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BEN GOVINGTON A

LOOKING AT THE POSTERS THAT LITTER THE smn STREETS of central and
suburban London, one might be forgiven for assuming that the Blues was
created by a post-Aldermaston generation of art students rather than by
the afýicted negro population of the American Deep South. The posters
advernse AUTPIENTIC RHYTHM ôNô BLUES by groups which play a variety
of music---some Pop-oriented, some Folk-oriented, some Jazz-oriented
but largely derived from the music of the more sensational coloured
entertainers of the USA, like Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley, James Brown
and T-Bone Walker. Of the 2,000 or more groups working the multitude
of large and small clubs, no more than two dozen are in any way
original, even in pop-music terms, and even these are rootless shadows
of the singers on whose material they draw. The diýerence between the
blues of modern America and the ñbluesò of modern Britain is the
diýerence between music which is an authentic racial expression and
music which is an expression of no more than a liking for the authentic
form.

The origins of British ñbluesò are far from clear. Their seminal
genius may have been Muddy Waters who toured Britain in 1958 but it
was not until March, 1962, when the harmonica player Cyril Davies
and the guitarist Alexis Korner opened the ýrst of the clubs--next door
to the ABC Teashop oþ Ealing Broadway---that the ñboomò really
had its beginnings. Korner and Davies played mainly pre-war blues
in a style derived from the post-war blues of the negro night clubs of
urban America. Once they had their own stage the ñboomò gathered
momentum, and by May, 1962 they were playing at the Marquee Club
in Central London, attracting a young audience in reaction against a
particularly enfeebled pop musicðthis was the hey-day of Cliý Richard.
The Bandðknown as Alexis Kornerôs Blues Incorporatedðhad the
now familiar line-up of harmonica, guitars and drums and if it was
unexciting compared with its Chicago parent it had, at least, a rhythmic
earthiness and an emotional directness which had been completely absent
from pop music since the demise of rock ônô roll in the late "50s.

By the end of 1962 the Beatles had had their ýrst small hit, Love
Me Do, featuring the magical combination of harmonica, guitars and
drums, and the Rolling Stones were making their early public
appearances at Ealing and elsewhere. In January, 1963 the Stones
appeared for the ýrst time at the Marquee. The bill was topped by
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Bflþþ Knightôs Blues-by-six and the Stones earned Ã2 each as the ýll-in
group. By March the Stones had moved onð-to the fringe of pop
successððand the1r place was taken by another group from Ealing, the
Mann-Hugg Blues Brothers, later to be re-named Manfred Mann. By
the ttme the Stones had their ýrst small hit, Come On, in the summer of
1963 (only enough to earn them 83rd position in the 1963 New Musical
Express PO-lI1lS Table, equal with Sammy Davis, Frank Sinatra, Ken
Dodd and Chuck Berry) r ônô b was freely tipped as the next pop craze.

