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To my two little Londoners







Preface

And so we commence our descent into London. Belts have been securely fastened and seat backs are in the upright position. A velvet blackness spreads below, strung with the orange dots of sodium lamps which trace the ancient trackways, the Roman roads and 1970s motorways. Their curves delineate forgotten river courses, medieval field patterns, royal hunting forests, Victorian parks and post-war council estates.

This is London, all right. But it's not London. Beyond the dull roar of the aeroplane's engine, it's entirely silent. That's not right. Down there the London we know is never silent.

A thousand years ago there were two kinds of music in London. There was the formal art created for church and palace. And there were the popular tunes of the streets, to be played at fairs and bawled in taverns. Marvellous music was made at both ends of the spectrum. But it's the everyday tradition that I'm celebrating here: the music of the people. Popular songs have been the perfect expression of London's character.

When I first came to this city many years ago, I had never met a Londoner. The train pulled out of my home town, Liverpool, past the welcoming slogan daubed for visiting football fans – 'Cockneys Die'. Would I find anything friendlier when I reached Euston?

In fact I found a real welcome in London, though it took a while to recognise. I was already won over by the Kinks, David Bowie and the Small Faces. Soon there would be Ian Dury, the Sex Pistols and the Clash. Over the years these artists, and many more besides,


revealed to me the soul of a busy, outwardly indifferent city. In the twenty-first century I'm hearing new music as thrilling as anything that's gone before.

Every time I return to London – by train, or plane or automobile – I am excited to be back. Back in the city. And when I leave again, I take its fabulous music with me.

Paul Du Noyer
 
2009






Chapter One

What Anarchy and Din

  Early street music. Ancient songs of drunkenness and cruelty. And the monk 
    who invented swinging London.

  

Pity the peasant troubadour arriving in London with his heritage of village folk songs. The rustic newcomer, however musical, had picked a hell of a place to compete with. Even in the Middle Ages, five centuries before electricity and the combustion engine, London was extraordinarily noisy. Music could not be mellow if it hoped to flourish. A German observed of London in 1598 that the inhabitants were 'vastly fond of great noises that fill the ear, such as the firing of cannon, drums, and the ringing of bells'.

To those we can add the appeals of beggars and the diverse honking of livestock en route to market. There were horse-drawn butchers' wagons, rattling over cobblestones, and dung-carts and brewers' drays. From the menagerie of the Tower came the roaring of tigers and, at one period, the yapping of a two-legged dog. Early street-cleaning was the preserve of natural scavengers, of ravens and kites who swept down – shrieking – for scraps, while half-wild pigs, squealing and grunting, feasted on offal and filth.

Amid its magnificent forest of steeples, London possessed a clamour of church bells, commemorated by the town's most famous nursery rhyme ('Oranges and lemons, say the bells of St Clement's ...'). When drunk, which was often, Londoners rushed up the towers and let loose the bell-ropes. The same bells summoned Dick Whittington to turn back from Highgate Hill, to meet his destiny as


Lord Mayor. The Great Bell of St Mary-le-Bow in Cheapside supplied the very definition of a cockney. Bells are so evocative of the city they have been employed by the Kinks ('The Big Black Smoke'), the Small Faces ('Lazy Sunday') and the Clash ('Clash City Rockers'). Broadcasters have long understood the power of Big Ben. Ding-dong ding-dong ... Bong. Bong. Bong.

London was for much of its history the largest city on earth. Through it poured more wealth, and blared a greater cacophony, than anyone had ever known. As if that were not enough, it seemed to be forever catching fire and burning itself to cinders.

Yet the wet River Thames, the so-called 'silent highway', was hardly a respite. Its sides were lined with forges and factories, often of the smelliest as well as the loudest sort, grinding forth by night and day. On the water were literally thousands of craft, pausing to load or unload their goods with a maximum of fuss. Its main crossing was London Bridge, whose twenty close-spaced arches sluiced the torrent into a colossal and frequently lethal tumult. The Thames' celebrated swans, protected by royal decree, proclaimed their status with ear-splitting pride.

The Thames watermen, ancestors of the London taxi-driver, shouted, 'Oars! Oars! Will you have any oars?' They had a famous custom of bellowing obscenities at one another. Every year about fifty of them perished in the murderous churn of London Bridge alone; they doubtless let off a few more oaths as they did so. When the Kinks sang of a 'dirty old river' at Waterloo, when blues bands alchemised the songs of slavery at Eel Pie Island or the Sex Pistols clashed with policemen on Jubilee evening, the Thames was only reprising its old role of dramatic arena.

Music had to be loud, or else get drowned out. Drunk or sober, Londoners sang lustily. From the fabric of their everyday lives came the songs of street traders and topical balladeers – purveying the sounds of commerce and observation. Instruments favoured in Shakespeare's time were the tabor drum, and the pipe or penny-whistle. There followed the concertina and the fiddle, though these were considered crude and best fitted for taverns. Later there were


the inescapable organ grinders (often with chattering monkeys) hauling or wheeling their wheezing, handle-operated boxes. In time there were minstrel troupes and vagabond hollerers, 'Ethiopian serenaders' and German brass bands.

