revelation.

This exchange is like the handshake between members of a secret society. The fellowship of blues enthusiasts is miniscule, geeky. They are like-minded souls in a vacuum, relegated to art colleges and dark cellars, where disciples speak idiomatically about licks, stomps, and boogie. With limited access to record albums, they exchange blues scuttlebutt—LP matrix numbers—as if they were operatives in a spy thriller. Records passed around are their purest form of currency, “like gold dust,”15 according to Mike Jagger. “If one person gets a record, everybody had it,”16 recalls another zealot.

Indiscriminately, the boys run down an eclectic list of the singers who captivate them, a blues Who’s Who of Chicago and Delta legends. Names spill out of their mouths like a litany of cricket heroes: Sonny Boy Williamson, John Lee Hooker, Howlin’ Wolf, Willie Dixon, Jimmy Reed, Jimmy Witherspoon, Sonny Terry & Brownie McGhee, Little Walter. The names conjure up colorful characters who plied a circuit of chicken shacks and juke joints, where songs gave way to every steamy impulse. “I’m Your Hoochie Coochie Man,” “Shake Your Money Maker,” “Sixty Minute Man,” “I’m Gonna Murder My Baby,” “I’m a King Bee.” “I can make honey, baby / Let me come inside.” The imagery is catnip to a teenage boy. A new generation of mostly young white musicians in the UK are gravitating to variants of traditional blues songs that rock a bit harder. The boy in the lavender shirt is no exception.

“I know all Chuck Berry’s licks,”17 Keith boasts.

“What d’you play, guitar?”

“Yeah.”

This, to Mike, is news worth pondering. Guitar players who know all Chuck Berry’s licks are not to be brushed off. It just so happens that Mike Jagger sings with a band. Not quite a band, but he paints it like that. It’s just a couple of friends who turn up at local youth clubs, playing mostly Buddy Holly songs. In fact, he reveals, he’s actually seen Buddy Holly & the Crickets at the Granada Cinema in Woolwich. But mostly, when Mike fronts the band, he sings a version of the blues and “La Bamba.” “La Bamba” is his party piece.

Keith nods meaningfully. He’s not one for a lot of words. He’s self-contained, some would say intense, even creepy, but it’s a facade. The truth is he is shy, painfully shy. Diffidently, he nods again when Mike invites him to get together at a coffee bar called the Carousel in Dartford and to bring his guitar. Out of courtesy or perhaps obligation, Keith returns the invitation: tea at his parents’ house. Tea—it’s going to be a civilized affair.

There is still so much to say, but the train ride won’t give them enough time to hash everything out. Keith, who is getting off first, in Sidcup, for the short walk to art college, contemplates grabbing Mike’s albums and doing a runner. Those records bring out the pirate in Keith. Rule of the sea: Flash ’em like that, you deserve to lose ’em. Instead, taking the longer view, he contents himself with writing down the serial numbers found on the back of each album sleeve. He’s so determined to acquire those discs (even if he has to scrounge up the dough to buy his own copies) that he nearly misses getting off at his stop and just scrambles out the door as the train pulls out.

Keith is fired up about meeting Mike. “It was like seeing an old friend,”18 he thinks, “but it was also like meeting a new person.”

Mike watches as Keith disappears through the yawning maw of Sidcup station. The train wheezes before lurching ahead on its final leg to Charing Cross. For the remainder of the ride, Mike attempts to reconcile the Keith Richards he once knew—the jug-eared boy of five who only dressed in a cringey cowboy getup,19 with holster and hat—with the edgy character who had just departed. Talk about a metamorphosis. Mike replays the encounter and considers the upside. A guitar player who claims to play like Chuck Berry. Someone his age on his own peculiar wavelength, practically in his own backyard. Another blues fan. They speak the same language, have the same passions. Imagine what they could do together with a little spit and polish.

Two boys. Mike and Keith.




CHAPTER ONE

The Blues Brothers


Keith was born my brother by accident by different parents.

—MICK JAGGER

He’s a smart little motherfucker, I’ll give him that.

—KEITH RICHARDS1,2



Michael Philip Jagger’s situation was complicated. There were expectations weighing on his shoulders. Born July 26, 1943, in an England under attack, Mike, as he was known, was vessel for the Jagger family’s hopes of an upwardly mobile trajectory. His parents, Joe and Eva, had already crossed the tracks from a working-class Dartford subdivision to one of the borough’s posher new enclaves called the Close, sporting single-family homes and big backyards. Eva, a clever housewife, sold Avon beauty products to boost the family income. Joe, in a few high-flying years, had leapfrogged from high school gym teacher to lecturer at St. Mary’s College and television sports guru, establishing his bona fides as one of England’s preeminent fitness experts. He was grooming Mike to follow in his footsteps.

Joe and Mike were an early television tag team. Viewers tuned in regularly to watch their routines. When there was an exercise to demonstrate, Joe had Mike spring into action and perform twenty jumping jacks, or press a hundred pounds, or chin a bar. The kid was a natural. He not only handled anything Joe threw at him but turned on the charm.

Mike had all the tools necessary to leap social classes in a single bound. He played cricket, rugby, basketball, and tennis. He excelled at track, threw the javelin, undertook a taxing daily regimen of push-ups and sit-ups. Academically, he was a decent, if lazy, student—he graduated twelfth in a class of twenty-five—more intuitive than intellectual. Friends considered him outgoing. And he had spunk.

“I didn’t have any inhibitions,”3 he recalled. Even as a kid, at fifteen or sixteen, he’d front a little pop combo and “do mad things,” raising the heat in a local auditorium by dropping to his knees and rolling on the ground in some weird mash-up of Johnnie Ray and Bruno Sammartino. Audiences were shocked at first—he could see it in their faces—but they ate it up, save for two stony-eyed observers who patrolled the back aisles of his performances. “My parents were extremely disapproving of it all,” he remembered; “it was just not done” in polite company. The music and behavior were “for very low-class people.”

Keeping up appearances generally meant conformity in 1950s Britain, but Mike had his own ideas. Image was a contrivance he played with from the outset. It didn’t matter if he was on a stage or running the quarter mile for Dartford Grammar. “I thought, ‘Sod how we did in competition.’4 My first thought was: ‘How does my hair look?’”

This was one strange boy. There were time-honored formalities in place to preserve the status quo. Etiquette to be adhered to and respected. But Mike Jagger was already pushing at boundaries, testing his elders, trying on various identities for size. He was content either to sing as part of a choir, until his voice broke, or to make a complete fool of himself in front of twenty people. He flouted Dartford Grammar’s faux-Etonian dress code by wearing casual clothes, he challenged the headmaster, ignored the school’s mandate to join the militaristic Combined Cadet Force, and was initiated into sexual experience5 with a boy.

And he listened to music. Not those insipid pop hits of the day on the BBC’s Light Programme, but that vulgar stuff corrupting British teenagers that streamed over Radio Luxembourg and Armed Forces Radio. He fancied the bad boys—Eddie Cochran, Gene Vincent, Jerry Lee Lewis, Elvis Presley. And those Black musicians with their wild sorties—“Who Do You Love?” “I’m Your Hoochie Coochie Man,” and “Mannish Boy.” A cook at a nearby U.S. Army base, where Mike volunteered as a fitness instructor, had an extraordinary record collection: Leadbelly, Robert Johnson, Howlin’ Wolf, and Muddy Waters. It was a revelation. The Black man’s music! He was hooked, he couldn’t get enough of it.

Mike Jagger was walking a fine line. He strove to please his parents, whom he adored and respected, but he was struggling to meet their expectations and still be his own man. His father didn’t give him an inch. Even though Mike got seven O levels6 and three A level passes—the equivalent of college advance placement courses—Joe was never satisfied. “Get on your homework,”7 he bellowed whenever the music—“jungle music,” Joe called it—came wafting from behind Mike’s bedroom door. Joe hounded him about exercising, to get in shape, to stay fit. “He couldn’t go anywhere without his father shouting that he needed to do his weights or push-ups,”8 recalled Dick Taylor, another music junkie who lived nearby in Dartford. It was a constant struggle.

Especially considering Mike’s circumstances at LSE. He’d nabbed a coveted scholarship that gave him a weekly stipend of £7 to cover expenses. Plus, there were perks. Enrollment there conferred a certain status. A long line of dignitaries had risen from the school’s storied ranks. Bertrand Russell and John Maynard Keynes dropped in to lecture. A degree got you a ticket to the English middle class. But Mike constantly wrestled with the relevance of his education. He couldn’t square the work and effort with where it was leading.

“When I was twelve or thirteen, I was thinking of becoming a journalist,”9 he recalled. “Then I was imagining that I was going to be in some form of government, because I was interested in macroeconomics, how government influenced the economy.” But now music had intruded. Fats Domino, Little Richard, Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley—another new, fantastic discovery almost every week.

Friday afternoons, while his LSE classmates grabbed lunch, Mike spent the hour around the corner from school, in the basement of Dobells, a mostly jazz-oriented record shop, scavenging among the dusty bins of album rejects hoping to unearth anything that looked like an authentic blues gem. The exotic labels were catnip: Aladdin, Duke, Modern, Excello, Specialty. He’d chase anything down that gave off a whiff of authentic blues.

The so-called bands Mike fronted offered little inspiration. “I was in loads of skiffle groups,”10 he said, joining the fad of folk-music enthusiasts. He’d busk with his mate Dick Taylor or any number of public school minstrels who bashed away on their homemade instruments with joie de vivre and little else. And even though another band from Dartford Grammar, the Southerners, nabbed a prestigious TV gig, skiffle soon wore out its welcome. There were only so many times one could sing “Rock Island Line” or “Pick a Bale of Cotton.”

After Mike saw Buddy Holly perform, his taste evolved into a steady diet of rock ’n roll. Mike auditioned to sing with a band made up of friends he’d known from primary school, but they were appalled by his offbeat voice. Instead, he, Dick Taylor, and two other schoolmates, Bob Beckwith and Alan Etherington, set up shop and ran through every rock ’n roll song they could think of—always including “La Bamba.”

Eventually, they made it official, calling themselves a band: Little Boy Blue and the Blue Boys. There were no gigs; gigs never entered their minds. It was enough to play as an ensemble in Dick Taylor’s back garden or at Alan Etherington’s house. The band’s equipment was an assemblage of spare parts. Dick inherited a drum kit of the tin-can variety. No amplifiers figured in the equation, but a Grundig radiogram—one of those boxy wooden radio/gramophone players that occupied the corners of most British living rooms—had a jack and enough wattage to produce a suitable squawk. Bob and Alan took turns plugging their guitars into it, forcing Mike, sans microphone, to project his voice over the clatter.

There was never any question who would handle the vocals. Mike, who played no instrument, simply assumed the role, installing himself as frontman. He was completely uninhibited. He never gave a second thought to how he’d come off mimicking the gritty sound and phrasing of forty-year-old Black men, to say nothing of acting out a lyric by grinding his hips or rolling his eyes. Instinctively, he knew how to move, he was seductive, and he had presence. Most sixteen-year-olds would have saved the theatrics for the stage, but whenever they rehearsed, Mike was always in character, always Little Boy Blue. He never held anything back.

By the time Mike enrolled at the London School of Economics in September 1961, the band’s repertoire had undergone a sea change. Songs dominating the UK charts were a simpering hodgepodge. “Hello Mary Lou,” “Rubber Ball,” “Poetry in Motion,” “Michael, Row the Boat Ashore.” British rock ’n roll impostors like Cliff Richard, Tommy Steele, and Terry Dene peddled syrupy pop. Even Elvis, their idol from the United States, had lost his sting, crooning mainstream drivel like “Wooden Heart” and “Surrender.” Buddy and Eddie were dead, Jerry Lee canceled, Little Richard God-fearing, Chuck about to do hard time. Rock ’n roll—the rock ’n roll that had ignited the boys’ imaginations—was in a bad place. Mike decided to take things in a different direction.

As far as a band was concerned, the blues he and Dick Taylor had been listening to had more upside. The blues was gritty, ferocious, it pulsed with whoop and holler and a primal sexuality. To play it, you had to put your heart and soul into it. You had to celebrate it as if you spoke the language, understood the inimitable poetry of blues, suffered the consequences of life. A singer, especially, had to give it expression and nuance, calibrating his voice so that it could slide from high-flying falsetto to a deep, trembling moan without missing a beat. And he had to believe it. A big ask for an eighteen-year-old.

No, Little Boy Blue and the Blue Boys weren’t going to play that sappy Top 40 shit. They were going to play the blues. Forget the fact that no one their age was listening to the blues or that you couldn’t find blues records in any of the local shops. Forget that few blues singers had ever performed in England. None of that was of any consequence. They were going to play the blues—celebrate the blues—because it mattered, period.

Luckily, Mike had curated his own little Library of Blues Esoterica. “In 1961, [he] had reels of Jimmy Reed tapes,”11 said a trusted friend, “Elmore James’s ‘The Sun Is Shining,’ a lot of unissued Muddy Waters and Little Walter stuff, and Slim Harpo.” These were relics from the sacred canon. Eventually, Mike and Dick helped to expand the band’s horizons, introducing them to more cutting-edge artists like Memphis Slim, John Lee Hooker, Lightnin’ Hopkins, and Howlin’ Wolf. They’d play all the essential blues standbys—“Smokestack Lightnin’,” “Good Morning, School Girl,” “Shame, Shame, Shame,” “Eldorado Cadillac,” “It’s Gonna Work Out Fine.” And for dessert, “La Bamba.”

Plans got scrambled a bit when Keith Richards entered the picture. He showed up at the Carousel coffee bar to check out Mike’s scene. He even brought his guitar, a secondhand Hofner Archtop with a cheap Japanese pickup wedged under the strings. But Mike’s friends intimidated him, so he sat silently for the most part, taking it in. Keith was better one on one. Alone with Mike, he came alive, especially when a tape rolled and a song he never heard before came through the speaker.

Keith knew Chuck Berry and Buddy Holly inside out, but Bo Diddley was a revelation. John Lee Hooker, Jimmy Reed, Little Walter … Where have these guys been all my life? “He started to play me these records, and I really turned on to it,”12 Keith recalled. The two boys would sit for hours hunched over a tape or record, dissecting a song as if it were a frog in biology class: first analyzing the overall sound, then paring away the chords, the words, the performance, the expression, until nothing was left except to play the damned thing. “[H]e’d start to sing, and I’d start to play, and ‘Hey, that ain’t bad.’”13

A real attraction formed between the two boys, a chemical connection. They began to intuit each other, to reach a mutual decision about songs, technique, life in general, without having to say it aloud. Friendship was one thing, but this was something else, something deeper. They understood each other. For Keith Richards, who had yet to find a real purpose in life, it was transformational. Mike wasn’t just another acquaintance who’d rotate in and out of his life. He was a friend, not a word Keith used lightly.