It seems to have happened for much the same reasons as rock ônô
roll ten years earlier: a teenage reaction to the sickly gutlessness of
orthodox pops. Its success has led to extraordinary results. The Cliff
R1chard_pop_1mage of tldy, boy-next-door Christianity, has been replaced
by a styl1sed lmage o-f rough-l1vingðbeards, long hair, deýant nonchalance
and an incoherent, unarticulated curse against conformity. The new
image may be as unreal as the old but it is a great deal more tolerable.
It 1s a chch® to observe that pop music is a major ýeld for the exploitation
rand mampulation of young people, generating respect for false values
and poor standards, exploiting dissatisfaction to turn young people in on
themselves rather than out on society, serving the function ascribed by
Marx to religion, that of an ñopiate of the peopleò. It would be
unrealistic to claim that r ônô b has altered this deeply engrained pop-
cultural pattern but it may have dented it. Since the success of the
Beatles---recorded not because they might be made into stars but because
they already were local stars-ð-teenagers have shown a gradually
increasing independence of the will of record companies. Merseybeat
and 1' ônô bðor at any rate the local variant on the American theme-ð
were created by teenagers for themselves and although the companies
have exploited this music, they have had their usual role, that of
creating stars, stolen from them by teenagers. This has been a
tendency rather than a decisive trend but it may represent the ýrst steps
of teenagers to free themselves of the parasites who live oý them and
their enthusiasms. It is not just that the quality of the music is better,
although I believe it is (compare the Beatlesô Iôm a Loser or Manfred
'Mannôs I'm Your Kingpin with Adam Faithôs What Do You Want? or
Cliý Richardôs The Young Ones) but that the relationships between stars
and audiences have changed. The new stars are of their public, neither
patronising nor stupid. They are irreverent, they smoke, they drink,
they behave with a naturalness which would have earned them nothing
but abuse ten years ago and they are articulate spokesmen for the
teenage thing as well as for their music. The new stars are not held in
awe except by the very young. The club-goer knows that records are
poor imitations of club performances, that record success leads to
nothing so much as the dilution of a groupôs ñsoundò in an endeavour
"to court general popularity. It is, in short, doubtful whether the
-companies have ever held so little sway over the avant garde ñpopnikò.
Most young people listen to nothing but pop music and within this
context the infusion of some blues-form into pop music is extremely
welcome. Even 1n the hands of white singers it has introduced into a
sadly ailing pop culture some elements of an inýnitely richer folk culture
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and some elements of less corrupted pop culture---the music of Bo
Diddley, Chuck Berry and James Brown still expresses something of
the agony of negro life as well as the enormous surging vitality and
new optimism of the Northern ghettoes. British blues is primarily a
dance music and if it is impure it has, at least, an enthusiasm which is
positively damning to inhibition. In the clubs there is a new v1gour. _

Kenneth Rexroth once argued that jazz is a revolutionary muslc
only insofar as it is conducive to eroticism in dancing. The same mlght
apply to British r ônô b. Todayôs audiences are active and the groups,
who still play for the critical club audiences rather than the easily pleased
pop ñconcertò audiences, must make people want to dance. The modern
dances are not set pattern dances. The Shake, the Dog, the Jerk are
dances for crowded rooms, improvised round a basic pattern, and the
groups must be able to improvise to provide variety. In the clubs, for
example, Manfred Mann have played numbers like Cannonball
Adderleyôs Sack Oô Woe and their originalðnaturally enough never
recorded Packet of Three, which involved violent climaxes and sudden
cliý-hanging breaks in the rhythm. Graham Bo-nd and Bflþþ Auger,
recruits from modern jazz, and Georgie Fame, a recrutt from rock ô1_1ô
roll, play in much the same manner and now that instrumentatlon 1s
veering away from harmonicas and guitars, to saxes, þutes, organs and
pianos it is these latter groups who may really come into the1r own.

If the new music is diýerent, so are the new stars._ Many of them
are strange pop idols. Keith Relf, leader of the Yardb-lrds, was a Beat
before he made a living by singing and so was Rod the Mod Stewart,
possibly the best vocalist to emerge from the ñboomò. (Rod Stewart
was also an International Amateur footballer.) Many groups look Beat;
tired, wom and weary with the bumôs slouchmg walk. Indeed the
mythology of the 1' ônô b clubs is the mythology of the angry, dlshevelled
reject of orthodoxy, the protesting bum. The Pretty Things, the, most
beat-looking of all, sing: ñIôm on my own, just wanna roam/ I_ll tell
you man, donôt wanna home/I wander rounô feet oý the grounô /Digging
sounds from town to town/I say I think this life is grand/I say, I d1g it
man, donôt bring me down, man/Donôt_br1ng me down _I met thls
chick the other day /Then to me she satd sheôl1 stay / I got th1_s pad just
like a cave/And then we have a little rave/And now Iôm lytng on the
ground /My head is spinning round, donôt bnng me down man/Dont
bringe me downò.