No wonder the sensitive writer de Quincey consoled himself by gazing at the tranquil farmland still visible from nineteenth-century Oxford Street. As recently as 1885, another writer was plagued by the relentless nature of all this mayhem: 'that blatant and horribly noisy instrument of dissonant, unchangeable chords, the German concertina,' he groaned. And 'the ringing of church bells in the grey of the morning'. And 'men and women who find their principal and unmolested amusement in the shouting of music hall songs'. By that time there were fewer itinerant street-traders (' 'Ere's yer toys for girls an' boys!'). But there were newer elements in the mixture, like the railway porters' calls of 'Train to Emma Smith!' (Hammersmith) or 'Change at Chairin' Krauss!' or 'This line for Monneym'nt!' The old broadside balladeers were gone but here instead were the cockney newsboys: 'Speshill 'dishun! 'Orrible railway haccident!'

Discouraging for the country troubadour, perhaps. But this city would produce an amazing abundance of song. With such a racket to overcome, London music could not afford to be dreamy. Commerce and observation were the great stock-in-trade of city song. Money and news, in other words, are where the story of London's popular music really begins. And, in some curious fashion, they've been central ever since. The racket of London was duly overcome. Money and news demand to be heard.

Brother Rahere: the First Swinging Vicar

Long before rock 'n' roll, there was St Bartholomew's Fair. If London's entertainment business has a formal beginning, it could be here. In 1133 one Brother Rahere, an Augustinian friar, was allowed by Henry I to stage a three-day fair in aid of the priory and hospital he had established in Smithfield. Rahere had once been a lively member of Henry's court, a minstrel and something of a jester. Now, in what


remained of his life, he resolved to answer some higher calling. Yet he kept up his old skills, even juggling in his religious robe (which proved a crowd-pleaser), and Bartholomew's Fair grew as famous for its revels as for its merchandising.

Smithfield in those days was a massive open space on the fringe of the city. It was ideal for performances in front of large crowds and Rahere oversaw the rapid expansion of the phenomenon he had created. He died around 1143, but his tomb remains in the ancient Priory Church of St Bartholomew the Great (as used in Four Weddings and a Funeral), tucked between his other monument, Bart's Hospital, and the ancient Meat Market. In the nineteenth century his tomb was opened and the body found intact, but a parish official filched one of its sandals and Rahere is said to haunt the place as a result. It was no way to treat the founder of London's live music industry.

Smithfield prospered as a place where animals were butchered and criminals executed. And Bartholomew's Fair rolled on, every August, down the centuries. As well as traders and performers there were drunks, thieves, harlots in profusion, naive bumpkins and cunning urchins. Ballad singers were much in evidence – 'ballads' being story songs, not the softly romantic numbers of modern times – and some vocalists operated with pickpocket accomplices. As an old song records:

Let not the ballad singer's shrilling strain
 
Amid the swarm thy listening ear detain
 
Guard well thy pocket, for these syrens stand
 
To aid the labours of the diving hand.

Under Charles II the Fair was extended from three to fourteen days and the London theatres closed for that time while actors took to Smithfield's stages. In a manner characteristic of London, it co-mingled the highest and the lowest in the land. But it was not to everyone's taste:



What a hell

For eyes and ears! what anarchy and din

Barbarian and infernal...

So lamented William Wordsworth in 1805, recoiling from the 'grimacing, writhing, screaming', from the hurdy-gurdies, fiddles and kettle-drums, 'and him who at the trumpet puffs his cheeks'.

This was not a good review, it must be said. In fact, educated sentiment was now against the vulgar urban uproar of Bartholomew's Fair. It was finally suppressed in 1855. But it foreshadowed the 'variety' bills of the pleasure gardens, the music halls and post-war television. Hippies have dreamed of resurrecting its spirit in festivals and carnivals. Puritans detested it, of course, but the unruly part of London's soul may yet invent a successor.

Songs for the Stage, the Gallows and the Royal Fireworks

We know the music of the medieval churches and palaces because it was written down. But popular music was not. So we rely upon eyewitnesses, or look to literature, to get a general idea. Geoffrey Chaucer, the fourteenth-century sage, knew and relished the rough-and-tumble of London streets, but was also equally at home in elevated circles. He was above all a thorough Londoner, to whom nothing was alien and everything happened with musical accompaniment. The harp was his favourite. In The Canterbury Tales the brawny Miller plays bagpipes as the pilgrims exit town. Absalon, his parish clerk, danced and sang in taverns, playing his rebec (a kind of tiny violin) or that forerunner of the guitar, the gittern.

The point about taverns – which we will see are important to our story, from music hall to pub rock – is that they were linked, not only to drunkenness, but gambling, fighting and lechery. Thus does London's popular music, the music of the common people, begin to find its level in civic life. It is somewhere near the bottom. It is much less than respectable.



Theatre music would be important, too. It's impossible to miss the strain of sheer showiness in London song, whether it's The Beggar's Opera, Noël Coward or Adam Ant. (We find among the pop stars of London a huge proportion of stage school brats.) London's music is theatrical because its very streets are a sort of stage. The earliest performances were staged on the South Bank, or to the east, just outside the City's jurisdiction. (Theatre, like popular music, has had an uneasy relationship with authority.) Shakespeare, of course, had his Globe across the Thames in Southwark. And like the resourceful adopted Londoner he was, he stuffed his plays with borrowed music.