[image: ]
An only child, Keith Richards was used to being alone. He was an irrefutable war baby. Shy, skinny, a cagey observer, with an independent streak that bordered on compulsive.

Born in Dartford on December 18, 1943, Keith was conceived as an excuse for his mother, Doris, to avoid wartime work. His father, Bert, toiled long hours in a General Electric factory before being called up soon after D-Day. “Pretty distant” is the way14 Keith remembers him. Doris, on the other hand, was equal parts doting mother and ballbuster. She adored her son—the courteous, angelic version. But she didn’t give the devilish side an inch, threatening to have him taken away by “the Man” when he misbehaved. To prepare him for the hard world ahead, she euthanized his pets.

Still, family was a refuge. Keith’s mother’s six sisters served as warmhearted aunties, and his grandfather, Gus, provided the magic. Theodore Augustus “Gus” Dupree is the éminence grise in the Keith Richards story—“a guy,” in Keith’s eyes, “who could do anything.”15 The man wore any number of interchangeable hats—musician, baker, storyteller, prankster, peacemaker, roué, maverick, grandfather extraordinaire. A little boy couldn’t conjure up a better playmate.

Gus rescued Keith as soon as he was old enough to walk, taking him on long excursions, during which he imparted truths, half-truths, and tall stories meant to teach his grandson how to live. Keith was a quick study, acquiring from Gus a sense of irreverence and individualism, self-reliance, not taking any shit. “There’s a joy in life; that’s what I learned from my grandfather,”16 Keith recalled. “He just enjoyed the world, and he taught me how to do that.”

And then, in 1956, during one of their routine visits, Gus took down a Spanish guitar that sat atop his upright piano and put it into his grandson’s hands. Gus had mastered saxophone and violin while only tinkering with the guitar, but he managed to show Keith how to form the major chords. A lonely thirteen-year-old and a guitar—the cap was off the gusher.

Keith could already sing. From the time he was eleven, he performed nobly in Dartford Tech’s boys choir, one of three gorgeous sopranos—“the worst hoods in my school,”17 he recalls. In their white surplices they passed as little angels, until their voices broke.

“After that, he became a loner,”18 says his father, Bert Richards, “and I knew from very early on that nothing was going to hold him.”

Around the same time, Keith heard a piece of music that wiped the “Hallelujah Chorus” from his mind. Trolling the airwaves on his tiny transistor radio, he stumbled across a voice from another universe, another species. “Since my baby left me, I found a new place to dwell ….” Whatever it was, it was calling to him—a voice so raw, so nakedly anguished, the arrangement stripped to its bones. “Heartbreak Hotel”—the way the singer delivered the lyric, the quiver in the voice, Keith could feel it deep in his spine.

The discovery of Elvis led directly to Buddy, Fats, Little Richard, the Everly Brothers, Chuck Berry—a road of no return. Doris bought her son a steel-string acoustic guitar, a generic Rosetti, for seven pounds on an installment plan. Between the guitar and the new music, Keith Richards, the jug-eared twerp who had been nicknamed “Monkey” and was beaten up regularly by his brawnier schoolmates, morphed into a scruffy stud. Putting a guitar in his hands was like arming a mercenary. In no time, he was rattling off decent versions of “Blue Suede Shoes,” “School Days,” “That’ll Be the Day,” and “I’m Left, You’re Right, She’s Gone.” Posing in front of his bedroom mirror with a cigarette pasted on his bottom lip, he worked on an image, an image that one day he would own.

Music was a source of self-preservation in a childhood with its share of rejection. Keith was bounced out of the choir and the Boy Scouts (the Beaver Patrol, aptly enough). His father only had to hear four bars from that damned guitar before bellowing, “Stop that bloody noise!”19 He’d had it up to here with that boy. “Not talking to me or even recognizing I was around was his form of discipline,”20 Keith recalled. And in 1958, at the age of fifteen, he got expelled from Dartford Tech, because, well, he was Keith Richards.

The expulsion proved a blessing in disguise. Normally, it meant gravitating into a menial, dead-end job, some place to scratch out a living for the next fifty years. The last thing Keith wanted was to wind up on the floor of his father’s factory installing tungsten filaments in light bulbs. But what to do with a fifteen-year-old boy lacking ambition other than for music and drawing?

Art school. “It’s somewhere they put you if they can’t put you anywhere else,” Keith explained. Unique to Great Britain, art school was a kind of reformatory for antiestablishment types and outliers with unconventional interests but no gift for academics, a place to stash a gang of misfits until they could get their act together and find their own way. Painters, sculptors, potters, weavers, illustrators, cartoonists, and dreamers took classes that required little actual work but encouraged a lot of thinking.

“You didn’t really need much qualification to get in as long as you could draw or paint a bit,”21 says Colin Golding, who attended Sutton Art College and would go on to play bass in one of the earliest incarnations of the Rolling Stones. The instructors were often bohemians themselves who knew what it was like to live on the margins of society. They created a curriculum that allowed students to express themselves freely in a relaxed, open atmosphere. There were no dress codes, no class requirements, no grades. You worked at your own pace, immersing yourself in a creative culture. And until 1960 at least, enrolling in art college was a way of avoiding the draft.

You could find a variant of it in every community. Sidcup Art College, where Keith matriculated in 1959, had been around in one form or another since the turn of the century. It was a warren of boxy classrooms in a nondescript Victorian building on Grassington Road. There were art classes—life drawing, etching, printmaking, the basics—and also sexually promiscuous teenagers, soft-core drugs, and camaraderie with students who looked and felt like Keith. He got a decent introduction to the alternative arts. The Beats were the rage—Kerouac and Ginsberg. Everyone was into the abstract expressionists. Most of all, there was music.

You could get a PhD in music just by hanging out in the hallways. The entire spectrum of song was on offer at art school. Groups of students played American folk, modern jazz, trad (for traditional) jazz (which was really only Dixieland), blues, and rock ’n roll. Anyone who had an instrument spent a good portion of the class day in one of the cloakrooms or bathrooms, playing and exchanging material. There was an I’ll-show-you-mine-if-you-show-me-yours mentality. Bands were formed practically before the first semester began. Even instructors got into the act. One of Pete Townshend’s art school lecturers, Gustav Metzger, promoted his concept of auto-destructive art, which inspired the Who’s demolition-derby encores.

The nascent British rock ’n roll movement was born in art colleges. John Lennon studied at the Liverpool College of Art; Jeff Beck at the Wimbledon College of Art; Jimmy Page at Sutton Art College; Eric Clapton at Kingston School of Art; Pete Townshend, Ronnie Wood, and Freddie Mercury at Ealing Art College; Charlie Watts at Harrow Art School; Syd Barrett at Camberwell College of Arts (Florence Welch was an alumna forty years later); Ray Davies at Hornsey College of Art; David Bowie attended Sidcup—and later, Joe Strummer, Mick Jones, Sade, Jarvis Cocker … the tradition continues to this day.

Art school was where Keith’s real education began. At Sidcup, he first heard Ray Charles, Big Bill Broonzy, Josh White, and Jack Elliott. Miles Davis and Charlie Parker also got a lot of play. A record player was smuggled in. Hey, check this out: Rhythm & Blues, Volume 1, with Buddy Guy doing “First Time I Met the Blues.” Someone else introduced him to Sanford Clark, an American rockabilly singer, launching Keith’s lifelong love affair with country and western. The music was coming at him from every direction.

Known as “Ricky” at Sidcup, Keith fell in with two other students who shared his musical enthusiasms—Dick Taylor (Mick’s bandmate) and Phil May, who would team up to form the Pretty Things. Taylor was a hardcore blues freak.22 Keith was besotted with Chuck Berry, and together Keith and Dick broke out acoustic guitars and found common ground. This was a big deal. Keith, according to his mother, “was too shy to join in with anybody else.”23 He had always been a committed loner, satisfied to work on riffs alone in his bedroom or sitting at the top of the stairs at home.

“Dick Taylor was the first guy I played with,”24 Keith recalled. They spent two years banging out songs at Sidcup without Dick ever mentioning he was involved with a band. One day late in 1961, however, everything changed.

“Keith asked me if I knew a guy named Mike Jagger.”25
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Little Boy Blue and the Blue Boys started to swing once Keith found his place in the band. He brought style to their sound—and finesse. He had chops. He’d slowed those Chuck Berry 45s down to 33 ⅓ rpm—again and again and again—so that he could master those tricky licks. He managed to mimic Berry’s singular touch, copying it as closely as possible while giving it his own unique spin. He gave the same scrutiny to James Burton, a Los Angeles session maestro, who played guitar behind Ricky Nelson and on Dale Hawkins’s seminal “Susie Q.” Burton seemed almost to make the guitar speak, bending strings past the root and fifth notes to form a new sound. Keith picked up rhythmic tension from another virtuoso—Scotty Moore, Elvis’s virtuoso guitar player, who’d developed a stinging style that drove the beat while giving shape and drama to the overall framework of a song.

In just a few years, Keith had bloomed into a capable technician able to synthesize the best of rock ’n roll with the authenticity of rhythm and blues. His playing established a simple groove. It was modest yet expressive without upstaging his bandmates or demanding attention.

Mike respected it immediately. He was enamored of Keith’s skill, the way he wielded the guitar so efficiently and with such versatility. Keith’s playing wove the loose ends of an amateur band into a more coherent force. Mike admired Keith’s commitment, his “tough stance, his obsession with the guitar,”26 according to Dick Taylor. The addition of Keith changed Mike’s entire relationship to the band. He could concentrate on his delivery, fine-tune the theatrics. He had always been something of an exhibitionist, but with Keith on board Mike could tap into the newly injected dynamism and really cut loose. The way he moved became somewhat more controlled than his original free-form flailings, almost as important as the singing.

Mike was always in motion—arms, feet, hips, the works, gyrating spastically to illustrate a lyric. His singing became bolder too; it was more impudently voiced, it had attitude, and now he had a repertoire to go with it. Mike leaped right into the Chuck Berry songbook, tackling “Memphis,” “Sweet Little Sixteen,” “Johnny B. Goode,” “Maybelline,” “Roll Over Beethoven,” “Around and Around,” and a handful of others. He also performed a subtle makeover, shedding the genteel student image for something more downmarket, more like Keith. Ditto with his posh, proper accent. A bit of Keith’s Cockney mixed with East London slang gave Mike a more streetwise bent. In a final act of self-re-creation, he did away with Mike. “Mike” was soft, lightweight, conventional. From now on, he’d be known as Mick Jagger.
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Mick and Keith—from the beginning of 1962, they were rarely seen apart. They practically lived in each other’s homes. Keith would play, Mick would sing, practicing for hours to broaden their repertoire. Records were scrutinized and studied like archaeological artifacts. Every spare moment was spent tracking down undiscovered gems, blues songs they could adapt and hotwire for the band. Beyond music, however, there was a stronger connection than merely two boys who demonstrated a heartfelt enthusiasm.

Their interest in each other was deep and complex. No one could have predicted a more improbable friendship. Keith, the guarded but unfiltered introvert with a tough outer shell who pushed back against authority and the conventions; Mick the goal-oriented, demonstrative—some would say flamboyant—extrovert attuned to what played well and willing to alter his personality to suit any social situation. In a unique way, they complemented each other, like opposing magnetic poles.

Mick and Keith were both madly in love with rock ’n roll when they began playing together, and their passion was contagious. Little Boy Blue and the Blue Boys channeled their intensity. The band was still ragtag, but the new lineup, with Keith’s guitar providing the center of gravity, produced enviable results.

In January 1962, they felt ambitious enough to commit a medley to tape. Deploying Alan Etherington’s Philips “Joystick,” a reel-to-reel tape recorder, they put down versions of a couple Chuck Berry chestnuts—“Around and Around” and “Reelin’ and Rockin’”—Jimmy Reed’s “Bright Lights, Big City” and Calvin Carter’s “I Ain’t Got You,” which they lifted from a Billy Boy Arnold record. The finale, to no one’s surprise, was “La Bamba.” The overall result was so-so. Listening to it fifty years later, there is an unmistakable vitality that begs for instrumental support. Mick’s inimitable vocal style was emerging, Keith’s accompaniment a stimulant to the overall texture but swamped by the incompetence that surrounded it. Basically, the tracks needed a functioning drummer, bass player, and second guitarist. It was agonizingly evident to Mick and Keith at the time.

They were stuck in limbo—and frustrated. The band wasn’t improving; there wasn’t enough talent to take it to the next level. Dick Taylor had a nice touch, but he was a blues purist, playing along grudgingly when they broke into “That’ll Be the Day” or “C’mon Everybody.” Mick and Keith were hybrids. They loved the blues and wanted to continue tapping that musical gold mine, but they also wanted to rock.

Even so, there was no exploring “next moves,” no tinkering with the lineup. In those days, it was enough to be able to play music; improving a band or actually performing in public wasn’t something anyone thought about seriously. And as far as blues bands went, the Little Boy Blue outfit figured they existed in a vacuum. It never occurred to them that anyone else was playing their kind of music. Until Mick paged through the March 15, 1962, edition of the New Musical Express and came across an ad. “The Most Exciting Event of the Year!” it proclaimed. “Alexis Korner’s Blues Incorporated G Club.” It was opening that Saturday, March 17, in a cellar opposite the Ealing Broadway tube station. “Turn left, cross at Zebra and go down steps between ABC Teashop and Jewelers.”

A blues club? Practically around the corner from Dartford? They weren’t alone in the universe after all.




CHAPTER TWO

On Fire—and Lost

The scene outside the Ealing Jazz Club looked like the opening shot of one of the gothic horror movies cranked out by Hammer Studios. A fine mist hung in the air on a dreary, godforsaken night on a dreary, godforsaken street in a dreary, godforsaken neighborhood. No one would have been surprised to find Peter Cushing lurking in a dark doorway. An unlit arcade led to a set of stairs, and at the bottom of it a door with the cryptic marking “42a.”

Who would put a music club in an outpost like this? It wasn’t like the joints they’d heard about on Wardour Street in Soho, with marquees, lights, bouncers, signs of life. This place, the Ealing Jazz Club, was in a basement bunker. You could have passed by it and never given it a second look.

