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HARD ROADS AND RAINBOWS
In the Fifties, Pete Durrant and Roy Daner, two teenage friends from South London, dream of becoming pop musicians when their obligatory service conscription has been completed. (The story line follows Durrant and Daner through various experiences as servicemen).
In 1958, as civilians once again, Pete and Roy meet and set about promoting themselves as singer-songwriters - without much success. They are well versed in folk music, skiffle and rockabilly but aim to become known as exponents of the new idiom - rock and roll. Fate leads them to meet Bernie Wiseman.
Wiseman is a brash upstart, with all the finesse of a fairground barker. He fancies himself as a music impresario. His father, Lou, partners Jimmy Kay in a successful but feared loan-sharking venture, "Kay and Wiseman". Bernie has no ambition to follow in his father's footsteps - even if he's happy to trade on the elder Wiseman's ruthless business reputation. He becomes manager, on a handshake basis, of the aspiring music duo: promoting them; arranging gigs in pubs and clubs throughout London.
As Daner and Durrant, the rock and roll duo evolves as a bookable act. Although not making a fortune from their music, Pete and Roy allow success to go to their heads. They enjoy endless parties; women; booze and experiment with drugs.
By 1962 Daner and Durrant, to Bernie Wiseman's chagrin, have reached the end of the line as performers. After a wild party that finishes with Daner being arrested, they split up. Roy, following a whirlwind romance, marries, sires a son, then splits up with his wife and is later divorced. He drifts aimlessly, dossing down with deadbeats.
Pete is rescued from the depths of depression by his girl friend Suzie and eventually shares a flat with her. He is encouraged to seek regular employment; finds work with a printing firm.
In 1964 the two friends meet again by chance. Events conspire to allow them to reform as a music act. They re-emerge into the public limelight re-invented as Dee and Dee, engaging the services of Bernie Wiseman as their manager again.
Dee and Dee perform several gigs to acclaim and are spotted by a talent scout from Ergo Records. Pete and Roy sign a 3 year recording contract with Ergo Records. They are legally bound to record a number of singles and LP's.
The rock and roll duo goes from strength to strength. They tour Britain and achieve enviable cult status as top recording artists.
In 1967 Dee and Dee are ready to conquer Europe and follow that with a tour of USA. However fate intervenes. Roy Daner, after dabbling in drugs, starts dealing as well. He enters into a fraught business relationship with a drugs baron, named, Barry Van Huyten alias Barry The Dutch; The Dutch: The King of Islington. It is a doomed venture that comes apart when Roy double crosses The Dutch.
Late '67. Roy runs from The Dutch. This upsets Dee and Dee's music commitments and leaves Pete Durrant in the lurch.
Spring '68. Roy Daner re-emerges briefly from hiding to meet Pete at his home. Roy confesses that he has pulled off a massive drugs scam that has angered The Dutch, who has retaliated by putting a contract out on Roy's life.
Roy seems to have little choice but to run again - which means that Dee and Dee are effectively redundant. However, Roy compounds the situation by informing on The Dutch to the police. The Drugs Squad move in and provide Roy with a new address and identity as Tom Beck; pending criminal proceedings against The Dutch.
Barry Van Huyten, however, escapes justice by leaving the country in a hurry.
1969. Pete has formed another rock band - Pete's Movers, and Roy aka Tom Beck is commencing a new career as a solo folk-rock performer in Buckinghamshire.
Pete's Movers and Tom Beck are separately invited to perform at Immensity Fayre, a folk-rock music festival in Cornwall. They meet briefly but there seems little chance of them getting back together as a partnership.
The final chapters cover Daner and Durrant's performances on and off the stage at Immensity Fayre but the book ends on a poignant downbeat, with Pete wondering if "The Phoenix" will rise again and Roy, hitching a ride on a long distance truck to London.