'Let the sky rain potatoes! Let it thunder to the tune of Greensleeves!' cried Falstaff in The Merry Wives of Windsor. Even in 1602 that song was already venerable. Shakespeare was not a composer. He did what other playwrights and the street balladeers did, adapting old tunes to his purpose, providing new words when he needed them. Thus, among many more: 'Where the Bee Sucks' (The Tempest), 'It Was a Lover and His Lass' (As You Like it) and 'Journeys End in Lovers Meeting' (Twelfth Night). His audience was raucous, not reverential, and good tunes were a prized aspect of the entertainment. He gave stage directions for oboes, drums and trumpets, and there was surely a tune being played as Duke Orsino spoke: 'If music be the food of love, play on ...' Even a tragedy such as Julius Caesar was rounded off with a jig – the communal dance that brought an audience back into itself, perhaps with a welcome touch of life-affirming crudity.

Shakespeare's contemporary, the poet and dramatist Thomas Dekker, published a ballad in 1603 called 'Golden Slumbers', rediscovered by Paul McCartney in 1969 and set to music for the Beatles' Abbey Road. (That album has another Elizabethan echo – its finale 'Her Majesty' ends in a rhyming couplet, as McCartney's nod to Shakespearean practice.)

Many religious masterpieces were created in those days, too. They were not, perhaps, of the people, as ordinary hymns and carols were. But they entered the common consciousness. During the Reformation and its aftermath the composers of such pieces worked before a


background of royal magnificence, courtly intrigue, persecution and terror. Perhaps the greatest was Thomas Tallis (1505-1585) whose forty-voice motet, 'Spem in Alium', still amazes. He was said to have written it for the fortieth birthday of Elizabeth I; what is certain is that he was a royal servant who understood the importance of pleasing your listeners. Music had to switch from 'Catholic' to 'Protestant' styles at the monarch's whim. William Byrd, a student of Tallis, rivalled him in genius, and navigated the treacherous waters of London's religious wars with some courage, as annoying the powerful was liable to get you killed. His fellow Catholic John Dowland, the melancholy creator of songs so enduring they've been covered by Sting (Songs from the Labyrinth) and Elvis Costello ('Can She Excuse My Wrongs'), had to rebut charges of treason.

Music to no one's ears, least of all its intended recipient, was the doleful song of the clerk of St Sepulchre's church. On the eve of executions he crossed the road to Newgate Gaol, and with a bell in his hand performed prayers and pleas for repentance under the windows of condemned cells. (The church still stands, despite the Blitz, but Newgate duly made way for the Old Bailey. Nearby are Smithfield and Rahere's ghost.) His serenade continued:

All you that in the condemned hole do lie,
 
Prepare you for tomorrow you shall die ...
 
And when St Sepulchre's Bell in the morning tolls
 
The Lord above have mercy on your souls.

The wretches in question had one more role to play for London's entertainment. Their slow, three-mile procession to the place of death took them via Holborn and Oxford Street to Tyburn (now Marble Arch) where an expectant throng of thrill-seekers was waiting. Here, as we shall see, canny vendors sold souvenir ballads about the dying.

Being the seat of monarchy and the venue for state occasions, London learned the ways of grandeur and spectacle. Royal associations with music have been abiding. Centuries before the Beatles


received their MBEs at Buckingham Palace, or Diana swooned to Duran Duran, the most musical of our rulers was Henry VIII. He was tutored in music for the church until the death of his brother Arthur made him heir to the throne. He played all the while and is known to have composed at least thirty-four pieces. It's thought unlikely that he really earned the credit for 'Greensleeves', perhaps the country's most enduring folk song. But who was to argue with him? It only foreshadows the tactic of a later king, Elvis Presley, who sometimes took a slice of his songwriters' copyrights. (Indeed the term 'royalties' began as shorthand for the sovereign's rights.) Henry does not disappear from our story entirely: he reappears in popular song in 'I'm Henry the Eighth I Am', a smash success in Victorian music halls and on 1960s jukeboxes.

Public entertainments were curtailed under Puritan rule (1642-1660), but blossomed again with the Restoration and Charles II, when London's theatres assumed the physical appearance we know today. One night in 1668, Samuel Pepys went to see The Virgin Martyr and was struck with feeling by the music (played on recorders) and the erotic vision of Charles's special friend, the actress Nell Gwynn: 'I could not believe,' he wrote, 'that ever any music hath that real command over the soul of a man as this did upon me.'

Momentous public events were scored by composers of genius. Henry Purcell wrote for the opera and for Westminster Abbey – he was born and died within its shadow – and excelled at state occasions. From 1689 to 1695 he wrote the annual birthday music for Queen Mary, which became keenly anticipated. Poignantly, a few months after 1695's offering, he sat down again to compose the music for her funeral, music of ineffable sadness, the chill of its mourning preserved with sinister iciness in Walter Carlos's movie theme to A Clockwork Orange.