“That door, however, opened into an enchanted garden.”1 It was hard to get one’s bearings at first. A vague outline of thirty or forty bodies shifted like fireflies in the haze of feeble lighting and nuclear clouds of cigarette smoke. There was a skylight of a sort, a series of glass blocks on the ceiling that looked into the tube station above it and leaked when it rained. Anyone entering the club was assaulted by the heat—not dry heat like in a sauna, but the moist and sticky kind that turned clothing into sponge, not to mention body heat that reeked of a steamy gym. Once eyes adjusted to the murky interior, you could make out a gallery of small, interconnected rooms. At one end, a bar did brisk business hustling pints of beer to a crowd described by the Evening Standard as “Bohemian and intelligent and pretty psychopathic.”2 In a corner next to the bar, a few sexy girls in black sweaters and pedal pushers danced among themselves in twos and threes. And opposite this activity, a stage—no more than a platform of sorts, just large enough to hold a mongrel scrum of musicians: a guitar player, a stand-up bass, a drummer, a saxophone player, a pianist, and fronting this miscellany, a hulking figure dressed in flannel and overalls blowing one of the meanest harmonicas this side of the Mississippi Delta. The music was as motley as the band, a mash-up of blues, folk, and trad jazz. You could hear strains of Ken Colyer and Acker Bilk spiked with Albert Ammons and Sonny Terry, and a little Charlie Mingus mixed in. “The music was dreadful,”3 says a blues maven who came to check out the scene, “but at least they were trying to play our kind of sound.”

The Dartford contingent stood along the back wall and tried to process the action onstage. From all appearances, there was a revolving-door aspect to it. One group would finish a number, and the guitar player, a gregarious character named Alexis Korner, would grab the mic and single out guys gathered below him on the floor. “Do you want to take over for ten minutes while I have a drink?”4 he’d ask. At which point a new itinerant cast would step up and fill in on various instruments while others joined Korner at the bar for a blow. It was that kind of communal exchange.

The original troupe called themselves Blues Incorporated, a name cooked up by Korner and his partner, Cyril Davies, both of whom were committed to bringing blues to the masses. The band’s lineup was never stable: it might include Jack Bruce (moonlighting from his gig with Jim McHarg & His Scottsville Jazz Band) or Andy Hoogenboom on stand-up bass, Geoff Bradford or Brian Knight joining Korner on guitar, Keith Scott on piano, Dick Heckstall-Smith or Don Rendall on alto and tenor sax, Graham Burbidge or Charlie Watts on drums, and Cyril Davies blowing harp. Singers came and went, but stalwarts like Art Wood (whose brother Ronnie was too young to participate) and John Baldry handled the majority of vocals. One would be hard-pressed to find a more eclectic or inventive group of musicians working in any club in London.

The music may not have suited the Little Boy Blue band’s purist tastes, but it was earnest. Korner and Davies, who ran the club, made sure that the tradition of blues permeated everything that was played on that stage. The specter of folk or trad jazz might creep into a song—Dick Heckstall-Smith and Keith Scott might lean too heavily on their improvisational roots—but the stalwarts would yank things back soundly into the blues camp. To Keith Richards, this was “a revelation.”5 He took a hard look at Blues Incorporated and realized “this opens up a whole new world, ’cause everybody in this place is there because they’re interested in the same music.”

At the bar, he and Mick had bumped into a lithe, loquacious guy named Paul Pond (who introduced himself as Paul Jones), who had hitchhiked to the club from Oxford with a friend. Pond/Jones was overheard discussing a new album he’d gotten his hands on, Memphis Slim at the Gate of Horn, with a fantastic guitar solo on a tune called “Steppin’ Out” played by Matt Murphy. Keith’s head spun. Matt “Guitar” Murphy was a legend; he’d sat in with everyone from James Cotton to Bobby “Blue” Bland. This guy Jones must have inside information. Mick and Keith edged closer.

Jones fronted an Oxford-based blues band called Thunder Odin’s Big Secret (he would later handle vocals for Manfred Mann). He was deep in conversation with a walking blues encyclopedia named David Williams, whose next-door neighbor, Jimmy Page, was working and unable to join him that night. Another guy in their entourage was Nigel Stranger, who played a plastic alto sax à la Ornette Coleman with a budding Newcastle-upon-Tyne band, the Animals. “Up until that night,”6 Paul Jones recalls, “I thought I had the only blues band in Britain. Then Mick and Keith appeared. They knew the names to drop, as it were, and we instantly hit it off.”

A few minutes later, Jones’s hitchhiking friend joined the crowd. Keith and Mick only caught his first name, Brian, a pint-size, lisping Cheshire Cat decked out in a flash Italian herringbone jacket and collarless grandad shirt, who carried himself as if he knew his way around the blues. “He was broad, and he seemed to me very tough,”7 Keith recalled, “like a little Welsh bull.” He came off as more than another blues enthusiast. He seemed to have vast knowledge of recently released records and specific insights into the R&B culture and had already cultivated a network of pen pals who exchanged information and tapes.

Sometime later that evening, Paul Jones and his sidekick Brian—now introducing himself as Elmo Lewis—took to the stage and performed a version of Lightnin’ Slim’s “Rooster Blues.” Jones’s delivery, accented with a harmonica solo he copped from Lazy Lester Johnson, was idiomatic but polished. “Oh well the little red rooster told the little red hen / I ain’t been to see you in God knows when / Little red hen told the little red rooster / You don’t come around, daddy, like you used to / We got to rock tonight, baby …” The guitar accompaniment was more than respectable.

As Paul Jones departed, Korner stepped to the mic and announced: “And now, folks, a very fine bottleneck guitar player who has come all the way from Cheltenham to play here tonight.”8

The guitar player, “Elmo Lewis,” slightly nervous and concentrating mightily on his hands, launched into a meticulous version of “Dust My Broom,” the traditional country blues Robert Johnson made a classic, updated by Elmore James in 1951. James had hotwired it with a vibrato slide guitar lick that became one of the most defining blues riffs ever played. And somehow, this Brian-Elmo bloke pulled it off note-perfect and with panache. He was getting a supercharged whine out of that Gibson guitar with a cheap little pickup attached and a glass bottleneck fitted snugly on his middle finger. Slide guitar—no one in the Dartford gang had ever seen anyone play it before. “He really had that down, and he was very exciting,”9 said Mick. “The sound was right. The glissandos were all right.” Keith was dazzled. “It’s Elmore James, man!” he marveled, nudging Mick with an elbow. “It’s Elmore fuckin’ James.”
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In fact, it was Lewis Brian Hopkin-Jones, who hailed from stately Cheltenham on the edge of the Cotswolds, a place as similar to Mississippi as to the North Pole. Cheltenham was more than a few rungs up from Dartford on the social ladder. The young prodigy worked hard at scuffing up his image by an unabashed identification with the Black idiom and contempt for social conventions. You can call yourself Elmo Lewis and mimic the rhythmic style of Elmore James, but underneath the act, Brian Jones had no more of a blues birthright than any of them.

Born February 28, 1942, Brian was a handful right out of the crib. Today, we might say he had ADHD. As a child, he could go from sunny to sullen in a flash. He was an overachiever who mastered chess, learned a number of unrelated musical instruments, drew a variety of figures to scale and perfection, and displayed a photographic memory for detail. But he had trouble paying attention, was disruptive in social situations, and had a rebellious streak that bordered on anarchic. His parents were at a loss.

“I hardly knew how to deal with him,”10 his father, Lewis, admitted. His mother, Louise, categorized her son, in a word, as “strange.”11

Provincial was the best way to describe Brian’s parents. They were of a different era, simple, homespun people, with faces that seemed to conceal nothing. One of Brian’s teenage girlfriends summed up the vibe in the house as “sterile … very proper … no feeling.”12 Lewis Jones was an aeronautical engineer for the Dowty Company, which specialized in the manufacture and repair of aircraft equipment. His wife, Louise, taught piano to the neighborhood children. They’d worked hard to establish a comfortable lifestyle, but child-rearing had brought them heartache. A daughter, Pamela, died of leukemia at the age of two, and Brian was so … difficult. The Joneses had acquired the opaque, sorrowful air that attached to couples bewildered by their circumstances. They might have been attentive parents, but they were out of their depth when it came to raising Brian. Neither of them understood how to contain an overactive son or to cultivate his exceptional talents.

As far as the latter went, he did well enough on his own. A self-taught musical wunderkind who played mostly by ear (although he could sight-read), he cut his teeth on improvisational jazz innovators like Charlie Parker, Sidney Bechet, and Cannonball Adderley. By the time he was fourteen, Brian was playing saxophone and clarinet with local Chicago-style trad-jazz bands that vamped on souped-up versions of “Wild Cat Blues,” “Honey-Babe,” “Muskrat Ramble,” and “Easy Does It.” All that took a turn when he acquired a Spanish guitar soon after his fifteenth birthday.

The guitar challenged him, and his tastes changed. He did a deep dive into urban blues, and not just the Chicago and Delta forms but boogie-woogie and barrelhouse as well. According to his friend Graham Ride, whose album collection covered the genre, Brian became transfixed by Champion Jack Dupree’s Blues from the Gutter, focusing on the fiery guitar solos played by Larry Dale. From there, the legends were just over the next hill.

Blues guitar became Brian’s primary fixation. The instrument was never out of his hands, a factor that drove a wedge between father and son. Lewis considered the music a nuisance. Jazz was intolerable. “I saw it as a positive evil in his life, undermining quite a good career,”13 he said. Nothing good could come out of this obsession with jazz, and the blues—the blues was corrupt, the devil’s music. He could hear it in the lyrics. “Keep on churnin’ til the butter comes / Keep on pumpin’ make the butter flow / Wipe off the paddle and churn some more.” Lewis wasn’t born yesterday. He knew “Let Me Play with Your Poodle” had nothing to do with dogs. The blues! After all the time and effort they’d invested in Brian’s musical education, he was mortgaging it for this trash.

School might have straightened Brian out. He attended Pate’s Grammar, a private school in the Etonian tradition, whose graduates included distinguished statesmen, scientists, militarists, composers, actors, and cricketeers. Academically, Brian was a high achiever: nine O levels and two A level passes in chemistry and physics positioned him solidly on the university track. Teachers and school administrators learned to cope with his volatile independent streak, assuaged to some extent by what one headmaster considered “quite an amount of cheeky charm.”14 The independent streak was manageable, but the cheeky charm did him in. Girls were captivated by it. In 1959, at the age of seventeen, he seduced a fourteen-year-old student at the exclusive Girls’ Grammar School, who became pregnant and named Brian as the father.

No amount of charm could squelch the scandal. The girl’s parents hounded Brian out of school. His parents followed suit; disgusted, they wanted him out of the house. Better still—out of town. With university now pretty much off the table, Lewis found an apprenticeship for his son in London. Brian could learn to perform optical work while attending the London College of Applied Optics. The job only lasted a couple weeks. But when he tried to return to Cheltenham, there was no peace, either in the Jones house or anywhere else. The girl’s parents and community gossip made Brian’s existence there untenable. So Brian grabbed his guitar and took off, busking his way around Germany and Scandinavia for six weeks until his money ran out.

The Cheltenham he returned to in November 1960 was a town in transition. It retained the fading patina of a once-exclusive spa resort, but a cultural shift was creeping in. Teenagers began staking their claim. A bunch of coffee bars sprouted in empty storefronts that once catered to upscale tourists—dimly lit places thrown together with a fledgling barista and a few repurposed tables and chairs. What they all had in common was a jukebox and a regular young crowd that came to talk music. Brian hung out at the Aztec, the El Flamenco, and the Barbeque/Waikiki, neither a barbeque nor a facsimile of anything Hawaiian. Here, he could bide his time, daydream, and pursue artistic leads in the emerging Cheltenham underground.

One night soon after his return, Brian hitchhiked to the Wooden Bridge hotel in nearby Guildford to check out a touring jazz group. The band wasn’t nearly as alluring as one of the women mingling in the crowd, a twenty-three-year-old named Valerie, with whom he proceeded to have a torrid one-night stand. Later, he learned she was married—and pregnant. By him. The story was becoming all too familiar. Was he that fertile? Or just irresponsible? Or simply oblivious? In any case, he needed to change the direction of his life before these antics, these misadventures—a designation he would later embody—conspired to do him in.

A series of short-lived day jobs ensued. The first one, as a salesman at a Cheltenham record shop, ended prematurely amid accusations of theft. Transporting enormous bags of coal proved too strenuous for more than a three-day stretch; a factory shift was short-circuited by a traffic accident in which he lost a tooth; a white-collar job with the Gloucestershire City Council was done in by absenteeism; and a stint as conductor on double-decker buses lasted a mere three weeks. Brian Jones wasn’t cut out for a nine-to-five posting. What’s more, he was allergic to discipline, and he had no sense of responsibility or loyalty. “I didn’t really feel any great urge to work,”15 he said.

His attention was focused entirely on music and a hyperactive love life. Throughout the first half of 1960, he bumped around Cheltenham, rehearsing with fellow musicians and expanding his chops. He had a new girlfriend in tow, a fifteen-year-old firecracker named Pat Andrews, who’d been warned that Brian was “a bit of a loner, an oddball, with a shady reputation,”16 but was blinded by his wounded charm. He would stare at her intently, spellbindingly, when she talked, while bemoaning his creative frustration and spinning his musical dreams. “The energy Brian radiated had to be experienced firsthand even to half begin to grasp it,” she said. Energy didn’t pay the bills, but Pat’s job as a trainee at Boots, the UK pharmacy conglomerate, helped to keep Brian in guitar strings and cigarettes. For pocket change, he played saxophone and guitar in two Cheltenham combos, the Cheltones and Bill Nile’s Delta Jazzband, eventually forsaking them for the Ramrods, whose feverishly paced R&B sets seized Brian’s full attention.

The Ramrods’ repertoire opened up a new world for Brian Jones. He plunged into the rhythmic opulence of Jimmy Reed, Bo Diddley, and Elmore James with more energy than anything he’d ever devoted himself to before. It was like learning how to speak a new language. For hours on end, he pored over their recordings, working out chords and arrangements, but also the phrasings and subtle variations, the tonal shadings, that provided their distinctive voice. He put the feel of the song above everything else, learning how to squeeze the emotion out of it. On the surface, the blues seemed simple to play, but it required honesty and something deeper to pull off. Those qualities had always eluded Brian in his personal life, but he was discovering them in the music.

In the summer of 1961, Pat Andrews, just sixteen years old, revealed she was pregnant—and no surprise when it came to who the father was. Since his seventeenth birthday, Brian was fathering illegitimate children at the rate of one a year. He seemed intent on replenishing the UK’s postwar birthrate singlehandedly.

The baby—a boy they named Julian Mark—was born October 22, 1961, the same week Mick and Keith reestablished their friendship on that train from Dartford. Supporting a family was beyond Brian. He was out of work again, this time booted from a sales position at an electrical supply store. Pat’s job at Boots was also terminated, so she moved into her parents’ house with the baby, meeting Brian on evenings when their schedules aligned.

Across town, he bounced17 around a succession of flats with his friend Dick Hattrell, another vagabond blues misfit whose ample record collection helped to foster their R&B habit. One night in early December, they squeezed into balcony seats at Cheltenham Town Hall, where Chris Barber’s Jazz & Blues Band was headlining an all-star bill. Barber had done more to galvanize popular music in the UK than anyone since Gilbert and Sullivan. In 1956, along with banjo player Tony “Lonnie” Donegan, Barber had touched off the skiffle craze before transitioning into trad jazz. But perhaps his most important contribution was bringing the blues to England.