INTRODUCTION
1963. Lounging in a bed-sit in Earls Court; thumbing through a book called Existentialism. Interesting must be some highly educated and deep thinking scholars involved in this stuff. Surrounded by pseudo intellectuals, I must confess to being somewhat stimulated and intrigued by what, back home in my usual haunts, would be regarded suspiciously as the pursuits of weirdos. But then I am an interloper.
As the morning sun drags itself above the grey rooftops and condescendingly splashes the dismal slates with just a dash of colour, I sip my first cup of coffee and look out at the dusty green trees lining the street. I think of Keirkegaard. And Sartre. And God. And no God.
The girl with red hair and hazel eyes sits up, raising herself from under the bed clothes. She doesn't say anything: a person of few words and a soulful expression.
I don't say anything either; I am dreaming and reminiscing a little...
***
We were having a debate on the origins of rock and roll. I knew no more than anyone else about the subject but what I did know was more than I knew about philosophy. Anyway I felt I had to make a point among the pseuds.
We were passing around flagons of cider. The girl I was crazy about was sipping carefully from her mug - just like a woman. She was wearing a smock; all the rage and you didn't have to be pregnant. She had on a black straw boater-type hat. She looked sophisticated and vulnerable at the same time, Like Holly Golightly. Holly - that is Suzie - had no interest in the puerile debate. She sipped her drink and looked faintly disdainful as we talked about the American Deep South Blues and so on. To me she was Audrey Hepburn and this was breakfast at Earls Court as dawn crept in and I thought of sustenance a few hundred yards away at Corillos in the Earls Court Road.
Somebody thought the answer was Fats Domino. Another mentioned Alan Freed coining the phrase. I remembered I'd read that a group in the Forties had used the term Rock and Roll in their song. But just to throw the proverbial spanner in, as you do when you've had a few drinks and the company seems insufferably know-all, I said, 'Johnny Ray.'
I knew that Johnny was a lightweight, idiosyncratic, half deaf, shamelessly emotional performer of the Fifties. Pale and white and child like; singing songs of tears and little white clouds: I liked him.
The others in the bed-sit, three girls and two young men stared at me, saying nothing. Irritably I saw it as a conspiracy of silence; a closing of student ranks against this working class boy. Thinking back, that was wrong since only two were actually in Academe, the others, including Suzie being between jobs, and her friend Pauline, the tenant of the bed-sit, getting her rent paid with National Assistance. But I caught the wave of disdain and I wasn't going to drown. After all I was older than all of them and, I told myself but without conviction, I was wiser by experience. Who cared who invented Rock and Roll? What mattered was a small victory for my side of the river.
Hideous to think of it now...the way I staggered to my feet in that claustrophobic den, gave a heavy breathed performance of 'Such A Night' then expired noisily amongst the scattered cushions and empty bottles. Statement made.
'It was a night; ooh such a night it was, it really was, such a night...Ooh,ooh,ooh...What a night...'
'Do you know,' I said, once Suzie and I had rallied ourselves and were comfortably ensconced in the intimate and trendy ambience of THE breakfast establishment of the Earls Court Road, 'they wanted to ban that record because it was suggestive... you know, the Ooh bits. As I was trying to explain to your friends, Johnny Ray could be said to be the first rock and roll singer, though he probably wouldn't have known it at the time.'
Suzie fixed me with her illuminated lamps, set in her delicate pale face; her expression scornful. 'I don't think you really believe that. You just wanted to stir things up.'
'Why should I do that?'
'Because the crowd around here makes you nervous. And you're an inverted snob.'
I laughed at this, but I was aware that it was a forced laugh, and it sounded it. I ordered expressos and croissants and jam. Outside there was teeming life even at this early hour. The cafe was full; everyone so young, so colourful, so - carefree? Why weren't they at work? Everyone I had met so far in this busy little world that I had entered was a student of something or other; or just travelling around; or living on handouts and cheap booze. Nobody seemed to be in regular employment. Nobody seemed concerned with practical issues.