A little later, for the really big day out in eighteenth-century London, Handel was your man. In 1717 he penned The Water Music for George I, performed upon a royal sailing from Lambeth to Chelsea. So enraptured was His Highness that the musicians were engaged to turn their barge around and play it again going back. The


secular pageantry of coronations and regal firework parties were as much in Handel's line as devotional masterworks such as The Messiah. A German who became quite thoroughly English, he lived for nearly forty years in Brook Street, Mayfair. The house next door would one day be the home of another imported musical legend, Jimi Hendrix.

Who Will Buy? Songs of Commerce and Gore

As a newcomer to the capital I noticed how middle-class Londoners would turn slightly cockney when they spoke of (a) betting odds or (b) second-hand cars. There was something in those subjects – money, I suppose – that awoke their inner spiv.

'STAIN-DAD! STAIN-DAD!' was the first cry that I heard on arriving, issuing from a cloth-capped vendor of the evening newspaper. Nowadays we might encounter 'BIGISHOOO. Help the homeless. Gob-bless.' These are mere relics of what was formerly the city's mightiest symphony. Commerce is the soul of London and street sellers are the heartbeat of its musical history.

Particular trades, like shoemakers or tailors or barbers, had their own songs, and practitioners drummed up custom from their doorways. Cheapside, the city's oldest High Street, must have been a polyphonic spree. But the majority of merchants were itinerant, employing their distinctive calls in search of business. Doubtless some such cries were beautiful but a large number have gone down in history as being horrible. The traders' cries were much collected, anthologised and illustrated with varying degrees of hard realism and sentimental prettifying. (Apple-cheeked maids with lavender baskets have always made for popular prints.) Among innumerable books, Old London Cries is a diligent record, though careless of chronology. ('Dates, unless in the form of the luscious fruit of Smyrna, are generally dry,' its author sniffs.)

In an issue of the original Spectator brought out in 1711, the essayist Joseph Addison wrote his 'Proposal for the Control of Street Cries', an offer to curb the singers and instrumentalists who spread so much dismay. 'A freeman of London,' he wrote, 'has the privilege


of disturbing a whole street for an hour together, with the twinkling of a brass-kettle or a frying pan.' Vocal styles were 'full of incongruities and barbarisms'. Milk was sold with a high, grating note. Chimney sweeps went erratically up and down the 'gamut', or musical scale. A friend, he reports, once bribed a match-seller to give his street a miss – only to be accosted by every other match-seller, demanding a similar tax. News stories were trumpeted with wild drama, regardless of their relative importance. And turnip-men from the shires bellowed with excessive zeal.

Surprisingly, the sow-gelder's horn was deemed pleasant (though the sow's opinion may have differed). The barrel-menders sang in a slow, harmonious way. The picklers of dill and cucumber were agreeable to hear, as was a pastry-man called Colly-Molly-Puff. Samuel Pepys noted these poetic cries: 'Here's your rare socks, four pairs a shilling!'; 'Dumplins! Dumplins! Diddle diddle, dumplins ho!'; and 'Buy my fat chickens!' But many vendors could not be understood by their words, only by their tunes. It's alleged that ignorant country boys ran out 'to buy apples of a bellows-mender, and gingerbread from a grinder of knives and scissors'.

The musicality of the traders was sometimes striking. There must have been a bittersweet pleasure in hearing this example:

Old chairs to mend, old chairs to mend,
 
If I'd as much money as I could spend
 
I'd leave off crying old chairs to mend.

The girls who sold the produce of hedgerows and market gardens were themselves hymned in song:

Here's fine rosemary, sage and thyme.
 
Come buy my ground ivy.
 
Here's fetherfew, gillyflowers and rue.
 
Come buy my knotted marjoram ho!

Let none despise the merry, merry wives

Of famous London town.



Yet the undisputed star of this daily production was a gingerbread salesman of Mayfair, named Tiddy Doll. He was quite the dandy and famous for his ditty, 'Mary, Mary, where are you now, Mary?' He ended with the old tune, 'Ti-Tiddy ti-ti, tidy tiddy doll.' In a Hogarth etching of 1747, Tiddy Doll is pictured among the crowds at Tyburn, selling his wares while the Idle Prentice is hanged. Nearby, a woman does brisk business with already-printed copies of the dying man's alleged speech. In fact, Tiddy's own demise was equally sensational – he plunged through the ice at a fair held on the frozen Thames.

Street markets survive in London that offer an echo of those times. They are a precious element of continuity. In the 1920s H. V. Morton observed pre-hippy Portobello Road, finding it without the sly cleverness of Petticoat Lane, but still rich in English qualities of Elizabethan ribaldry and frankness, with rough costermonger wit. (Of the 'costers' we will learn more shortly.) The style of Berwick Street in Soho, he thought, evoked the exotic Orient. The markets were essentially forms of outdoor theatre, where people went not merely to buy, but to enjoy the spectacle of being sold to. Like theatres, they were for years at their busiest on Saturday night, that being pay-day. Time and again we will see the influence of these markets on London's best-known performers.