Barber had been into the blues since 1949. On frequent American sojourns, he checked out clubs where bands played the music of his idol, Robert Johnson, and even managed to sit in with Big Bill Broonzy. “I saw Muddy Waters in southside Chicago and was knocked out,”18 Barber recalled, sparking a missionary zeal that drove him for decades. In 1958, he began importing some of the blues’ most iconic performers—James Cotton, Sister Rosetta Tharpe, Sonny Terry & Brownie McGhee, and finally Muddy (along with pianist Otis Spann) in his historic UK debut at St. Pancras Town Hall. When the Brits got a taste of crowd-pleasers like “I Can’t Be Satisfied” and “Baby Please Don’t Go,” the groundswell couldn’t be contained. Blues began seeping into the repertoire of every serious session musician, and into intervals at trad-jazz gigs, allowing the featured band to grab a couple beers and share a joint behind the club. As a result, jazz fans were converted to blues fans in droves.

Alexis Korner had played guitar with various incarnations of Chris Barber’s bands since 1952, and he appeared with them that night in Cheltenham, strumming along to the Dixieland-style numbers before playing a short set during the break with Blues Incorporated. It was that group that tipped Brian Jones over the edge. Their versions of “Got My Mojo Working,” “I’m a King Bee,” and “Walking Blues” were game changers. Not only the songs: Cyril Davies’s slinky, flirtatious harp fills rattled Brian. He could hardly sit still throughout the rest of the show, making a beeline backstage the minute it was over. Korner was nowhere to be seen. He’d already settled in at the Patio, a wine bar across the street, well into his second drink. Brian, who didn’t have enough money to keep his new son in diapers, sat down across from Korner and quickly bought another round. Without fanfare, he launched breathlessly into his sketchy blues credentials, not that he had credentials to speak of, but he had passion, enthusiasm, and big plans. It all came pouring out.

Alexis Korner was receptive. As the godfather of the London blues scene, he and Cyril Davies had spent years banging their heads against the doors of every music club in the city, where blues was given short shrift or shunned. They’d cut their teeth on the songs of boogie-woogie virtuoso Jimmy Yancy and Big Bill Broonzy, launching a passion that eventually brought them into contact with Muddy Waters, Sonny Terry & Brownie McGhee, Sonny Boy Williamson, T-Bone Walker—the entire Who’s Who of Bluesdom. Blues Incorporated was their means of lobbing a grenade into the stodgy musical establishment.

“We deliberately set out to destroy traditional jazz with its waistcoats, bowler hats, and clarinets,”19 Korner said. They’d already transformed a declining skiffle joint into the London Blues and Barrelhouse Club and ran it for three years, with occasional guest appearances by visiting blues dignitaries—Memphis Slim, Roosevelt Sykes,20 Little Brother Montgomery, Bill Broonzy, and Sonny & Brownie, all of whom played there for bottles of scotch, to the same handful of enthusiasts who showed up every week.

Alexis wasn’t much of a guitar player—he referred to himself as “a very discreet guitar player”21—and he didn’t have much of a voice. What he had plenty of was heart. “My function was to lay a groundwork, a blues groundwork for other people to blow over,” he explained. He was determined to mentor anyone who showed the slightest interest in the blues. Brian Jones was exactly the kind of disciple he sought to nurture. Alexis could tell the kid was passionate. And lost. There were so many obligations on Brian’s plate: a new baby, demanding parents, the isolation and rejection he felt in Cheltenham. Brian realized that if he was serious about a career in music, he’d have to relocate to London. Just not yet, Alexis advised him. He sensed the boy had unfinished business that needed tending to. “Look, man,” Alexis said, “stick it out till you’ve got a bit of bread together.”22

The advice fell on deaf ears. Brian Jones was impatient, in a hurry to get somewhere—he wasn’t sure exactly where, just somewhere else, somewhere fast. In December 1961, he began traveling to London on the weekends. Not with Pat Andrews, who remained in Cheltenham with their son, but with a fourteen-year-old girl dressed in her school uniform.

The Ealing Jazz Club was his lodestar. He hitchhiked there on March 17, 1962, opening night, but was turned away from mounting the crowded stage. The next week, however, arriving with Paul Jones, he managed to pull off the rendition of “Dust My Broom” that entranced Mick and Keith. After that, he began showing up at the club on Thursdays and Saturdays to sit in with a house band whenever possible, but also to glean as much as he could from Alexis Korner.

One day in early April, Brian telephoned Alexis and announced that he was moving to London—he was already packed and on the way. “Can you put me up?”23 he asked. Korner and his wife, Bobbie, had provided refuge for any number of card-carrying blues transients and offered (with due respect to Jelly Roll Morton) to make him a pallet on their floor. Brian slept curled up in the Korners’ kitchen for a few nights while he sought housing and work.

Initially, he got a sales job behind the record counter at Smith’s in the Strand. David Williams, who corresponded regularly with Brian, says, “I’d go there at lunchtime and pretend I was a customer. I’d order loads of records from a book he had with all the upcoming releases in it. The next week, I’d return, and we’d spin them in the store’s listening booth. Most were just crap, but if any were decent, I’d take them home, record them, and exchange them—a scheme for which Brian eventually got fired.”24

Incredibly, Brian managed to snag a similar job at another Smith’s outpost, this time in Kingsway, where he and Williams continued their little charade. “We ordered those records blindly, mainly because an artist’s name sounded interesting. The majority turned out to be country-and-western singers or white guys who covered R&B hits, but occasionally we’d score a bull’s-eye—Screamin’ Jay Hawkins!—and that record would make the rounds of every blues fan within a fifty-mile radius.”

The job paid just enough to make ends meet. Somehow, Brian scraped enough money together to rent a flat in West Hampstead. Initially, he moved in with his fourteen-year-old girlfriend. There were great drunken parties25 at the outset, with Brian blasting Jimmy Reed records and a song by one of Reed’s cousins called “Crossroad” that everyone danced to until they collapsed. Pat Andrews eventually got wind of the arrangement and showed up unannounced with their son. The parties were over, just like that, as was the job at Smith’s.

Having a family in London wasn’t anything Brian had bargained for. It was supposed to be his chance to step out, to claim a new lease on life, away from the limitations and drama in Cheltenham. There was so much music being played in the city. He’d intended to explore the network of clubs and join the creative community. Now, obligations put a crimp in those plans.

For a while, he sold sports equipment at Whiteley’s, the big department store in Bayswater. When that eventually fell through, he clerked at the Civil Service Supply Association, another department store, located on the Strand. Any nine-to-five job, however, took a back seat to Brian’s nighttime pursuits—sitting in with bands at the Ealing Club on Thursdays and Saturdays, Tuesdays at a blues salon in nearby Tolworth, where he and an enclave of fellow enthusiasts (including an unassuming art student named Eric Clapton) exchanged records and played music you couldn’t hear anywhere else. By May 1962, Brian Jones realized that music was the only way to make the loose ends meet. There was no other alternative. It was time to put his own band together.

Paul Jones was an obvious collaborator. They’d played a few gigs together in Oxford, in student university cellars and at pubs, or they’d hear about a party and would simply turn up, Brian on guitar, Paul on harmonica. “I had never heard anybody play blues like him,” Paul says. “He had it, while the rest of us were trying to get it. He was incredibly focused and determined.”26

Before Brian left Cheltenham, he’d called Paul and said, ‘We haven’t been taking this seriously enough. I’m moving to London and starting a blues band.” Now, it seemed, he was dead serious. “Do you want to be my singer?”

“Who else is in your band?” Paul inquired.

“Nobody yet.”

Paul balked. He thought Brian was being ambitious and excessively optimistic. “Nobody makes a living from blues,” Paul replied. “Tell you what, I’ve just lost a guitar player. How about you join my band, Thunder Odin’s Big Secret?”

Brian tossed off a contemptuous little laugh. “I don’t care to be in any band unless I’m its leader,” he said and hung up.

Undiscouraged, he put an ad in the May 12, 1962, edition of Jazz News, seeking musicians interested in forming an R&B band. Responses were few. Blues records—the important Chicago and Los Angeles labels especially—were still scarce in London, airplay almost nonexistent. The handful of would-be practitioners were holdovers from the skiffle era and not up to Brian’s standards. Still, he managed to generate a few potential candidates. One in particular had promise.




CHAPTER THREE

Drunk on the Blues


Every day is a battle for sheer existence.

—KEITH RICHARDS1



The first get-together for Brian Jones’s new band was in the back room of the White Bear, a fusty Regency-era pub just behind Leicester Square. The turnout was dismal, only three piano players—one whose idea of blues was “Every Day I Have the Blues” and “Way Back Blues,” both Count Basie numbers more suited to a big swing band; another, Andy Wren, who only wanted to sing and would wind up playing with Screaming Lord Sutch and the Savages; and still another pianist who looked like he stepped out of a Frankenstein remake, a hulking, lantern-jawed character who gave the impression that he was above such nonsense until he sat down at the old upright and played the nastiest boogie-woogie Brian had ever heard.

The guy was a natural. If you closed your eyes, you’d think Albert Ammons or Meade Lux Lewis had snuck in the back door. He had the feel and style of someone who’d grown up on the Bayou, with an insouciance that seemed to ooze out of his pores. Ian Stewart gave off the kind of aloof, ambivalent vibe one encountered in real prodigies.

Stu, as everyone called him, was a true original. “He never dressed in any kind of fashionable manner, his music was unfashionable, he was a complete one-off,”2 says Colin Golding, lifelong friend and occasional playmate. “That’s what drove everyone toward him—the eccentricity of Stu.”

He was definitely an acquired taste. His Scottish wit was as dry as old haggis, delivered with such deadpan inscrutability that people often turned away scratching their heads. And his appearance was extraordinary, some said freakish. “When he was eight, he got a very bad case of the mumps,”3 his former wife, Cynthia, explains, “and his jaw grew and grew.” It was prodigious. Ten years later, he had an operation to remove part of the bone on either side that left the chin pronounced in such a way that it became conspicuous, like Cyrano’s nose. “From the side, he looked like the moon,” says Colin Golding, “so he was known as Moon among the locals.” But never to his face, because one didn’t fuck with Ian Stewart.

Glyn Johns, another musical prodigy who lived across town from Stu in Epsom, in the county of Surrey, often saw him peddling to work, bent over the bars of an impressive bicycle, always dressed in the same polo shirt, deck shoes—and lederhosen. He was a spectacle in a posh resort area known for its spa waters and horse racing. “He didn’t give a fuck what people thought,”4 Johns says. “At times, he seemed incredibly selfish, because Stu did whatever Stu wanted to do, but he could be an incredible friend. You either took him on his own terms or you didn’t, simple as that.”

Stu had agreed to share a three-bedroom bungalow with Johns on one condition: that “he had absolutely nothing to do with anything domestic. He made it clear he would not contribute to keeping the place clean.” What Stu supplied was charm—his style of charm—and a record collection Johns calls “fantastic, just massive.” B. B. King, Sippy Wallace,5 Otis Rush & Magic Sam, Elmore James, Illinois Jacquet, Big Maybelle, J. T. Brown and His Boogie Boys—a couple hundred of the most essential blues albums unavailable in the UK. He positioned a pair of huge studio monitors at the foot of his bed so he could wake up every morning, drop a 78 rpm on the player, usually Albert Ammons, and play it at a volume you could hear in the next town.

Stu was exactly the kind of guy Brian Jones was looking for. They were tuned in to the same kind of music, both technically superb on their respective instruments, and eager to start a band that played authentic rhythm and blues. Stu was equally intrigued. He could tell that Brian “was deadly serious about the whole thing”6 and had dropped the right names—Muddy Waters, Blind Boy Fuller, Jimmy Reed. “I could tell right off that Brian was a talent,”7 Stu recalled. “He knew his rhythm and blues and he could really handle his slide guitar.” Unlike Brian, however, Stu had a steady day job, working in the shipping department at Imperial Chemical Industries, a London firm that made paint and fertilizer, and he was leaving for a long-overdue two-week vacation. He agreed to touch base again when he returned.

In the meantime, Brian auditioned other potential band members, musicians referred by Alexis Korner, though most weren’t in Ian Stewart’s league. Following one of Korner’s tips, Brian decided to approach two guys playing intervals at the Marquee Jazz Club in a band called Blues by Six. Geoff Bradford and Brian Knight were fixtures of the London R&B circuit. They had put in time at the old Barrelhouse club and were credible clones of Korner and Cyril Davies—Bradford handling the guitar chores accompanied by Knight, who sang and played harmonica. As far as blues went, they were traditionalists, true believers, as well as excellent musicians, and they were open to hearing what Brian had to say. He talked up his new band as if it were a legitimate offspring from King Biscuit Time, the legendary blues radio show. A few rehearsals later, with Stu at the piano and a drummer they picked up in the slipstream, a sound began to gel that encouraged all concerned.

Not content to leave it at that, Brian kept inviting others to audition. Mick Jagger and Dick Taylor were eventually lured into the fold. Mick had begun to develop an exciting stage presence. Without an instrument to play or another stage prop, he felt the need fill the spotlight with style and gusto. A lot of the classic blues singers had raw, expressive power in their voices, which Mick lacked; his was unstructured and reedy. His singing wasn’t always accomplished; often, it was nothing more than efficient.

“I used to consistently hit the wrong key,”8 he admitted. “But the important thing about singing is to get the personality across, fuck the notes.”

He learned how to compensate by using his body and gesturing to create excitement. He’d arch his shoulders, throw his head back, toss his hair, place his hands akimbo, shuffle his feet a bit. It was bold, completely original. Showmanship wasn’t a factor in those days. No one was mincing about in that way, trying to attract attention. Mick, however, couldn’t help himself; it was baked into his DNA. Ian Stewart took one look at him and thought, “Fuck me, there’s a guy who’s gonna go a long way.”9 The voice had nothing to do with it. “Mick can’t sing to save his fuckin’ life,” Stu concluded, “but he was a fantastic performer.” Alexis Korner, on the other hand, was “embarrassed” by him, taken aback at “how shocking Mick was,”10 comparing his mannerisms to those of Marilyn Monroe. Despite the theatricality, Mick eventually managed to impress Korner and Davies, who’d enlisted him to sing regularly with Blues Incorporated on Saturdays at the Ealing Club and on Thursdays at the Marquee. That left Wednesdays and Fridays open to work out with Brian’s outfit.

“At another rehearsal,”11 Geoff Bradford recalled, “a skinny guy named Keith turned up … [who] had every Chuck Berry riff in the book, and he could play a bit too!” But Chuck Berry’s music wasn’t blues in Bradford’s book; Berry was a rock ’n roller wrapped in blues clothing. Bradford and Knight wanted no part of it—they prided themselves on being traditionalists, purists, which created a dilemma. “Brian doesn’t know what to do,”12 Keith said, “whether to kick me out and keep it together with these cats or kick those two out and have only half a band again.”