This little kingdom in which I found myself seemed almost self-ruling, not answerable to the laws of the nation; a sunny haven with it's own weird economy and it's own off beat life style. The people all seemed to be poets, artists, trainee philosophers and globe trotters: it was a sort of Epicurea. And Pete Durrant was a gatecrasher. I had driven across Chelsea Bridge from Battersea without a passport. The vast smoky reaches of unhealthy gutter level London had nothing in common with this enclave.
That was how my mind was running, and as though she could read it, she said: 'And I think you're a little bit jealous.'
'How's that?'
'It's what you wanted, wasn't it? You and that friend of yours - Roy Daner? The exciting life. Musicians; not conforming: all birds and booze and what have you.'
She was right; oh so right. There was a liberated, wild era about to burst like a supernova upon us, and I wanted us to bathe in it's light: the little redhead and me.
As though by telepathy, Suzie said in her small girl voice: 'Anyway darling, you can stick with Johnny Ray. Personally, I'll go for the new boys - The Beatles.'
The Beatles. In a different time, another place it could have been Daner and Durrant up there in the probing strobes, dazzling the public with their brilliant musical talent. Oh, if only we hadn't fucked up...
My mind raked back through the years, trawling the traumas, surfing the turbulence. I might have been looking for an answer. To what ? Why The Beatles were so popular?
Naw. Nothing so analytic. It was just as Suzie had said.
I was jealous.
CHAPTER ONE
SOMEWHERE A RAINBOW
Accessible, expressible, irrepressible; artistical, egoistical, mystical; the friskiest, riskiest, dumbest, merriest, brightest; infinitesimal - those wild, impossible, promising years of the Golden Fifties.
The war had been fought and won and the dreaming had only just begun. Britain wallowed victorious and unbeaten in the grey, drab doldrums of post-war rationing, faring little better than the defeated nations of Germany and Japan. All around was chaos: broken people and broken buildings. Inspiration was in short supply. Then, out of the blue, it seemed, a blonde bombshell exploded from the silver screen. She was called Diana Dors. The French were already flaunting her dark-haired 'sister,' a pouting sex-kitten named Bridget Bardot. The new age of screen goddesses had arrived and, with them, came changes so radical, so widespread and so speedy that society struggled to accept the mind-reeling advances that were being made.
The Golden Fifties spawned milestone events like The Festival Of Britain and the Coronation of Queen Elizabeth the Second. There were sombre, nail-biting times: East-West tension; the Korean War; The Malayan Emergency, and the overthrow of the Cuban government by Fidel Castro.
But overall the Fifties could be remembered for innovative ideas. By the end of the decade the developing media of television was becoming instrumental in influencing mass culture as it had never been influenced before... Al Jolson, the first film-talkie singing star once said, 'You ain't heard nothin' yet, folks.' He got it right if you applied his words to the Fifties.
'My parents bought this crazy 'steam' television set that boasted a six inch screen that only showed one BBC channel. Can you imagine that? Naturally the pictures were black and white and often fuzzy. Later on, we became one of the first families in our neighbourhood to own a TV with a nine inch screen. It made us popular. Our sitting room was always crowded with viewers for a while after that.
Of course I was influenced by the programmes I saw on TV. I was fifteen years old and impressionable. It was like having movies indoors. A film comes to mind that illustrates the point. It was called Sunset Boulevard. That scene where Joe (played by William Holden) comes face to face with the faded, jaded, reclusive old-time film star, acted beautifully by Gloria Swanson. Joe says,' I knew you. You're Norma Desmond, you used to be big.' 'I am big,' she retorts. 'It's the pictures that got small.' Although unintentional, I saw it as an acknowledgement to the growing power of television.
I could wax lyrical about the Fifties - the political changes; clothes fashions; cars; food; music; conscription. You know, Pete and I lived those times. We were part of that changing scene; the Beatniks, Bohemians, Teds, Rockers, Mods; every fucking post- war fashion and fad that happened during the decade. But it was the music that really opened our eyes and made us sit up and take notice: enabling us to believe that we could break free from our working class backgrounds. Three little words would eventually become our passport to move up in the world - rock and roll. After we had listened to this middle-aged guy, wearing a kiss curl on his forehead, and had been knocked sideways by a singing truck driver named, Elvis Presley, we were hooked. In time we went out and bought second-hand guitars and Bert Weedon play-in-a-day instruction books. Then we made music. We performed for anyone who would listen to our amateur cover versions of popular numbers of the day. We fantasised about making our fortunes as pop artists. It was a good dream...'