Of all the multifarious trades sung upon London's streets, the most compelling was the trade in songs themselves. Street balladeers performed entire compositions, not mere advertising jingles. But they were not busking, as such. They sang to draw attention to their printed lyrics, their 'broadsides', available at competitive prices (if printed on more than one side they were called 'broadsheets'). Pepys, naturally, adored the ballads and organised them into a grand collection under sundry headings: 'History – True and Fabulous'; 'Drinking & Good Fellowshipp'; 'Marriage, Cuckoldry, &c'. All human life was there. Unsurprisingly the Puritans banned it (though their radical wing contained some hearty singers, forefathers of Billy Bragg) but business revived under the Restoration. Thereafter it would thrive until the nineteenth century, when mass literacy and


cheap newspapers would usurp the broadsides' news function, while their entertainment role passed to the music halls.

Ballads told stories, and stories, true or imagined, need storytellers. Yet the writers of ballads are mostly unknown to us. Singers normally worked for a publisher, the biggest being Jeremy Catnach in Seven Dials (Covent Garden's infamously vice-ridden slum), who set up there in 1813. He paid his writers one shilling per ballad, just for the words. As for music they simply recycled old folk tunes, familiar to everyone, and added topical verses. Thus the purchasers of 'Ann Wallen's Lamentation, for the Murthering of her Husband John Wallen' were told to sing it to the tune of 'Fortune My Foe'. It ends upon a moral note, as they often did: Ann begs her mother-in-law's forgiveness and concludes, 'In burning flames of fire I should fry/Receive my soule sweete Jesus now I die.'

The sheer quantity of ballads is staggering. They poured forth in their thousands. Many still exist, countless others have been lost to time. An 1861 report tells of one London firm having half a million ballads on its files. It goes on to give an interesting early use of the term 'hit': 'When a ballad makes a real hit, from 20,000 to 30,000 copies of it will go off in a very short time.' This was the foundation, of course, for the sheet music trade, which itself led to the modern music industry.

Ballads might be subversive and satirical, or pious and uplifting, or vulgar or twee or full of derring-do. For the most part they were telling you a yarn and keeping you up to date. To that extent, they set the pattern for London pop for centuries ahead, from Marie Lloyd to Madness, from Vera Lynn to Dizzee Rascal. Narrative and news value are great staples of the city's songwriting. Above all they are commodities. London is not in the business of not doing business.

Like the later music hall, and tabloid newspapers after that, ballads were a contradictory bundle of patriotism and nose-thumbing. One of the earliest surviving news-songs celebrates the downfall of politician Thomas Cromwell in 1540. In King Lear, Shakespeare quotes from William Birch's ballad 'A songe between the Quenes majesty and Englande', an imagined love duet between


Elizabeth ('Bessy') and her country. A foreign observer reported of Londoners in 1792: 'Love of their homeland and warlike valour are common themes of their ballads and folk songs, sung in the streets by women selling them for a few farthings ... Yet the scorn of the people for their King goes to astonishing lengths.'

Every event of the day, be it parliamentary proceedings or royal scandals and weddings, found its way into London ballads. A song of 1785 summarises and comments caustically on William Pitt's latest Budget. In the Napoleonic wars, recalled one writer, 'No battle was fought, no vessel sunken or taken, that the triumph was not published, proclaimed in the national gazette of our Ballad-singer.'

But the best sales were for murder ballads – the gorier the better. Execution reports were hardy perennials, presenting a mix of straight reporting, macabre sensationalism and moral lesson. 'A Warning to False Traitors' commemorates the extermination of six unfortunates at Tyburn on 30 August 1588. As typical was 'Jack the Chimney Sweep' who recalls his life and crimes, is told in Newgate that he'll drink no more brown ale, and finally takes that terminal ride down Holborn, pausing for refreshment at St Giles. Various versions exist, all drawn from Jack Hall's execution at Tyburn in 1707 for robbing a house at Stepney.

Death was a money-spinner. As one lyricist explained, 'I write most of the Newgate ballads for printers up in the Dials. I get a shilling for a "copy of verses written by the wretched culprit the night previous to his execution".' It was surely a blow to this honest trade when public hangings were abolished in 1865. The modern music industry would probably have campaigned in protest: 'Private executions are killing music.'

The wide-eyed countryman, new in town, was another much-loved theme. The singer of 'Bumpkin's Journey to London' finds himself in bed, undressed by an apparently friendly lady, but then 'the baggage hopp'd off with my money and cloaths'. In 'Dice, Wine and Women' (a forerunner, really, of Ian Dury's 'Sex and Drugs and Rock 'n' Roll') the luckless visitor from Cornwall is robbed in various districts, finally 'stript' and forced to go home. The story will find its echoes


in everything from the calypsos of West Indian immigrants to the Jam's 'Strange Town' – not omitting George Formby Snr's 'Looking for Mugs in the Strand'. In 'The Humours of London', a singer of the 1790s declares:

When I to London first came in
 
How I began to gape and stare!
 
The cries they kick'd up such a din
 
Fresh lobsters, dust, and wooden ware.

Charles Dickens, in Great Expectations, has a character singing 'When I Went to Lunnon Town, Sirs', possibly modelled upon 'The Astonished Countryman, or, A Bustling Picture of London':

When I first came to London Town
 
How great was my surprise
 
Thought I, the world's turned upside down
 
Such wonders met my eyes.