As it happened, Brian Jones shared a similar feeling about Chuck Berry. “Brian didn’t consider Berry to be in the same class [as blues artists],”13 Keith recalled. Ian Stewart was also on the fence. “You’re not gonna play that rock ’n roll shit are you?”14 he demanded of Keith at their first encounter in a Soho pub called the Bricklayers Arms. Had anyone else challenged him that way, Keith might have thrown an impulsive punch. But coming up the stairs of the pub, he had listened to this weird-looking cat play some impromptu boogie-woogie. “He blew my head off when he started to play,”15 Keith acknowledged. “I never heard a white piano [player] like that before.” Anyway, he wasn’t about to split hairs. Chuck Berry, Jimmy Reed—to Keith, it was “all the same shit.”16 The others, however, were unconvinced. Why did they need a guy who was going to muddy up their blues pursuit? But Mick threw down the gauntlet: “I’m not doing it if Keith’s not doing it.”17

By May 1962, when Keith joined the band’s rehearsals, Brian and Stu softened their stance a bit, agreeing to sprinkle a few Chuck Berry and Bo Diddley songs into the mix. That was the final straw for Bradford and Knight: they bolted, taking off to rejoin Blues by Six with its new drummer, pigeon-faced Charlie Watts.

The remarkable kinship between Mick and Keith was deepening. They’d reached a point where if they heard something that either struck them as profound or didn’t ring true, their first instinct was to cut a glance at each other, knowing they were sharing the same thought. “It was all unsaid,”18 Keith explained of their synchronicity. They were forging a singular identity. “One day Mick would become Keith,”19 Dick Taylor observed. “But then on another day, Keith could go all like Mick. You never knew which way round it would be.”

The understanding between them may have been intuitive and strong, but the band was still Brian Jones’s baby. He was calling the shots. He set the rehearsal schedules, and as far as the music went, he kept the songs rooted in a more traditional vein, constantly refining the group’s sound. Recognizing that Keith had exceptional talent and a deep well of curiosity, Brian spent considerable time introducing him to bedrock bluesmen like Robert Johnson and Jimmy Rogers. Brian also continued to rejigger the band’s lineup. No one was enamored of Dick Taylor’s drumming. Dick could keep the beat, but that was about it. He wasn’t expressive, he had no swing. His expertise, such as it were, lay with the guitar. Brian stepped up and asked Dick if he could play bass instead. There was an outside chance that he could, but, of course, he didn’t own a bass. “Fix that,” Brian told him.20 So Dick bought a bass and taught himself on the fly.

That left a big hole to be filled. In any band, drummers were always a precious commodity. A number of good ones had passed through Blues Incorporated at the Ealing and Marquee clubs—Graham Burbidge, Charlie Watts, Ginger Baker, Carlo Little, Mick Avory, and Phil Seaman, to name a few who went on to various degrees of fame. Despite that bounty, it was difficult for a new combo like Brian’s to attract a drummer with real style.

“We started trying out all these different bloody drummers,”21 Stu recalled, “and it was really heartbreaking.” None of them, he thought, “had any idea” how to play blues. They lusted after Charlie Watts. Charlie was primarily a jazz drummer; he’d never really played rock ’n roll—“didn’t have the foggiest idea,” as Stu described it—but that wasn’t a dealbreaker. He was exactly what they needed—“a man who’d sit at the back and play four-to-the-bar all night.”22 Keith, for one, believed, “there’s no such thing as a rock ’n roll drummer”23; all drummers were created equal. Besides, Charlie had that sweet, easygoing feel. He could handle anything they threw at him. But he was already working evenings with three other bands—Blues Incorporated, Blues by Six, and a group fronted by Art Wood—while holding down a day job at an advertising agency. In any case, they couldn’t afford paying Charlie to drag his drums across town.

The first “gig” the band ever played24 was in a back room at the Bunch of Grapes, a pub at the bottom of Sutton’s high street. It was organized by a friend named Mick Sales, who planned to charge one and six at the door (about £3.15 in today’s money), enough to cover the cost of the room with a little left over for the band. Stu was unavailable, and Dick Taylor, who’d agreed to play drums, never showed, so it became a jam session, and no one paid to get in. Brian, Mick, and Keith were undaunted. They tore through a set of songs taken off Bluesville Chicago, Volume I, a French LP that had made the rounds among the faithful—“I Was Fooled,” “I Ain’t Got You,” and “I Wish You Would,” by Billy Boy Arnold; Eddie Taylor’s “Bad Boy” and “Ride ’Em on Down,” along with “Too Much Monkey Business,” the requisite Chuck Berry number, and the inevitable, interminable “La Bamba.”

The boys acquitted themselves nicely. “It was still pretty amateurish,”25 according to a person who was there, “but they were trying hard, attacking those songs, and Mick sang his ass off.”

The bandmates were convinced they had something worth pursuing. Up to now, they were playing for their own amusement, but feelings were brewing that they could take this germ of a band to the next level by fleshing out the personnel, maybe even snagging a few paying gigs. They were working very hard at fattening their sound. Brian and Keith, especially, huddled any chance they got, working out guitar arrangements that blended their instruments, so it was never clear who was playing rhythm or lead. They had plenty of time on their hands. Keith had quit art college, and he applied for a part-time position delivering the mail. Brian was out of work again, bounced from his last job over discrepancies in the cash register. “He was embezzling his boss blind,” according to Dick Taylor. Brian’s situation was dire. Unable to make ends meet, he and Pat were forced to put their son in foster care while they looked for affordable housing. Mick remained at the London School of Economics. He was flirting with packing it in but kept his options open for the time being. Theoretically, he had a paying job as an official bandmember of Blues Incorporated. “Mick on a good night would get thirty bob,”26 Alexis recalled, about “two pounds ten old money,” enough for carfare home.

If the band were to survive, they needed steady work. “We decided to put an ad in Jazz News,”27 Keith said. The only places hiring blues or R&B bands were the small, independent jazz clubs, where the half-hour interval was up for grabs. The Marquee had paved the way for the trend. The club recognized that blues bands were emerging as a viable force. When they eventually gave over Thursdays, their slowest night, to a Blues Incorporated residency, the attendance jumped from a hundred or so patrons to several hundred in a few weeks’ time. An ad in Jazz News would give them some visibility, Brian thought, maybe even bring in a paying gig or two.

One afternoon, in June 1962, Mick, Keith, and Dick gathered on a carpet in Brian’s grubby Powis Square flat while Brian handled the telephone duties. He explained to the operator at Jazz News that they were available for work and would like to place an ad. He provided Stu’s phone number, where messages could be left.

“But what are you called?”28 the person implored him.

Good question. No one had ever discussed a name for the band. It had never come up. Instead of asking the others—prompting a debate that could go on for hours—he did a quick one-eighty and noticed a Muddy Waters Chess album on the floor behind them. He picked it up and checked out the list of songs on the back cover, stopping at the first one—“Rollin’ Stone Blues.”

“We’re the Rollin’ Stones,” he told the operator.

Sixty-five years later, no one has yet to register an objection.
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The Rollin’ Stones got what they hoped for. In addition to an ad, Jazz News gave them a mention in its “Around Town” roundup—“Mick Jagger and the Rollin’ Stones tour the local clubs to appreciative audiences …”29—which brought in a few prospective offers from Soho clubs and flossy debutante parties. But thanks to the largesse of Alexis Korner, they scored their first official gig as a newly named band on Thursday, July 12, 1962.

Actually, Mick was already penciled in to sing with Blues Incorporated on that date when they played the Jazz Club broadcast on the BBC. Jazz Club was a classy showcase that Alexis Korner had been chasing for months, a rare opportunity considering the show had continuously thumbed its nose at any music other than trad jazz. He was convinced that it would introduce the blues to a ready-made new audience, opening the doors to other opportunities. What’s more, Blues Incorporated was being paid, even if it was only the Beeb’s stingy honorarium. At the last minute, however, the show’s producer informed Alexis he wouldn’t pay for Mick, whom they considered an extra singer. “Cyril Davies sings,”30 the producer told him, “or you can sing if you must.”

A meeting of Blues Incorporated was called in a dressing room at the Marquee. Should they take a stand, insist that Mick be allowed to sing without an extra fee? No one suggested they should abandon the radio appearance. In the end, they resolved that it might serve everyone’s purpose if Mick’s new band, the Rollin’ Stones, played the Marquee that night instead, to preserve Blues Incorporated’s Thursday residency. Otherwise, Alexis feared, another band might poach that valuable gig.

Two blues bands actually filled in at the Marquee that night. John Baldry, an up-and-coming blues singer, organized a group to play a short, respectful set, but it was the Rollin’ Stones who created a stir. They were still a slapdash31 unit without an established drummer, but they managed to recruit a freelancer named Tony Chapman to sit in with them that night. The audience was a mash-up of jazz and blues fans, and neither faction was happy. Mick read the room and said, “I hope they don’t think we’re a rock ’n roll outfit.”32 When the band lit into the opener, a souped-up version of “Kansas City,” you could feel the hackles begin to rise. Jimmy Reed songs in general were hard to contain. They were custom-made for a rock ’n roll backbeat. “Bright Lights, Big City” and “I Ain’t Got You” leaped and bucked when the Rollin’ Stones had their way with them. Even blues standards like “Dust My Broom” and “Ride ’Em Down” got a nice kick. But it was “Back in the USA” that delivered the coup de grâce. A Chuck Berry song was tantamount to yelling “Fire!” in a crowded jazz club. Mick didn’t help matters by prowling the stage in a skintight French striped boatneck fisherman’s sweater that had “rent boy” written all over it. A smattering of applause trailed the end of each song but was drowned out by an outburst of boos and whistles. The Stones and a cadre of new fans loved every minute of it.

The reviews, however, were mixed. Melody Maker, the establishment music weekly, dismissed the band’s set as “well-meaning but interminable songs about sharecroppers.”33 And Harold Pendleton, who owned the Marquee, stomped around seething that he let those barbarians sully his sainted jazz temple. But, as every show-business promoter knows, there is no accounting for taste. Pendleton read the tea leaves almost as well as he read the box-office receipts, and he realized the Rollin’ Stones drew crowds. He didn’t like it—in fact, he denounced their music as “rubbish”—but he was a practical man who did not eschew cash.

One member of the audience took in the scene and decided something important had taken place. “There were a lot of people dancing,”34 noticed drummer Charlie Watts, who had slipped into the Marquee on a rare night off and sat unobserved among the punters. The crowd on either side of him—the club’s trad jazz loyalists—were flat-out disgusted. “Terrible!” they shouted, circling for blood. Watts had seen Mick sing with Alexis’s band and thought the Blues Incorporated musicians were “eccentric old men.” This lineup, the Rollin’ Stones, “sort of crossed the barrier,” he concluded. “They actually were like rock stars.”

The mixed reaction didn’t faze the Rollin’ Stones. They’d played the set they wanted the way they wanted, and tough shit if the jazzers disapproved. The guys no longer felt they needed to conform. The signals were clear: Trad jazz was on the way out. Songs like “Midnight in Moscow” and “Stranger on the Shore” played by middle-aged men in bowler hats just didn’t cut it anymore; it was fuddy-duddy, passé. There was a new, younger audience showing up at the clubs that wanted to see a band that not only looked like them but spoke to them through more upbeat, progressive music.

New faces were showing up at the Ealing Club, as well. Manfred Mann and Eric Burdon, both of whom would soon help jump-start the UK rock ’n roll scene with bands of their own, sat in with Blues Incorporated on the weekends, giving the group a shot of new blood. On Tuesday nights, a nervous, insecure teenager from the Kingston School of Art became a regular and eventually worked up the nerve to ask Alexis if he could play guitar with the band. Eric Clapton, decked out in a pair of shiny white loafers, launched into the only song he knew. “He’d stand there looking down at his shoes,” Alexis recalled, “singing ‘Roll Over Beethoven.’”

“There was a nice, fluid feeling among people that things were changing,”35 Keith said. The momentum started to build when the Rollin’ Stones continued appearing at the Marquee during the Thursday night intervals. “There was a tremendous feeling of something happening, emerging,”36 said Korner, one of their foremost cheerleaders. Within a few weeks of the Stones’s first appearance, the audience swelled from a couple hundred to the same nine hundred who turned out on weekends for the club’s biggest star, Johnny Dankworth. It must have galled Harold Pendleton to turn over the entire Thursday night residency to the Rollin’ Stones, but he had no choice. They were the future.
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The future couldn’t come fast enough as far as the Rollin’ Stones were concerned. The Marquee gig paid them roughly four pounds apiece, which wasn’t enough to survive on. Brian, especially, felt the squeeze. He and Pat were just scraping by, barely able to cover the rent on a flat they moved into in the suburb of Beckenham. Putting food on the table was a whole other matter, necessitating part-time work. Keith spent most nights on their ratty couch. His father was on his back about getting a job, but Keith wanted no part of it. He was all in as far as music went. “It lit my life up,”37 he said. Besides, Doris Richards, Keith’s mother, was involved with another man nearly half her age and decided to leave her marriage. The situation in the house was combustible. Keith realized his father and he would come to blows if he stuck around Dartford, so he made himself scarce, only returning when his dad was at work. But Keith was flat broke, depending entirely on the kindness of strangers. That left his welfare up to Brian and Pat, an unlikely pair of benefactors.

Mick, too, made a habit of turning up at Brian’s flat. He’d stop in to practice with them on his way home from the London School of Economics, which he clung to if for no other reason than to keep his student grant money flowing. He’d lost all interest in pursuing a degree, thanks in no small part to the way the band was progressing. Thursdays at the Marquee provided a bit of a cushion. Plus, Mick was supplementing his stipend with weekend gigs, singing with Blues Incorporated or one of Alexis’s splinter groups.

One Saturday night, after entertaining at a society function, Mick banged on Brian’s door at around two in the morning. He was shit-faced, unable to make his way home, and collapsed on the couch. The next morning, while Brian was out trying to scrape up a few pounds, an incident occurred that changed the course of their living arrangements. Pat maintains Mick made a pass38 at her, nothing more, but by other accounts it was clear they’d had sex. It was credible enough to Brian that he demanded that Pat move back to Cheltenham.

Remaining in the Beckenham flat was financially untenable. In October 1962, either out of a guilty conscience or because he alone had enough money to cover the weekly £2.50 rent, Mick found an affordable flat they could all share in a house in Chelsea. Number 102 Edith Grove was a ramshackle three-story Edwardian just off the King’s Road. The location, on “a street of the most appalling squalor,”39 was convenient, Mick noted, with “a chippie on the corner, and a caf that was open all the time.”40 The flat itself wasn’t much to look at. According to Keith, it was “a dump, a beautiful dump.”41 He might have been too charitable.