Other singers too have strange pasts. John Mayall, leader of one
of the most vigorous groups, the Bluesbreakers, llved 1n a tree top
house. Manfred Mann (singular) was classically tramed at Julllard 1n
the USA and is, even now, more than a l1ttle odd by pop standards.
"[116 whole Mann group took one manôs name but 1ns1s_t_that they have
no leader, that leadership is redundant and respons1b1l1ty shared and
equal. It may have something to do w1th the fact _that then vocalist
Paul Jones was once a member of the Oxford Commlttee of 100 and 1s,
apparently, still a Tribtme contrtbutor. The Ammals, probably the best
pop-r ônô b group, emerged from the strange North East phenomenon
of ñanimalsò, young people who spent the weekends away from thelr
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bourgeois homes, on cheap transport, living ñroughò. (In the South
they mlght have earned the derisive Beat epithet ñweekend ravers.ò.)

Most of the r ónô b groups who have had hits have done so with
numbers which were not r ónô b numbers. The Stones made a brave
attempt with the slow blues, Little Red Rooster, but most of their hits
were whlte pop in origin-ðNot Fade Away, a Buddy Holly number,
Itôs All Over Now, originally recorded by the C & C Boys in America,
a country-and-western type number, I Wanna Be Your Man was by
Lennon and McCartney and The Last Time was written by themselves
although it is reminiscent of the Staple Singersô This May Be The Last
Time. Manfred Mann recorded pop numbers, nonsense songs and a
ballad. Georgie Fame had a big hit with Yeh, Yeh, a sophisticated
Lambert-Hendricks-Bavan ñcoolò jazz vocal with little blues content.
(Signiýcantly his follow up In the Meantime, in the same vein, did not
do so well, dashing the hopes of those who thought Fame represented
some sort of commercial breakthrough for soul-jazz.) The Animalsô
big hit, House of the Rising Sun, was a folk song. Other groups have
either recorded and wrecked blues classics or concentrated on mono-
tonously contrived and unvaryingly dismal versions of Chuck Berry
and Bo Diddley numbers, the staple diet of the uninventive. With their
own material they are rarely convincing; authentic material they wreck
by an apparent incomprehens-ion of what they sing. In the clubs they are
usually better and to hear British r ónô b, with all its undeniable
excitement and all its undeniable, overall mediocrity, it is necessary to
visit the clubs.

There are clubs all over the country. In London there is the
Flamingo, once the modern jazz centre, with its large, lively and critical
audience, many of whom are We-st Indian; Kl0okôs Kleek in West
Hampstead (the name a give-away of its modern jazz origins); the
Crawdaddys at Richmond and Croydon; Bluesville Harringay at Manor
House; Club Noreik at Tottenham and many, many more. In
Southampton there is Club Concord, in Manchester the Twisted Wheel,
in Guildford and Windsor the Ricky Ticks. The outlandishness of their
names is only equalled by the names of the groups who play in them.
Some take their names from song titlesðthe Rolling Stones, the
Hoochie Coochie Men, the Pretty Things, the Thunderbirds, the
Dissatisýeds. Others borrow other singerôs namesðthe T-Bones, the
Bo Street Runners. Some use names which seem to sound good the
Authentics, the Soul Agents, the Delta Five, Hogsnot Rupert, the
Loose-ends, The Downlinersô Sect. The British blues has its acknow-
ledged ñoriginalsò, as does negro blues. The more hip fans talk as
reverently of Alexis Korner, Cy Davies and even George Melly, as blues
enthusiasts of Son House, Charlie Patton or Robert Johnson. The
leading star of this old elite is Long John Baldry who was a vocalist-
tambourinist with Cyril Daviesô All-Stars (formed, from Screaming Lord
Sutchôs former backing group, the Savages, after Daviesô break with
Korner) and took over the band, changing its name to the Hoochie
Coochie Men when Davies died, late in 1963. Baldry has an enviable
reputation, earned partly because he is convinced of his own value and
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partly because most groups are very poor, which has enabled him to
break attendance records set by more apparently successful groups like
the Rolling Stones. He is a passable singer, clever but unmoving. The
sort of boredom he induces has often been thought a sign of authenticity.