Actual street performers were part of the scene from earliest times. Their 'minstrelsy' might be sung in a capella form or played upon instruments, where they could be afforded. There were 'chaunters' who sang and sometimes played fiddle. Popular tunes were 'Red Cross Knight' and 'Hail, Smiling Morn'. With the practical attitude of his profession, one chaunter confided: 'The very best sentimental song that I ever had in my life was Byron's "Isle of Beauty". I could get a meal off that quicker than with any other.'

Barrel-organs and wandering musicians of all sorts (not to mention church bells) were a special torment to Charles Dickens. And in the 1850s the great social chronicler Henry Mayhew found 'Italian organ boys, French singing women, the German brass bands, the Highland bagpipe players ...' He divided musicians into those skilful enough to earn donations and those so bad they were paid to go away. Some were clearly no good but used the music to draw attention to their afflictions. Most could not read music and were thus unfit for theatre


work, but some achieved a high standard. The wind-instrument players were said to have shorter lives than their string-playing counterparts, owing to their greater 'need' for liquid refreshment.

As recently as 1933 George Orwell, in his Down and Out in Paris and London, found street singers called 'chanters'. Less prestigious were the itinerant hymn singers whose craft, like the unskilled 'screevers' or pavement artists, was merely a way to dodge the anti-begging laws. As matters stood, complained Orwell, a beggar might be arrested for soliciting money – but if, instead, he assaulted our ears with a horrible howling, he could claim to be following his legitimate trade.

Organ-grinders, says Orwell, took up position outside cheap pubs (the grander ones chased them away). One such artist, Shorty, sent a one-legged man inside to collect the money. Having collected, it was a point of pride to give an 'encore', to assert they were not being paid to vanish. Organ-grinders faced less competition from German bands after the Great War, and a lot of them were in fact ex-servicemen. They 'rattle their boxes,' said a 1925 account, 'with a determination that the discordant Teuton never dared.'

Another class of street performers were the 'patterers', who lived off ingenuity and believed themselves 'the aristocracy of the street sellers'. Often educated men, who looked down upon lesser trades, they purveyed stationery, pamphlets and song sheets, but elaborated by improvising speeches – 'patter' was the London slang for talk – such as accounts of 'barbarous and horrible' murders, duels and deathbed confessions. The patterers had their private language or 'cant', of which 'crib' for home and 'toff' for gent are notable survivors. Their act was a blueprint for stage artists. The smart-alec 'patter man' became a staple of cockney variety shows – his descendants are, perhaps, in hip hop.

Mayhew made note of a further type, the Punch and Judy man, whose self-esteem was just as high. He too had his own 'good speech': bona palare. 'This is a broken Italian and much higher than the costers' lingo,' one insisted. 'We know what o'clock it is, besides.' Their palare would in time enter theatrical and camp circles while


other terms, such as donna for woman, were adopted by the East End generally.

One musician told Henry Mayhew how street performers found the City a hard place to work, too preoccupied by business, but leisurely and 'low' parts of town offered richer pickings. Evenings in Oxford Street and Regent Street, St James's Park on Saturday nights, Whitechapel, Smithfield, Fitzroy Square and 'Carnaby-market' were all worth a punt. But 'Tottenham Court Road's no good at any time,' he added, mysteriously.

'See the Show, Sir?' Music Moves Indoors

'Proper' music was once reserved for the church and nobility. But there came a trend to attract the middle classes – and make a business of it into the bargain. In the 1670s a man named John Banister, one of Charles II's musicians, put on concerts in his house every day at four o'clock. This was not theatre, nor was it opera; it was just the simple presentation of music in its own right. Around the same time, a Clerkenwell coal dealer, Thomas Britton, used a loft above his premises to stage weekly recitals. The idea caught on fast. It meant that formal music could now be enjoyed by those not rich enough to employ their own musicians.

So London's popular music was becoming an organised form of indoor entertainment. Another production of that era, charging 'an English shilling the pitt', foreshadows the age of variety shows. Comprising opera, 'pleasant Dialogues and Commical Dances', its musical numbers ranged from patriotic ('Genius of England') to sombre ('O Land Me in Some Peaceful Gloom') to bright ('Let All Be Gay'). The dialogues sound affecting: 'Since Times are So Bad' and 'Oh! My Poor Husband'. In 1772 during the reign of George III, there opened at 58 Charlotte Street the King's Concert Rooms, later renamed the Scala (not to be confused with its namesake at King's Cross). Numerous re-buildings afterwards, and six years before its final demolition, it was the TV theatre in the Beatles' A Hard Day's Night.



Meanwhile, down at the White Horse on Fetter Lane, we witness something very like the Victorian music hall in embryo: spectators are allowed to smoke and drink (indeed their drinks are the only price of admission) while they enjoy 'posture makers and tumblers ... comical fancies ... One plays with a rolling-pin upon a salt-box, another grunts like a hog, and a third makes his teeth chatter like a monkey; and thus they each have something to make the Million laugh, and put common sense out of countenance.'

'Silence!' came the president's command. Rising importantly, he would strike the table three times with his hammer, proposing a toast before the entertainments could begin.

And there was panto ...