Their flat was a sorry two rooms on the middle floor, with a rust-stained bathtub in a corner of the kitchen and a communal toilet—“the bog”—in an upstairs hallway. The place came barely furnished. A single bedroom was shared by Mick and Keith; Brian camped out on a couch. Otherwise, the provisions were spare—a lamp or two, a table and chairs. “The carpet in the living room was the most horrendous, brown piece of crap,”42 Keith recalled. Brian contributed a radiogram so they could play the pile of LPs they’d collected. Heat and electricity were extra,43 requiring that the boys pump scarce shillings into a meter. Eventually, Brian rewired the electrical meter so the power could remain on without interruption. (Fifty years later, a reproduction of the Edith Grove pigsty would travel worldwide as an art exhibit.)

Throughout most of October, Brian and Keith sat around the flat practicing day and night. Aside from the Marquee, paying gigs were scarce, so the two boys, with nothing but time on their hands, tapped into an endless supply of blues records, trying to figure out how those remarkable guitarists produced such beautiful sounds. It was what they called the teamwork that captivated them—interweaving two guitars seamlessly so at times you couldn’t tell them apart, while other times making them sound as though they were four guitars. Jimmy Reed was their role model. He and Eddie Taylor consistently got a cohesive sound out of two interlocking guitars. Brian and Keith worked tirelessly, recreating that sound, then moved on to the Myers brothers, whose band the Aces practically invented the electric Chicago blues.

“We thought, ‘If we can get that down,44 we’ve really got something different going,’” Keith said. They studied everyone, trying to refine the subtle gradations of touch and master the technique—Muddy Waters, Jimmy Rogers, Howlin’ Wolf, and Hubert Sumlin. Also, the Blue Moon Boys—the sidemen on all those gorgeous Sun records, with Scotty Moore on guitar.

Listening to records was all they had to go on. If only they could get a look at these guys, to see how their hands articulated the arrangements, it would make their plight a lot easier. There were so few opportunities to see the bluesmasters at work. Only the Flamingo, “a very dark and evil-smelling basement”45 club on Wardour Street featured blues and R&B artists on their sporadic visits to London.

Then word circulated through the Ealing Jazz Club that the gods were converging in England on Sunday, October 21, 1962—T-Bone Walker, John Lee Hooker, Sonny Terry & Brownie McGhee, Willie Dixon, Shakey Jake Harris, Helen Hume, Memphis Slim, and Jump Jackson. The entire pantheon! It was a one-night-only affair called the American Folk Blues Festival, with back-to-back shows at the Manchester Free Trade Hall, and the Rollin’ Stones were determined to attend both. But Manchester—it was in the north of England, which meant it might as well have been on Mars. Train tickets were beyond their means and hitchhiking that far might take a month. Much scheming ensued at the Ealing Club to figure out how to get there.

One of the club regulars, Graham Ackers, agreed to rent a transit van whose cost would be shared by as many disciples as they could stuff inside. The way the journey was mapped out, it would be a grueling six hours along snaky, two-lane provincial roads, no motorways or rest stops anywhere along the route. The van left early on Saturday46 morning from the parking lot of the Toby Jug, a pub in Tollworth, then picked up Mick, Brian, and Keith on a streetcorner in Chelsea. The van was a stripped-down affair, with just enough comfort for the driver and a passenger riding shotgun. Otherwise, six boys were squished onto the wooden bench in back and held on for dear life as the van, swinging this way and that, traveled north.

Music made the trip go faster. The van’s radio was inoperable, but Graham Ackers had the foresight to bring along a portable tape recorder containing several new discoveries he’d swapped from other collectors, including a copy of Swing Low, a French VeeJay release by the Staples Singers. Its songs hovered in that rarefied space between gospel and R&B, with a heavy rhythmic, almost jump-tempo beat. The boys gave it a huge thumbs-up, especially the last song on side 2, with the refrain “This may be the last time, may be the last time …”

The London entourage made camp on the top floor of a University of Manchester crash pad. “Four guys slept on the floor of my room, two more curled up on armchairs,”47 says Dave Ward, another blues enthusiast who’d bought the advance tickets for the show. Brian decamped to a local YMCA, but Mick and Keith, unwilling or unable to spring for a bed there, opted to sleep in the van. That night, everyone went to a party in one of the university’s residence halls. “Mick Sales brought the Howlin’ Wolf Rockin’ Chair album,” Will Jones recalls. “That’s the first anyone had heard ‘Little Red Rooster’ with that wonderful guitar playing by Hubert Sumlin, and the other standout track, ‘Going Down Slow.’ It got played over and over all night, and we played it back at the flat again, after the party, until my landlord complained.”

Sunday came, heavy with anticipation. The shows were at 6:30 p.m. and 8:30 p.m., so most of the day was spent killing time in various Chinese restaurants in Piccadilly Gardens, where the boys could sit for hours over a single shared dish. Conversation was limited to blues, blues, and blues. “I remember spending the entire meal talking to one of the guys about the new Lightnin’ Hopkins album on Prestige Bluesville,”48 says Will Jones, “dissecting it track by track.”

Mick’s conversation with Dave Williams was also relentlessly single-minded.

“Is Hooker going to sound like his record?”49

“Are they going to play our favorite songs?”

“You think Shakey Jake will blow directly into the mic?”

Around five o’clock, ready to burst with excitement, the nine boys met up with the last member of their entourage under the arcade of the Free Trade Hall, an Italianate palazzo-style structure in the center of town. Jimmy Page had arrived on the six o’clock train from London, having played a late-Saturday-night gig with Neil Christian & the Crusaders. Introductions were made, and a rapport developed immediately with Mick and Keith, who were aware of Jimmy’s reputation as a crackerjack guitarist. Brian and Jimmy enjoyed a bit of shared history. Jimmy had heard Brian play at one of his Ealing Club debuts. “I was struggling with the Elmore James stuff,”50 Page recalled. “Suddenly it clicked. It was in the tuning. [Brian] was doing it.”

Their seats for the first show were up “in the gods,” says Dave Ward. The performers were little more than blurs in the distance. “But for the late show, we were nearly in the front row.” And what a sight that gave them.

Memphis Slim was the epitome of cool. At the time, he was living in Paris, and he was cloaked in a polished sheen of French sophistication. He arrived on stage in a natty white suit, with his high-gloss, brilliantined hair sporting a Pepé Le Pew streak. Slim had rocked Arkansas and West Texas honky-tonks with jump-blues standouts, and he wasted no time launching into red-hot renditions of “St. James Infirmary,” “We’re Gonna Rock,” and “Bye Bye Baby.” But the real attraction was Slim’s upright bass player, a behemoth of a guy who slapped that instrument as if it were a thug who’d insulted his wife: the legendary Willie Dixon.

When it came to the sound of Chicago blues, Dixon had no peer. He was its unrivaled poet laureate. His trademark stop-time riffs were to blues phrasing what bubbles were to champagne. It changed the entire style of what the music’s aristocracy was playing. And just in case they needed material to execute it, he kept them stocked with a supply of surefire hits: “I’m Your Hoochie Coochie Man,” “I Just Want to Make Love to You,” “You Can’t Judge a Book by the Cover,” “Spoonful,” “Little Red Rooster,” “My Babe,” “Back Door Man,” and “You Need Love,” whose transcendent lyric—“You’ve got yearnin’ and I’ve got burnin’”—made an indelible impression on Jimmy Page.

Dixon managed to upstage even the soigné Memphis Slim, with his easy, hundred-watt grin and the orgasmic undertones coaxed from his bass. The London contingent couldn’t take their eyes off Dixon, and he loomed even larger as the night wore on, backing the rest of the acts as each took their turn on the stage.

Mick and Brian were particularly fixated on Shakey Jake Harris, whose “Hey Baby” and “Love My Baby” blew them away. Keith recalled how Brian’s initial flirtation with playing blues harp had happened just like that a few weeks earlier. “I went out one morning and came back in the evening, and Brian was blowing harp, man,”51 he said. He had it down cold, tongue-blocking and overdrawing the reeds—flattening the notes—so that it sounded like a locomotive picking up steam. Mick also took a stab at the instrument but was still working on how to bend the notes. They finally had the opportunity to see a master at work. Jake mimicked Little Walter’s technique, blowing as hard as he could directly into the microphone.

The visceral impact from act to act was staggering. Then, things hit a bit of a lull: Helen Humes’s big number, “Million Dollar Secret,” sucked the air out of the hall, and Sonny Terry & Brownie McGhee’s set, rooted in more primitive, folksy ballads, “seemed a bit corny.” But the night’s big windup was yet to come, courtesy of Aaron “T-Bone” Walker and John Lee Hooker.

T-Bone Walker was a study in showmanship. He strode across the stage as if the law was chasing him, whipping his guitar to produce a ripsaw-style Texas blues. Midflight into “I Wanna See My Baby,” according to one observer, “he dropped the guitar between his knees and then swung it up behind his head for a solo.”52 Later, during the bridge in “I’m in Love,” he lay prone on the lip of the proscenium and fingered the frets blindly, as if he were channeling chords from the ether.

John Lee Hooker, by comparison, was a model of restraint. His guitar playing was darkly moody, hypnotic—droning, one-chord boogie riffs that landed fractionally ahead of the beat. His voice was “soft and a bit mumbly.”53 This was the real McCoy, the kind of deep, foot-stomping, Delta blues that the boys had come to hear. Through Hooker’s beguiling medley of “Let’s Make It Baby,” “The Right Time,” and “I Need Your Love So Bad,” Dave Williams recalls glancing at the men sitting on either side of him—Jimmy Page to his left, Keith Richards to his right. “Their jaws were on their knees,”54 he says. “They were transfixed. They didn’t so much as breathe through his set.”

After a rousing finale, the boys stumbled out into the chill October night, where the emotional lid finally came off. “We were in shock after those shows,”55 recalls Dave Ward. “We were just in awe. To be able to see those artists perform live was fantastic—something all of us thought we’d never actually do.” They were lathered up in a frenzy, comparing notes and recounting lyrics, trying to commit as much to memory as possible.

It was late, close to midnight. Everyone’s adrenaline was surging. Rather than scrambling for beds, the boys decided to make an all-night drive back to London. Mick was due in class early the next morning, Keith needed to report to his job delivering the mail, and Jimmy Page was booked for a full day of session work.

“We did a Jimmy Reed pub sing-along all the way back to London,”56 says Will Jones, “‘Baby What You Want Me to Do,’ ‘Honest I Do,’ ‘Big Boss Man,’ ‘Shame, Shame, Shame’—the Jimmy Reed Top Ten at the top of our lungs.” Brian Jones, who had jumped on stage at the end of the show and pocketed Shakey Jake’s harmonica, blew a bluesy vamp that cued everyone to join in.


Bright lights, big city

They’ve gone to my baby’s head …



When they exhausted their voices, Brian, who was a skillful mimic, entertained the troops with wicked, spot-on imitations of Alexis Korner and Cyril Davies, keeping the gang laughing into the dawn. Cyril’s shuck-and-jive made him a particularly ripe target. Brian nailed one of his mentor’s more highfalutin lines: “When I’s sings a Jimmy Reed song, I’s tends to sound like Jimmy Reed.” It was a line they couldn’t get enough of, repeating it like a mantra throughout the rest of the year.

[image: ]
The weekend had done a number on the three Rollin’ Stones. They returned to London drunk on the blues. Having seen it performed by the crème de la crème, they now understood how to mine its potential. Up to now, they’d been coming at it half-assed. Sure, they had the heart and conviction to play the blues, but in reality they were only half a band. Brian and Keith were talented-enough musicians, and Mick showed every sign of being a breakout frontman. But if they were serious about turning their passion into a bona fide working band, taking it to the next level and hopefully beyond, a damn good bass player and drummer were needed in short order.

Throughout the fall of 1962, the Rollin’ Stones remained a disheveled outfit. Dick Taylor continued to seesaw between bass and drums, neither of which he played with real artistry. On days when he played bass, a revolving cast handled drumming chores. Mick Avory, who would later play with the Kinks, occasionally sat in but didn’t measure up. “He was terrible then,”57 Keith recalled later. “Couldn’t find that off beat, couldn’t pick up on the Jimmy Reed stuff.” Carlo Little, on loan from the Cyril Davies All-Stars, showed more promise. He had heavy hands and played “great fast eights,”58 a kind of American rock ’n roll beat that Mick found exciting. But Carlo was offered a legitimate paying gig by Screaming Lord Sutch and jumped at the chance. Tony Chapman had played with the Rollin’ Stones on their debut at the Marquee, and sometime during the fall of 1962 he became their regular drummer. Again, Keith wasn’t thrilled. He accused Tony of “always coming in on the onbeat,”59 which threw off the rhythm, either speeding up mid-song or, worse, slowing down.

Despite the unsatisfactory arrangement, they scraped together enough money to record a demo, which they hoped would attract the attention of promoters or, in their wildest dreams, a record company. On October 27, Brian, Keith, Mick, Stu, Dick, and Tony trooped into the Curly Clayton Studios, a bare-bones outfit in Highbury, across from the Arsenal football stadium. For slightly more than three pounds, the Rollin’ Stones booked an hour’s studio time to squeeze three choice blues songs onto an acetate: “Close Together” and “Soon Forgotten” on one side, “You Can’t Judge a Book by the Cover” on the other. The quality of the recording was muddy, indistinct. The single microphone allotted to them captured every stray note, every misplaced beat; one could barely make out the separation of instruments. But the tracks were raw and uncompromising in a way that suggested something more compelling than a performance by crudely inspired amateurs. The power of the music lay in its directness. They’d combined the hard-driving physicality of the blues with youthful spirit and a flair for landing a punch. That didn’t mean a record company could hear it. The few major labels that dominated the UK market were tone deaf when it came to anything stronger than pop. The charts in the fall of 1962 were crowded with teenage heartthrobs—Mark Wynter, Ronnie Carroll, Brian Hyland, Adam Faith, Frank Ifield, they were interchangeable. In any case, the Rollin’ Stones sent their demo to EMI and Decca and didn’t get a bite. Tony Chapman claimed a friend of his in Decca’s hierarchy said, “It’s a great band, but you’ll never get anywhere with that singer.”60

Undaunted, the Stones played several bill-paying gigs, though you never knew who would show up—sometimes a drummer from Column A or Column B, sometimes Dick Taylor if the band was desperate. Stu had talked his friend, Glyn Johns, into giving the Stones a serious look, which necessitated more reliable sidemen.

“I was managing a cover band called the Presidents,”61 Johns recalls. “Every other Friday, we took over a little hall with a stage at the back of the Red Lion pub in Sutton and charged at the door. We were doing fairly well, packing them in, so I thought it would be a good idea to have an alternate night. As a favor to Stu, we decided to put the Stones on—and three people showed up.”