There were roads that ran straight and true and there were roads that twisted and turned and dived in and out of dark valleys: roads that had silk surfaces and roads that were pock-marked with holes and littered with sharp stones. But all of the roads led, eventually, to pots of gold at the end of rainbows. The only problem was that signposts were few and far between, and those that stood out could be misleading...
'Ice Cream, you Scream, everybody likes Ice Cream, well, I'm gonna love my baby now...'
Pete was gone - real gone. Smoke lay in wraiths about the place: it stung his eyes, but he enjoyed it. The nicotine haze, the alcohol fumes, the insistent, persistent music infiltrating his very bones.
Best of all, the chicks.
He was in a jazz club, in the middle of London's West End. The jazz was great. The boys on the stage were strutting their stuff; giving their all in that smoky dissolute atmosphere. The eerily gyrating nymphets on the miniscule dance floor were like something in a grotesque puppet show. They wore long dark jumpers, those slender marionettes, and close fitting toreador pants; straight swirling hair and black lipstick and black painted finger nails.
They danced in slow motion with exaggerated manner and their features, though deliberately impassive, were pale and sensuous to his gaze. He sipped his beer, and moved his head in time with the muted trumpet. Around him, at the scattered tables facing the stage, people nodded robotically to the hypnotic music, many with closed eyes and all with earnest expressions on their faces.
The man was blowing sweetly.
'Bad Penny Blues.'
Pete Durrant decided he had those all right. His earnings of three pounds a week as a City messenger didn't allow him to enjoy a madly glamorous existence. His clothes were cheap and dowdy, bought from market stalls and shops that traded in seconds: not up to the standards of the Fifty Shilling Tailors. Yet, in the half light of the club, and given the bohemian atmosphere of the place, he felt that his worn jersey and old drain-pipe trousers passed muster; allowed him to remain inconspicuous amongst the other youngsters present. He wondered if the other seemingly intense souls were well heeled; certainly their drinking seemed profligate. He had deliberately lingered over his one beer of the evening because the bus and train fare home would swallow his remaining money. And even then he would have to walk part of the way.
A night Up West was important to him though: amongst the In people, listening to cool music. It was his once a month highlight; worth the gloomy journey from his Brixton home; waiting for buses; riding the tube, for, as he hit the West End, the magical mystery tour began in earnest. Something about the lights, the crowds, the cinemas, the pubs and the clubs: the atmosphere of seedy and glitzy excitement quickened his pulse. It was a whole world away from the dingy, terraced house in a grey street where he lived with his parents. It was as near as he got to adventure.
He frowned, remembering that he would shortly be embarking on a different sort of adventure, but shrugged off the unwelcome thought as the band's female singer positioned herself in front of the microphone.
'Momma don't allow no clarinet playin' in here. We don't care what Momma don't allow, we'll play that clarinet any ole how. Momma don't allow no clarinet playin' in here...'
The Singer was blonde and lean. And old. She must have been thirty at least. But she had a deep growling voice - ashes and molasses - that twitched Pete's nerve ends, and the tightness of her dress took his attention from the plain-ness of her face.
Momentarily he thought about his girl friend, the buxom schoolgirl he hadn't brought along on this outing because he couldn't afford to. And anyway her father wouldn't have allowed it to happen. That made him think of all the things her father wouldn't allow. He lived in a world full of frustrations - nothing was allowed.
'Momma won't allow no trumpet playin' in here...'
One beer. A sensual jazz singer. Those erotic dancers. Soho just down the road. He was eighteen, and ready.
Her Majesty's NCO's were also ready.
His induction into the army, at Aldershot, would take place in a month's time...