Pantomime survives all alterations in English life. Its blend of music, farce and fairy tale seems unstoppable. The formula was developed in London at the Lincoln's Inn Fields Theatre, where the actor-manager John Rich adapted an old Italian tale of Harlequin and Columbine. About a century later, in the 1806 panto Harlequin & Mother Goose, Joseph Grimaldi enjoyed immense fame for his song 'Hot Codlins' – concerning, as it does, a gin-soaked street seller, it was a quintessential London number. The nineteenth-century essayist Leigh Hunt saw the origins of panto's stock characters in Italian folklore, but found them now turned into distinct London stereotypes: 'The Clown is a London cockney, with a prodigious eye to his own comfort and muffins, a Lord Mayor's fool, who loved "everything that was good" and Columbine is the boarding-school girl, ripe for running away with, and making a dance of it all the way from Chelsea to Gretna Green.'

Vastly popular in the nineteenth century were the 'minstrel' acts – pseudo-black performers in burned-cork make-up. However deplorable to modern eyes, these 'Ethiopian serenaders' were a mainstay of the London streets (and soon its concert halls) from the 1820s onward. Their style emanated from the slave states of America, where companies such as that of Edward Christy took authentic Negro songs and gave them jolly, sentimental or comical twists for white audiences, normally to banjo accompaniment. 'Jim Crow' and


'Buffalo Gals' were great favourites, followed by 'Dandy Jim of Carolina', 'Black-eyed Susannah' and 'Going Ober de Mountain'. Far from dying out, the minstrel idea migrated to theatres, thence to Hollywood (reaching its apogee in Al Jolson) and even television – George Mitchell's Black & White Minstrels survived in England as mainstream viewing into the 1970s. Against their obvious naivety and degrading aspects, we should acknowledge that, for some Londoners, early minstrel songs were their first inkling of an unknown folk art, and led them to actively seek out the real thing. From such peculiar beginnings, London's appetite for genuine African-American music grew phenomenally, and would in time transform rock culture.

There had been for years a blending of 'high' with 'low' art. Composers and educated observers took an interest in folk songs and street music. William Playford, for instance, was clerk to the Temple church and vicar-choral at St Paul's; in 1651 he published The Dancing Master which used traditional themes. Yet when Addison praised the old song 'Chevy Chase', believing the common people drew from it a wisdom comparable to Virgil, he was mocked. The great poet William Blake would not have mocked. For all his vast, if idiosyncratic, learning he much preferred the popular music of the streets. He loved the tavern ballads of his time. His poem 'Jerusalem' was posthumously made into a song, but in Blake's mind it may have been a song already. Even on his deathbed he sang spontaneously of Heavenly visions. For William Blake, London itself was always a facade, in front of something mystic and eternal.

Mack the Knife in Newgate: The Beggar's Opera

The artful mixing of high and low art proved a smash hit in 1728. In that year John Rich, the great promoter of pantomime, backed a playwright called John Gay. The latter's latest work, The Beggar's Opera, was so stupendously successful that 'it made Gay rich and Rich gay'. More than that, they had probably invented the musical as we know it.



The Beggar's Opera is where the story of London's popular music becomes coherent. There were already musical dramas, or operas, to be had. But they were rather heavy weather and apt to be foreign; their core audience was well-to-do. The beauty of John Gay's brainchild was that it drew from well-known ballads for its score, and the real life of the city for its theme. Aristocrats, merchants and guttersnipes were all satirised within it, and Londoners of all types flocked to savour the experience. Unprecedented and vivid, this was popular art in the fullest sense – closer to Rich's pantomime than to the oratorios of Handel, but sharing the scabrous wit of the Restoration comedies that preceded it. This was an age of theatre as blood sport, when supporters of rival divas or castrati might fight tooth and claw. Gay wrote for an audience both raucous and participatory.

Money and news, the undying London interests, are central to The Beggar's Opera. Gay was a genial Devonian who conceived, perhaps abetted by his friends Jonathan Swift and Alexander Pope, of a satire against Robert Walpole's corrupt government, and the low-born scoundrels whose behaviour mirrored it. Of several scurrilous ladies, Jenny Diver was a pickpocket ('diver' being slang for that trade) based upon one Mary Young. In the highwayman Macheath, we have a classic cockney type, the villain as celebrity. Like Shakespeare, Gay took his music ready-made. There are sixty-nine airs in the play, of which forty-one were broadside ballads. His song of the gallows, 'Upon Tyburn Tree', was set to the tune of 'Greensleeves'; the famous 'Highwayman's Chorus' was lifted from Handel.

It's an especially London aspect of The Beggar's Opera that everything and everyone appears to be for sale. Perfumed nobs and grimy mobs are pressed together in moral squalor. Even as we enjoy the pageantry of wealth we are not taken in. The city is a huge game of deception, each against all, but there to be played. There is no romantic love or real friendship, virtue is negotiable: 'All men are thieves in love and like a woman the better for being another's property.' The wit seems cynical, but I would rather say sceptical and worldly – aware of humanity's imperfections and alive to their


entertaining possibilities. The moral is to keep your wits about you. As befits a London parable, there is much upon the solace of 'strong waters' (that is, drink). And nothing is so popular as a good hanging.