At the Red Lion, Tony Chapman occupied the drums, Ian Stewart played piano, and they borrowed the Presidents’ left-handed bass player, Colin Golding, to good effect. “We got paid five pounds,” Golding recalls. “Gradually word got around that there was a new band in town, and the crowds started to increase.”

A cohesive sound began to develop, but the core group—Brian, Mick, Stu, and Keith—were sorely dissatisfied. There would be no peace in Stonesville until the rhythm section was stabilized. Tony Chapman, they concluded, had to go. Before they sacked him, however, they needed him for a few stray dates on the schedule, including one Tuesday-night session at the Ealing Jazz Club on December 4, during which Tony contributed a solid tip that changed the course of the band.

“I know a bass player who’s got his own amp, huge speaker, plus a spare Vox AC30.”

The AC30 was a workhorse, the kind of amp Brian and Keith dreamed about. If this was on the level, both of them could plug into it and produce a fine, ripping sound. They might even get a bass player to go along with it.

An audition was set up for December 7, 1962, at the Weatherby Arms, a wretched pub on the King’s Road within walking distance of the boys’ Edith Grove crash pad. It was a bleak, wintry day, another in a succession of bleak, wintry days that had turned London into a walk-in fridge. Two inches of snow lay caked on the roads. Brian, Keith, Stu, and Mick were in the process of defrosting when the door to the pub’s upstairs hall banged open, and a pained-looking guy swathed in a loden coat and scarf humped an enormous amp cabinet into the hall. The spare AC30 was as advertised—“the biggest fucking amp we’ve ever seen in our lives,”62 according to Keith, who played it poker-face cool. He didn’t give the guy so much as a handshake. The same for Brian, who took one look at the newcomer and flashed “a London Ernie,” the label he slapped on anyone resembling a Teddy Boy. The would-be bass player felt the extra chill right away, “They didn’t like me, they liked my amplifier,”63 he concluded. At least Mick and Stu had the courtesy to offer an enthusiastic welcome. He shook their hands and mumbled an introduction.

“I’m Bill Perks.”




CHAPTER FOUR

Poised to Turn the Corner


You don’t have to behave like an idiot to be part of a band.

—MICK JAGGER1



Perks from Penge. It was like saying Nobody from Nowheresville. Not an auspicious start to the audition for a bass player. Nothing about the guy aside from his equipment appealed to Brian and Keith. For starters, he was older than they were, by almost seven years, but it might have been twenty. He seemed more a member of their parents’ generation. He’d even done National Service with the RAF. And the guy was a family man; he was married, with a kid. And a day job. Deal-breakers.

The Stones worshipped his gear as if it were the Golden Calf. Keith “just wanted to separate Bill from his amplifier.”2 Bill knew nothing about blues or R&B. The group he’d played in with Tony Chapman—a cover band called the Cliftons—did mostly “white rock ’n roll,”3 Johnny Burnette, Eddie Cochran, Jerry Lee Lewis, folks like that. When they mentioned Jimmy Reed, it produced an empty stare. Another deal-breaker. But … that equipment.

After Bill had spotted them to cigarettes and a drink, they warmed up to him a bit. And he knew a few Chuck Berry songs, which earned him the right to plug in and work out with them. They’d already auditioned a bass player named Ricky Fenson, who was brilliant, he really swung, but like Carlo Little, he’d settled on a paying gig with Screaming Lord Sutch and the Savages. Bill Perks was merely good by comparison. At least he found the groove when they kicked around “I’m a King Bee,” a basic twelve-bar riff. Jimmy Reed numbers like that were mostly up-tempo, in the Chuck Berry vein, and spanned the divide between R&B and rock ’n roll. But Bill was all thumbs when it came to Muddy Waters and Elmore James material. He didn’t have a clue. They sounded so sluggish, so gloomy to Bill.

“You can’t play fucking twelve-bar blues all night,”4 he argued.

It dawned on him that was exactly what they intended. It befuddled him how “this group of layabouts” intended to make a living playing Black music to white kids. He admired their commitment, but a married guy with a family had to make a living.

Bill’s mate, Tony Chapman, convinced him to stick around, at least for another rehearsal to see if things developed. Against their better judgment, the Stones had invited him to work out with them again. The guy had ridiculously small hands and a Brylcreemed quiff that smacked of Teddy Boy pretensions. But they were desperate. They needed a decent bass player to fulfill an upcoming string of dates, including a regular gig at the Flamingo, and Bill Perks was decent.

He’d been playing one instrument or another since he was twelve years old, first piano and then a couple of years of clarinet. He showed early promise and might have gone on to a serious career were it not for a father who disdained higher musical achievement as snobbism and an embarrassment. A scholarship to an elite grammar school earned Bill nothing but contempt. Speaking “posh”—the Queen’s English, as opposed to Cockney—justified a beating. When he deviated from playing classical music on the piano, spicing it up with a jazzy flourish, his father beat him again. And again, when the old man emptied a savings account that Bill’s grandmother had put away for him. In what seemed like piling on, a week before Bill was set to take his GCSE exam, his father pulled him permanently out of school to work for a London bookmaker, a job not to be confused with a literary concern.

Being conscripted into National Service in January 1955 was almost a relief. Bill even signed up for a year’s extra duty on the assurance it came with an increase in pay, but really, who in their right mind wanted to return to that household in Penge. British Forces Network and American Forces Network kept him connected to music, but what each station played was as different as night and day. British radio served up the lightweights—Guy Mitchell, Rosemary Clooney, Dean Martin, and Doris Day (Tommy Steele was as outrageous as things got)—while its American cousin offered Elvis Presley, Fats Domino, Little Richard, and Bill Haley. There was also a healthy portion of country and western spiked with rockabilly on the airwaves. By the time Bill demobbed in 1957, Jerry Lee Lewis, the Everly Brothers, Buddy Holly, and Chuck Berry had captured his attention.

A succession of dead-end jobs followed. He spun through positions as a dockworker, a progress clerk for an engineering firm, and a salesman at a department store. By this time he was supporting a wife, Diane, whom he married in 1959. A year later, in 1960, friends at work inspired him to buy a guitar on the layaway plan and join an after-hours band they were putting together. When Tony Chapman signed on, things turned serious, and Bill switched to bass.

They became the Cliftons, and for a few years Bill supplemented his meager income playing community halls, weddings, and dances around the southeast of England. The band developed a nice little sound, fattened by the bass and a couple honking sax players. It gave them the latitude to play Buddy Holly and Everly Brothers songs while also dipping into the full-flavored repertoires of Sam Cooke, Ray Charles, and Larry Williams. But part-time bands are a fragile construction; personalities clash, individual needs change, egos intrude. In time, their singer peeled away, followed by a sax player, which is when the Cliftons went into a tailspin. When Tony told Bill a band called the Rollin’ Stones was looking for a drummer and bass player, it seemed like a good time to make a move.

But seriously—a blues band? Their music was a slog. Who did they think was going to dance to this stuff? And they were as scrofulous a bunch as he’d ever laid eyes on. Besides, aside from Stu, they treated him with complete indifference. Bill was as skeptical of them as they were of him.

Brian, especially, voiced reservations. “I wish we could find a new bass player,”5 he groused. “This one’s a right fucking Ernie, with his greasy hair.”

Bill was hip to the vibe, but he stuck around because the Rollin’ Stones had paying gigs on the books. The first one, on December 15, was at a church hall in Putney, and in all respects it was an unmitigated disaster. It was impossible to animate the young crowd with sets of authentic blues songs. A week later, they turned up to play a three-hour Christmas extravaganza at the Piccadilly Jazz Club for an up-and-coming promoter named Giorgio Gomelsky and only ten or twenty people showed. Nevertheless, they played both sets at full throttle if for no other reason than to impress Gomelsky. It was a lost cause. He considered them “abominable.”6 Adding insult to injury, Brian appropriated the entire purse from each gig, claiming it covered expenses.

Again, Bill contemplated packing it in. But the gigs during the first week of 1963 were at impressive venues—the Marquee, the Flamingo, and the Ricky-Tick in Windsor—and he was just beginning to get the hang of their sound. Keith took notice. “It turned out that Bill really could play,” he said.

It started to come together at the Marquee, where they opened for the Cyril Davies All-Stars on January 3, 1963. The Marquee was hostile territory. Its owner, Harold Pendleton, was still devoted to jazz and couldn’t come to terms with the fact that it was being eclipsed by something as penny-ante as the blues. For years, he’d been packing in crowds to hear the likes of Johnny Dankworth, Chris Barber, and Acker Bilk—performers he considered gentlemen, respectable. It galled him to put on these carpetbaggers. Cyril Davies was one thing, but the Rollin’ Stones? To Pendleton, they were nothing but noise, just a bunch of scruffs. Their look alone set his teeth on edge.

Pendleton couldn’t hide his contempt when he put on the Stones—as he would in the future, when the Marquee turned its stage over to the Yardbirds, The Who, Jimi Hendrix, Led Zeppelin, the Moody Blues, Jethro Tull, and Pink Floyd. But it was the Stones, those disrespectful hooligans, who stuck in his craw.

Their success made it all the more galling. More than six hundred people packed the Marquee for the Stones’ show on January 3. Even Cyril Davies’s All-Stars, with a lineup that included Ricky Fenson, Carlo Little, and pianist Nicky Hopkins, took a back seat to them. The first set, Keith thought, was a “good warm-up,” and the “second swung fabulously.” The younger crowd erupted when they rocked the house with “Bo Diddley” and “Sweet Little Sixteen.” Paul Jones recalled catching their second set and thought, “They were fabulous. They set fire to that place.”7

A week later, they reappeared at the Marquee, and a full house, nine hundred strong, pushed inside. Harold Pendleton had to turn away paying customers. Mick decided it was time to introduce his mates from the stage. After Mick, there was Keith, Stu, Dick Taylor, Tony Chapman, Brian still calling himself Elmo Lewis, and Bill, who had taken enough ribbing as Bill Perks from Penge and changed his name. He told Mick that from now on he’d be known by the last name of a mate of his in the Royal Air Force: Lee Wyman.

The more the Rollin’ Stones played, the hotter they sounded. All that week and the next, they tightened the screws, but a rattling in the undercarriage remained. Keith, analyzing the situation, said, “We were missing a drummer.”8 Everyone except Tony felt the drums were all wrong.

Stu continued to monitor the situation involving Charlie Watts, who had left Blues Incorporated and was playing with Geoff Bradford and Brian Knight in Blues by Six. Hands down, Charlie was the best drummer on the scene, tasteful, unassuming. “The good ones don’t need to be flash,”9 Keith realized. Charlie was anything but a showboat. He was a gentle, laid-back soul. He had great hands, beautiful hands, a soft touch. He kept excellent time. A perfect fit, but seemingly out of their league.

“The few gigs we had, we always used to try and get Charlie,”10 Stu recalled. Money was always an issue. Charlie needed some assurance that a band could guarantee him a certain number of gigs each week. Up to now, the Stones had never been much of a going concern, but now they were making some noise around town. And they just kept working on him until they wore him down.

“I liked their spirit, and I was getting very involved with R&B,”11 Charlie said. “So I said, OK, yes, I’d join.” He figured it would be an amusing sideline for a year or so before the Stones followed the usual path of such bands and eventually flamed out. He’d bide his time, see how things developed, because the Stones occasionally drifted into rock ’n roll, which Charlie Watts detested.
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Charlie’s heart belonged to modern jazz. It was the only music he listened to growing up in Wembley during the 1940s and ’50s. His upbringing there was easygoing and uncomplicated, aside from the fact that he struggled for individuality among five “Charlies,” including his father, grandfather, and two uncles, each with an identifiable nickname. Charlie-Boy, as he was affectionately known, was doted on by his parents, Charlie and Lil, who had steered the family through the war unscathed, even as German bombs struck houses in the streets around them. In 1946, when Charlie was five, the family moved to an estate commissioned by the government to replace homes that had been demolished in the air raids. It was a communal neighborhood of identical prefab bungalows—the same plot of land, garden in the front, garden in the back—designed and priced so that everyone who lived there felt equal. It was socialism at its peak, an ideal place to grow up.

The Watts family moved into 23 Pilgrim’s Way, providing Charlie with a lifelong mate, whose family moved next door into number 22. Dave Green and Charlie spent nearly every day playing in their gardens and steeping themselves in their favorite music. They spent Sunday evenings listening to the Glenn Miller Chesterfield Show on Radio Luxembourg, discovered Benny Goodman when they were ten years old, and graduated to the harder stuff at thirteen, locked away in Charlie’s bedroom. “He had a little record player,”12 Dave Green recalls, “and we listened to a collection of ten-inch LPs—a Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie record and a Thelonious Monk with Johnny Griffin on tenor sax. And we loved Earl Bostic’s ‘Flamingo.’”13

The boys became besotted with jazz. Saturday mornings, they walked to the Milton Market in Kingsbury and combed through the bins of a record stall, thumbing through the 78s and 45 EPs, with their paper-route money jingling in their pockets. The guy who ran the stall pointed out special albums he thought they would like, including one gem, a Bud Freeman record with Dave Tough on drums.

Drums. Charlie Watts fell in love. Drummers were the heart of a band; they kept the beat. Drums were where he set his sights. His first kit, so to speak, was a DIY job, courtesy of a banjo he’d gotten for his thirteenth birthday. Attempts to play a stringed instrument had befuddled Charlie; he couldn’t work out how to finger the chords using the dots on the frets. “So I took the thing apart,”14 he explained. He separated the neck and strings from the head, which he mounted. “I made a stand for it out of wood and played on the round skin part. It was like a drum, [and] I played it with brushes.”

It was enough to launch his drumming career in a neighborhood skiffle group. Dave Green wasn’t going to be left out. He made a tea-chest bass, using a broom handle and a piece of curtain wire, and along with Charlie and a guitar player, they formed the Zodiacs because all local bands were named after cars.

But playing a banjo head held Charlie’s attention only so long. He’d been listening to the greats—Gene Krupa, Chico Hamilton, Chick Webb, and Max Roach—and yearned for a setup that would teach him their tricks. His father came across with a proper kit as a Christmas present in 1955—but used, “with beer stains on the skins and cigarette burns on the bass drum.”15 Dave Green similarly traded in his tea-chest for an upright double bass, and together the boys learned how to master their new instruments by playing along with records in Charlie’s bedroom.

“He had Gerry Mulligan’s ‘Walkin’ Shoes,’”16 recalls Dave, “and used the brushes to emulate Chico Hamilton. I tried to copy Carson Smith note for note.” Afterward, they moved on to the Jess Stacy Trio, with Israel Crosby and Gene Krupa as their mentors. “That’s how we did it. Charlie and I were completely self-taught.”

Occasionally, Charlie did some extracurricular research. “I really learned to play drums watching guys in the local dance hall play,”17 he said. “I never used to get asked to dance, so I stood and watched the band instead.”