***
The official brown envelope, addressed to R. Daner, caused shockwaves in the Daner household at Dulwich, South East London. Of course the Government letter had been expected but it was received with disappointment by the teenaged Daner. He had hung on to a naive hope that Conscription would pass by him. No chance of that though.
There were no friendly salutations expressed in the letter, just an official reminder that Roy Daner would, in due course, be expected to serve two obligatory years in one or other of Her Majesty's armed forces - subject, of course, to being pronounced medically fit. The letter arrived a little before his eighteenth birthday, perhaps to keep his mind focussed in case he was thinking of doing a runner. Cannon fodder was still very much in demand in the Fifties.
Roy Daner, always an impulsive and somewhat reckless lad, decided to jump the gun, so to speak. In December '54, the same month as US singer, Johnny Ace, shot himself dead in a game of Russian roulette back stage at City Auditorium in Houston, Texas, Roy signed up for three years as a 'regular' in the Royal Air Force. At the time he thought it was a good idea. It avoided the necessity of sitting around with chewed up fingernails, waiting for his official call-up date. Besides, as a 'regular' he was entitled to slightly more pay than a conscript, and, secretly, he hoped that, by volunteering, he would be treated with a little more respect in the Air Force.
Pete simply resigned himself to putting his life on hold for twenty four months in the army. He reckoned if he could survive the spartan, shaven-haired, so called character building regime, he might return to civilian life as much the same guy who had been conscripted; not as a brain-washed uniform ready to tackle whatever nasty duties Queen and Country requested of him.
Daner and Durrant met up in a London pub one evening. It was really an excuse to sup a few beers and to say goodbye to each other. It was a solemn occasion. They had been buddies since Grammar school days - from puberty until near criminal delinquency. Now, just when they were on the verge of realising how important music had become in their lives, Her Majesty had stepped in and called the shots. However, they wore their British stiff upper lips with dignity.
'See ya around then,' Pete had said, when the time had come to return to their respective homes south of The River. There wasn't too much emotion in his voice, and the deadpan look on his face gave away even less.
'Yeah, we'll make sure the good times will roll again when we get back together,' Roy had replied, equally tonelessly. His youthful face wasn't stretched by any outward sign of emotion either.
Symbolically macho - sign of the times - when they took their leave of each other. They wore their civvies proudly - blue jeans, tee-shirts and leather bomber jackets. Each move they made - stances and speech - were carefully choreographed. After all, this was the era when Marlon Brando and James Dean were being lauded as role models for the world's rebellious youth...
***
'You're like a bag of shit tied up in the middle, what are you?'
Pete winced and quailed under the verbal onslaught. The CSM was tall and whipcord thin. His eyes, beneath the immaculately pressed beret, a pressed beret for God's sake, were gimlets of ice-blue. Even before he answered though, mentally Pete had to agree with the vivid description.
'I'm like a bag of shit tied up in the middle, sir.'
The livid face came to within an inch of his.
'I'm not Bloody Sir, private. Sir is for officers.' The voice vibrated in Pete's ear like a hornet. 'I am S'arnt Major. What am I?'
A little rebellious reply, so tiny and quivering, went from Pete's head plummeting to his boots. He wanted to say something else, something quite smart-assed, but he said,' S'arnt Major.'
'Right. And you are still a bag of shit. Tonight you will stay in your billet and you will press and clean your uniform and boots until the morning. When you report for morning parade you will look like a soldier. Do you understand?'
'Yes sir - S'arnt Major.'
The tyrant with the pressed beret passed on to the next man. Pete stole a quick sideways glance at Private Potter. If it were possible, he thought, Potter was even more of a mess than himself. To his shame, he smirked when the cutting voice of command said, for all the assembled recruits on their first parade, to hear, 'By Christ, another one. What have I done to deserve this?'
If Pete could have written a thesis about Hell On Earth at that time, two words would have summarized it - The Army. In his misery he half hoped his old mate Roy Daner wasn't faring any better.
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