Over the last eighteen months there has been a steady stream of
real bluesmen to this country, among them Big Joe Williams, Sleepy
John Estes, Lightning Hopkins, John Lee Hooker and the unquestioned
genius of instrumental blues, the harmonicist Little Walter Jacobs. While
it remains sadly true that local white singers are preferred to the
ñoriginalsò, it is almost entirely due to the propaganda eþorts of the
white musicians that we have been able to see the genuine article at all.
People like Mick Jagger of the Rolling Stones have been admirably
unselýsh in their fulsome praise of singers like Muddy Waters, James
Brown and Howling Wolf, an unselýshness which clearly places them
apart from most English revivalist jazz band leaders.

It is tempting to end this account by arguing strongly that white
singers and musicians should leave negro ñfolkò music alone. The
British singers argue, correctly I think, that no music is sacro-sant, that
if they wish to play what they like and publicly champion, that is their
aýair. So it is. It is also the criticôs right to assess their music, rather
than their social signiýcance, in terms of the negro tradition and ýnd it
wanting. When Rod Stewart made the memorable statement that it is
as easy to have the blues in the Archway Road as on a Deep South
railroad he was, in a way, right. You can have the blues in the Archway
Road-ð-the blues is, in one sense, the immemorial music of sadness.
But it is more than a sadness in the heart, more than the ache of hunger,
more than the misery of the hobo. It is the vocal expression of a people,
just as all real folk music is. Rod Stewart is only half right. It may be
as easy to have the blues in the Archway Road. It just is not as easy to
sing them.

. ' Ió I I ' | I I .l.l| l| .1ó. . óI . ' _..
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KEVIN MBGRATH
ONE DAY YOU WAKE UP and ýnd that your minority cult has mushroomed.
It may be your politics, or your anti-politics, it may be a place, it may
be some activity, a sport, a music. Do you rejoice at the arrival of the
millenium? No, the chances are you donôt. More likely you feel
resentment, perhaps you move on further out, trek into the wilderness
and restore your minority cultè-ððunti1 the crowd follows on.

There is an intrinsic selýshness in most enthusiasms--you may
preach, spread the good word, but always there is a part of you that
takes pleasure in the very condition of cliquishness. Thus, where a cult
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suddenly ceases to be a cult and turns into something more like a crusade,
there is resentment. It is partly a quite understandable and justiýable
pleasure in having things on the human, personal scale. Pleasure in
knowing wha.t is going on, who is whoðand also in forming part of a
movement or group, in which there is only rudimentary development of
organisational barriersðof barriers between audience and performer,
between those whose tastes tend one way and those whose tastes tend the
other.

As things get bigger, the barriers go upðthere is an audience to be
entertained, and entertainers to do the job. And the barriers get
institutionalised; you get internal segregation developing, clashes of
doctrine, almost amounting at times to holy war. Where once ethnik,
folknik, popnik and r ônô b exponents could all go to the same club, and
pe aware of what they have in common, now the diýerenoes come to the
ore.

As the next stage of the boom comes along, the public at large
starts to take note---Bob Dylan is heard on Housewivesô Choice-ðgets a
proýle in Melody Maker-ð-The Observer starts trying to pontiýcate on
the subject in its customary switched-on (though not plugged-in) manner.
Research chemists in the laboratories of Ready Steady Go synthesize
an ersatz Dylan. Folk programmes proliforate on TV ranging from the
excruciating Hob Derry What-not (why don't the Welsh Nationalists
do something about it; like blowing up the studio) to the remarkably
good Folk in Focus. It becomes possible to buy folk-records (some folk-
records) in ordinary local record shops. If you are running a club, the
prices for guest singers rocket. If you are not running a club, you ýnd
that you cannot get in any more, and you could not aýord to anyway.