Charlie and Dave were embarked on a journey that would bind them for the next seventy years. They went to the same junior school, failed the same eleven-plus exam, and were banished to the same secondary modern school. Charlie wasn’t just excelling as a nimble drummer, he’d developed into a first-rate graphic artist, while Dave Green was thriving on bass.

In 1958, a friend told them about an ad in Melody Maker placed by a jazz musician looking for a bass player and drummer to form a band. Since Dave and Charlie were the only two applicants who turned up for the audition, they got the gig by default. The band was called the Joe Jones Seven, let by the eponymous Mr. Jones, an exceptional eighteen-year-old trumpet player with leadership expertise. “He could hear how inexperienced we were, but he nurtured us along,” says Dave. The band had a residency every Thursday evening at a pub in Edgeware called the Masons Arms, no pay but free beer all around. The set list was a mixture of Dixieland and small-band tunes they loved—“Good Queen Bess,” “Goosey Gander,” “Blue Turning Gray over You,” “Take the ‘A’ Train,” and “St. Louis Blues.”

“This was a first for us, because Charlie and I had only ever played music together in his bedroom. But we knew the songs, so we just played by ear.”

It turned into a nifty semipro band, with a guitar, three horns—sax, trombone, and trumpet—and a pianist who played in the Erroll Garner style. There were also local gigs at other pubs, as well as “weddings and bar mitzvahs with accordionists.”18 It was a real learning curve for the boys, who had to hump their gear first by cab to the Underground, then after a short train ride, a bus from the Tube to the Masons Arms.

The Joe Jones Seven morphed into the Joe Jones Six and, later into an even smaller lineup, the Joe Jones All-Stars. “Through it all, you could really see Charlie mature as a drummer,” Dave recalls. “When we first started with Joe, Charlie might do a little fill and come back on the wrong beat, but he ironed that out soon enough. He had such a natural feel, and he was unpretentious. He shied away from doing solos; he was very much a supportive, swinging player, which stayed with him throughout his entire career.”

More than anything, Dave says, Charlie was never flashy. He served the songs instead of serving his ego. One didn’t really notice his playing, it didn’t stand out—until you tried to figure out why a particular arrangement hung together so tightly, why the drums seemed to compliment the entire sound. His warm ensemble playing made it sound effortless, off the cuff. No fireworks, just clean, polished drumming.

Clean and polished described Charlie’s appearance as well. Even as a teenager, Charlie Watts was dapper. Clothes were always a passion of his. Dave Green treasures a photograph from one of their Joe Jones gigs in 1959, establishing a pattern that never changed over the years. Most of the band is dressed in casual short-sleeve attire except for Charlie, who sits perched behind the drums in a stylish silhouette—a smartly cut sports coat and vest with a white handkerchief peeking out of his jacket pocket.

“It started with my father,”19 Charlie recalled. The indefatigable truck driver dressed like he was a member at the exclusive White’s in St. James’s: bespoke suits, a perfectly knotted tie, handcrafted shoes, color-coordinated accessories, the works. “He usually wore things made for him by Jewish tailors in Euston. Then, in my late teens I had things made there.”

Duke Ellington became a sartorial role model too. “We all wanted to look like him,” Charlie said. The same for the chic crowd that went to the Flamingo, with their buttoned-down collars and seersucker jackets. “I used to love all that.”

It served him well when, for a short time, he flirted with a career in advertising. In 1960, temporarily between band gigs, he took a day job with Charles Daniels Studios, a London graphics design firm, working first as a tea boy before graduating to a position in the studio bullpen, banging out art copy and drafting posters. In 1961, he was loaned out to a similar firm in Denmark and didn’t return to England until 1962, at which point the Ealing Club was about to open its doors.

The whole tenor of club music had changed in the year that he was gone. “I’d never heard of Chicago blues,”20 Charlie admitted. The only blues he knew was Duke Ellington’s “Mood Indigo” or Count Basie’s “Everyday I Have the Blues.” His idea of blues singers was Billy Eckstine or Jimmy Rushing. Jimmy Reed? The name didn’t ring any bells. It didn’t matter. As soon as Charlie unpacked, Alexis Korner scooped him up, drafting him into a role with Blues Incorporated.

Charlie had met Alexis sometime earlier, when they played in a Thelonious Monk knockoff band at the Troubadour, a coffee bar in Earl’s Court. It was there he also met Ginger Baker, another drummer from Wembley who rotated with Charlie. Alexis eased them gradually into rhythm and blues. It was an eye-opener for a jazz drummer; they had to learn a whole new style of playing.

The blues suited Charlie well enough, and the Ealing Club attracted appreciative, enthusiastic crowds. The nights there grew so hot, so overheated, that condensation mixed with sweat and poured off the walls. It literally rained inside that sweatbox. Alexis jerry-rigged a tarp over the stage to protect the equipment, but as the evening wore on, more water collected overhead, and runnels of it sluiced over the musicians, puddling at their feet.

The music was exciting, and Charlie loved playing with such accomplished sidemen. Alexis, he thought, “had one of the most avant-garde jazz bands of the time”21—Jack Bruce on bass, Dick Heckstall-Smith on sax, Graham Bond on organ, with Cyril Davies blowing the kind of harmonica that sounded like an air-raid siren on a slow-building drawl.

“Alexis saw his band as being able to play anything, anything at all,”22 Charlie said. They could do a little Mingus, a little Muddy Waters, a little Delta-style folk music, and when Brian or Keith chanced to sit in, a little Chuck Berry. It was a stimulating challenge for a drummer. One memorable evening, Alexis picked up a side gig at a society bash, with Mick as his singer, where a guest—no less than Benny Goodman—sat in with the band. They could play anything—but without real focus. Eventually, Cyril Davies left in a huff over artistic and money squabbles. Charlie had had enough. He turned his sticks over to Ginger Baker. The timing was perfect when the Stones asked him to join.

On January 11, 1963, the Rollin’ Stones played the Ricky-Tick Club in a room above the Star and Garter Pub in Windsor. The Ricky-Tick was historically a trad-jazz outpost but drew a curious new crowd mixed with a smattering of American servicemen who welcomed the addition of rhythm and blues. No one could argue with the Stones’ irrepressible approach, but afterward, in the band room, the group sacked Tony Chapman.

Tony was indignant; he’d never seen it coming, and he urged Bill to walk out with him. They could start another band, he said. But Bill could see the Stones developing into a sweet little unit, and with Charlie Watts waiting in the wings the band’s future was looking even rosier. He turned away as Tony stormed out.

Brian, Keith, Mick, Bill, Stu, and Charlie. The Stones, once Rollin’, were now Rolling.

[image: ]
But not rolling in dough. Gigs were sporadic and paid little more than two or three pounds per man, which wasn’t enough to get by on. “You did it because you liked to play music,”23 Bill professed, but how long that attitude would hold up was anyone’s guess. Stu, Bill, and Charlie wisely maintained their day jobs, and Mick continued to collect his student grant, but Keith and Brian starved. They holed up in the Edith Grove flat, cold and half mad, like two escapees from Wormwood Scrubs. Their situation was desperate. “Bill and I were buying them food with what little was left out of our wages,”24 said Stu. The occasional burger or fish and chips was all that kept them alive. Mick occasionally pitched in with food and rent.

Severe conditions aside, Brian and Keith were content. Sure, they were hungry and cold, but they spent almost every waking hour listening to and playing music, which warmed and fed them in other ways. Brian was instrumental in refining their blues chops. He taught Keith the chords to Jimmy Reed’s “A String to Your Heart” and “High and Lonesome.” Elmore James songs came spinning off his guitar, then Jimmy Rogers and Sonny Boy Williamson. For a while, the boys were besotted with the Everly Brothers, working out the killer rhythm of Don’s guitar playing on “Bye Bye Love” and “Wake Up Little Susie.” It would be years before Keith discovered Don’s secret: open tuning. But they remained devoted to R&B and spared no effort to broaden those horizons.

They gorged on new material, anything they could get their hands on. The flat was crammed with records, stacks of LPs and 45s, some contributed from personal collections, some acquired by hands whose sticky fingers would one day inspire an album title. “We had our Robert Johnson, we had our Muddy—Muddy at Newport, Best of Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf Moanin’ in the Moonlight, Slim Harpo, most of Chuck Berry’s and Jimmy Reed’s that were available,”25 Keith recalled. “Now and again we’d have a bit of B. B. King and Bobby ‘Blue’ Bland. Some Ray Charles and a lot of silly pop records.”

There were a lot of silly pop records on the charts at the beginning of 1963: “Dominique” by the Singing Nun, “Bachelor Boy” and “Summer Holiday” by Cliff Richard & the Shadows, “Walk Right In” by the Rooftop Singers, “Secret Love” by Kathy Kirby, and Frank Ifield’s cover of “The Wayward Wind.”

But some pop records on the charts were taken very seriously. The Stones were still grappling with two singles, one released in October 1962, the other in November. “Love Me Do” was a startling wake-up call, and then “Please Please Me” really got their full attention. The Beatles were no fluke. “Love Me Do” might have been dismissed as fluff, but that harmonica opening threw the Stones a curve. It created a bit of unexpected magic, giving a rather unpretentious pop song a distinctive bluesy feel. And “Please Please Me” was irresistible, it leaped all over the place, and the harmonies mimicked the Everly Brothers but with a more modern, exhilarating groove.

The twin guitars, the harmonica, the harmonies. Mick later admitted, “When I heard the combination of all these things, I was almost sick.”26 The Stones had been scooped. They felt they were onto something new and innovative, something they hoped would transform the British pop scene, giving it more substance, more lift-off. The Beatles, it seemed, had beaten them to it—a band from Liverpool, no less—northerners. It added insult to injury. To Londoners, anything north of Watford didn’t exist, especially when it came to making a musical statement. “We thought we were the only guys in the world,”27 Keith said. How were the Stones going to compete?

It was a question that scarcely needed answering. The Beatles may have beaten them to the punch, but there was no turning back. Instead, the Rolling Stones decided to double down. “We were not hip to be pop stars,”28 Keith said, “it was like the only dignity we had left.” The Beatles could reinvent rock ’n roll, but the Stones were sticking to the blues. They were going to take the blues, put their own churlish spin on it, and give the British kids a style of music with real bite. Blues-based rock ’n roll—electrified blues.

It was darker and steamier than pop. The blues the Stones played was explicitly sexual, provocative, rough around the edges, and rebellious. It had a two-fisted, driving beat laced with jump and boogie-woogie tempos, the guitars often raw and distorted. “Whatever it was, it was twisted, amplified, and warped beyond any hope of familiarity,”29 said Jim McCarty, who with his pal Paul Samwell-Smith, caught one of the Stones’ earliest shows at a church hall in Richmond. “It was an exhilarating sound, incredibly original.” To McCarty and Samwell-Smith, who would go on to form the Yardbirds together, “it was like seeing a band from Mars.”

A blues underground had been developing steadily in London, but the Rolling Stones had fractured its fragile peace. The purists, like Alexis Korner and Cyril Davies, continued to proselytize for the sanctity of Delta and Chicago blues, while the Stones adulterated it by slipping Chuck Berry and Bo Diddley (and even a little white rock ’n roll) into the mix. The two factions could not live in harmony for long.

It came to a head, even to blows, on January 31, 1963, when the Rolling Stones shared the Marquee stage with a Cyril Davies–led outfit, the R&B All-Stars, featuring John Baldry and fifteen-year-old Rod Stewart. The Stones had enormous respect for Cyril. He was the best working harmonica player they’d ever come across, a stylist who could bend notes the way Superman bent steel, and Mick had learned plenty just by watching him. But Davies was famously a cantankerous old bastard. His day job had hardened him: He worked as a panel beater—a metal worker who used a hammer to beat sheet metal into shape before precast molding was introduced. And he drank. A lot. Moreover, he detested rock ’n roll. The combination was combustible.

Cyril had already torpedoed his relationship with Alexis Korner, and now he had the Rolling Stones in his crosshairs. In the middle of his set, he went off the rails, denouncing the young band as “bloody awful” and telling them to “fuck off.” After the show, he had them sacked from future Thursday night blues shows. “They’re not very authentic, and they’re not very good,”30 he told Harold Pendleton, who materialized to see what all the fuss was about.

As they were packing the van, Pendleton shouted, “Goodnight, lads!”31

The supercilious smirk on his face was too much for Keith, who swung the guitar he was carrying at Pendleton’s head and barely missed.

Losing the Marquee gig was a serious blow. It wasn’t just the money, which was no great shakes to begin with. It was the six or seven hundred loyal fans who were spreading the gospel week in, week out. They were providing the band with a steady drumbeat around town, convincing other club owners—and maybe soon a record company—that the Rolling Stones were good for business.

They still had a slate of sporadic club dates on the schedule, including a February 6, 1963, gig at the Red Lion Pub in Sutton that would prove opportune. They were alternating there, as usual, with the Presidents, whose occasional lead singer was Stu’s pal and housemate, Glyn Johns. “I had seen [the Stones] play a couple of times and thought they were pretty good,”32 Johns recalls. “Their choice of material was cool, no one else was playing it. I wasn’t that impressed with Mick, but Brian could play; he was brilliant, a really classy musician.”

Johns, who was twenty-two years old, was holding down an engineering job at IBC Studios, an independent recording firm in Portland Place, just down the street from the BBC. Johns wanted to produce and convinced his boss, George Clouston, to let him record bands on the weekends, when the studio wasn’t in use. The understanding they reached was that Johns could oversee the production, but Clouston would own the masters. He retained the right to place the artists with a record label and negotiate all deals.

Johns knew exactly how he wanted to kick this off. The first band he recorded was the Rolling Stones, on Sunday, March 11, 1963.

“The Stones did six sides in three hours,” Johns recalls, “a couple of Bo Diddley songs—‘Diddley Daddy’ and ‘Road Runner’; two Jimmy Reed numbers, ‘Baby, What’s Wrong’ and ‘Bright Lights, Big City’; Chuck Berry’s ‘Come On’ and Willie Dixon’s ‘I Want to Be Loved.’” The session went as smoothly as could be expected. The Stones were well rehearsed, and Johns thought “they sounded like the real deal.”33 Brian’s talent shone brightest in the studio, not only as a musician but as a bandleader with good instincts. Stu’s convulsive boogie-woogie rolls sounded fantastic, and the rhythm section was extremely tight; Charlie and Bill had found a groove they would plow for the next forty years.

Glyn Johns was ecstatic. The session, which showed off the band in all its raw energy, was his ticket into the producer’s seat, a rare jump up the ladder for a young engineer. And the Stones were just as optimistic. They felt the tape represented exactly who they were and would entice a record label into signing them.

The Rolling Stones seemed poised to turn a corner. The personnel were finally intact, the repertoire solid, the instrumentation kicked ass. Momentum as well as confidence was building. A few pieces just had to fall into place.
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