The premiere was staged by John Rich at Lincoln's Inn Fields. Playing Polly Peachum, the robber's moll, the actress Lavinia Fenton so bewitched the Duke of Bolton that he made her his duchess. Gay's life was transformed by the play's success, but he lived for only four more years to enjoy it. Over time The Beggar's Opera outgrew its satiric purpose and became a story loved in its own right. Numerous revivals have included a film starring Laurence Olivier and Stanley Holloway and a TV version with Roger Daltrey of the Who and Bob Hoskins. In 1928, Bertolt Brecht and Kurt Weill rewrote it as The Threepenny Opera, from which we get the saloon bar classic 'Mack the Knife' – Mack being our old friend the highwayman Macheath. Of Gay's girls, Jenny Diver is still in there, along with Suky Tawdry and Lucy Brown. Strange to hear their eighteenth-century Smithfield names on the lips of Frank Sinatra at Las Vegas.

A feature of The Beggar's Opera is the way its story advances both in dialogue and song. Although there was nothing much like it in the decades that followed, it was certainly on the minds of Gilbert and Sullivan, 150 years later, whose own productions were the prototype of the modern musical. Broadway and Hollywood, therefore, owe their art to a tale of knaves and harlots in Newgate and Westminster.

Of Strong Drink and Pleasure Gardens

A folk song of unimaginable age, versions of 'London Bridge is Falling Down' have circulated for many centuries. In fact, Londoners themselves have been falling down for many centuries. From Chaucer's ale-house to Amy Winehouse, London music has frequently been tipsy – it's a traditional refuge from the hustling city's incessant concern with business.

Prior to the rise of music halls, commoners could always find entertainment in public houses. It was not necessarily welcome. In


1580 one Stephen Gosson complained: 'London is so full of unprofitable pipers and fiddlers, that a man can no sooner enter a tavern, than two or three of them hang at his heels, to give him a dance before he departs.' These were buskers, really, whose annoyance might be compared to piped Muzak or an inferior jukebox. Another customer, Sir John Hawkins, grimaced to hear 'half-a-dozen fiddlers' scraping interminably 'till themselves and their audience were tired; after which as many players on the hautboy would in the most harsh and discordant tones grate forth "Greensleeves", "Yellow Stockings", "Gillian of Croydon" or some such common dance tune.'

Just as London music was taken with a drink, it was very often about drink. In Shoreditch at the Curtain Theatre, in about 1610, we hear 'The Man in the Moon Drinks Claret' – praise for the grape by William Basse (whose other line was in topical ballads, like 'The Death of Prince Henry, 1613' and 'On Mr William Shakespeare, Who Died in April 1616'). 'Rich wine is good, it heats the blood,' William Basse declared. 'It makes an old man lusty, the young to brawle.' Having to sing so much of drink, we cannot blame the musicians who did a little research. In a 1628 survey of London's human types, 'The Trumpeter' and 'The Common Singing Men' were singled out for their drunkenness. Of the former it was written, 'The Sea of Drinke, and much wind make a storme perpetually in his Chekes, and his look is like his noyse, blustering and tempestuous.' As to the latter, they were 'a company of good Fellowes, that roare deep in the Quire, deeper in the Taverne ...'

Londoners liked to enjoy their music outdoors sometimes, especially to the west along the river, where the air was sweeter than the muck you breathed elsewhere. On the opposite shore, where Waterloo Bridge now runs, there was Cuper's Gardens. From the 1630s until 1760 it supplied Londoners with arts and diversions, much as its South Bank successor does today. But disrepute befell Cuper's Gardens. By the time it lost its liquor licence it was informally known as Cupid's Gardens, a resort of low women and men no better. Popular music then, as now, had undertones of impropriety.



On the Thames itself, a big pleasure boat called The Folly was moored midstream near Cleopatra's Needle. Pepys, who enjoyed his wine, women and song, went there in 1688. Needless to say it acquired a reputation for vice.

Over at Vauxhall was the New Spring Garden. Until Westminster Bridge was built in 1750 you had to be rowed across. With the eclipse of Puritan prohibitions, Restoration types sailed over to frolic among its groves and lanterns. Re-named Vauxhall Gardens, it staged spectaculars such as a performance of Handel's Music for the Royal Fireworks before 12,000 people. Yet, rather like television, from high-brow aspirations it declined to cheap populism. It hung on until 1859. A little earlier, in 1836, Charles Dickens strolled about and heard the song of Mr Bedford – 'the first half-hour of which,' he drily noted, 'afforded the assembly the purest delight.' Everyone's a critic.

Ranelagh Pleasure Ground opened in 1742 on the present site of Chelsea's Royal Hospital Gardens (and the Flower Show). Offering food, drink and the usual entertainments, it was even bigger than Vauxhall. Cremorne Gardens was just upriver, where Lots Road Power Station came to be, and was entered from the King's Road. From the 1840s it featured music, fireworks and balloon ascents, as well as arbours, bowers, grottoes and fountains. By an 1869 account, regrettably, Cremorne was unsavoury after dusk, falling to those same low women and men no better. The Victorians shut it down eight years later.

But they could not shut down the taverns. The London pub matters a great deal to this story. From it there came the great leap forward that we shall now investigate, the wonderful popular art form of music hall. We hear the welcome sound of door-bolts sliding back. Opening-hour has arrived.
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