The easy reaction is to reel away in horror, shouting ñcom-
mercialismò, and pointing at the mass of fake-singers who are jumping
on the bandwagon, and the fake-folk that is being pushed, Catch the
Wind, or I'll Never Find Another You. (N.B. I say fake-folk, not
because the songs are not traditional, but because they are not honest
songs.)

And there is, of course, reason in this reaction--the big money is
more likely to go, for the most part, to the sweetened, smoothed-up
imitators, who are moving in now, rather than to the singers who have
been around so long without the bait of big money. But though this is
unfair, the frmge pickings that go to the people who built up the club
scene are at any rate bigger than they were.

And actually of course, the present boom is very largely not a
native thing at all, but an American import. Itôs the clubs, and the
native scene, oddly enough, that are in a sense parasitic, proýting from
the interest that spreads over from the imports. Similarly with television.
This is the way itôs been for a long time, in a less extreme form. Iôd
hazard a guess that nine out of ten folk enthusiasts, even the most austere
ethniks, had their taste for folk aroused in the ýrst place by American
songs (or by songs in American styleðe.g. most CND songs). And
that includes many of those who hail from a still comparatively living
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folk tradition. Many is the Scot or the Irishman who hardly thought of
singing a Scots or Irish song until he came to England or America and
had his taste aroused by American"-material. And the folk scene as its
has existed for the last few years was predominantly composed of
ex-skiýers.

The danger with an enthusiasm is that it can blind you to what lies:
outside its limits. You build walls round your garden, and the walls
become the garden, and it is only a þower if it grows within the walls.
So a purist might listen to Bob Dylan, say ñItôs not Folkò, and ignore
the truth that perhaps itôs better than much that is folk. Or he might.
listen to a folk-inþuenced pop-record, and denounce it as a corruption,
dismissing the truth that it may have its own special and distinct merits...
Or he may cry ñentertainerò at, for example, Alex Campbell, as if this
were an 1nsult (and as if he were making a fortune out of it instead
of a pittance).

The funny thing is that of all types of cultural activity, folk-music is
perhaps the one least suited to this kind of cultism. An acceptable
capsule deýnition might be ñThe popular music of another time and /or
place, together with songs, etc., written in imitation or under the
inþuence of thisò. Even this is too narrow a deýnition if it is to include a
number of songs rightly accepted in any club. But the point is they
emphasis on other times and places is only relevant where your own
contemporary tradition is dead. And this need not be so.

There are two distinct elements running like separate threads
through the folk revival, since its earliest days (which I suppose one
could say were some time in the 18th centuryðBishop Percy, Robert
Burns, etc.~ð-revival is not perhaps the best word, but it is current).
There is an antiquarian element, and a refugee element. Or, less
elliptically, you may be interested primarily in preserving somethingó
that is in danger of being lost, or you may be a fugitive from some-
aspect of mainstream culture, ýnding in folk-song, or music, something
that you are unable to ýnd in the culture that you þee. And the
culture you are þeeing may be high, low, POP, or the lot. And what
you are after is a culture with a greater degree of relevanceðand
freedom; one which is not in itself clique-directed, but rather, at least in
its origns, directed towards the community as a whole, not just the
intellectuals or the fans; songs which are not restricted in subject,
language or form in the way that pop songs are, and which are
relevant, as mainstream poetry so rarely is.

The antiquarian aspect is of course important, but it is secondary.
The reason it is important to preserve something is because what is
preserved is in itself important, and in some way irreplaceable. And so
far as the refugee aspect is concerned, what is most important about
excursions into the culture of other times or places is what you bring:
back, and what you do with it. Otherwise itôs just escapism, and
essentially sterile. Itôs possible to take folk-song in this way, and much
good may it do you; sing sea shanties in order to feel tough and rdentlfy
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