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         ‘This is a book about music by a man who has a bellowing and bizarre passion for Balkan brass. It is also about history, culture, tragedy, and, most definitely, joy. In short, it is about what it means to be a human being… In this work of enormous humanity Cartwright celebrates the power of music to transcend the most hideous suffering of a people’ Leeds Guide 
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         Since we don’t know each other, I want to give you a complete picture of myself, why I’m interested in America, why I’m always occupying myself with America: because in America, there’s the whole world. In Italy there’s Italy, and in France there’s France. The problems of America are the problems of the whole world: the contradictions, the fantasies, the poetry. The minute you touch down on America, you touch on universal themes. For better or worse, that’s the way it is.
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         I always thought it was our America as much as anybody else’s – circus people and carnival freaks, prisoners and music makers, troubadours, minstrels, hobos and poets and such, we can’t let the goddamn country go down to politicians and corporate madmen and media people and college professors, run it over and ruin it all. It’s ours, our goddamn country. We built the midway, didn’t we? And we make the music that goes on the midway, from sea to shining sea. You know, goddamn, Ronald Reagan died recently and they flew the flag half-mast. Well, did they fly it at half-mast for Ray Charles? For Johnny Cash? Declare a national holiday? Yet these people, Ray Charles, Johnny Cash, Hank Williams, they moved and changed the daily lives more than any politician who are just grifters and scum. Wouldn’t even let them in the goddamn midway. So let us now praise the real American heroes, the ones with heart and soul who changed things for the good.
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         Prologue: Last Call at Lee’s Unleaded

         
         
         
         
         No moon illuminates our journey and the stars, why, they fear to shine. A damp Saturday night. October’s cruel winds now wane but something ominous, witchy even, remains in the atmosphere. I try and explain this to the driver. He nods, says, ‘Uh-huh, urban voodoo.’ Well, I think, that explains everything. Silence envelops us as we continue through Chicago’s West Side. Considering this neighbourhood is dense with public housing the quiet is eerie, almost unnerving. I stare into the gloom: few street lamps and little sign of human activity. Get the sense of a city under siege; doors bolted, lights dimmed, movement suspended. At traffic lights a jeep pulls alongside, all eyes on us, driver and passenger, pale-skinned outsiders. The Cherokee trembles, subsonic bass patterns reverberating through its chassis, bass like a war dance, and I – as ever – recognise in the rhymes Atlanta’s Goodie Mob.


         
         
         
         
         I’m tired of lyin’ 

         
         
         I’m sick of glorifyin’ dyin’ 

         
         
         I’m sick of not tryin’ 

         
         
         
         
         I’m tired too. Bone weary and exhausted from pursuing an insane American quest. Lights change, jeep roars off, all fuel-injected rush. Our car splutters, barely idling. Pray silently: please don’t break down here. A burnt-out tenement looms on our left, all shadows and ash, ash and shadows. Damn, how did I end up so deep in an urban cityscape few voluntarily venture into? I’ve felt more at home, safer, in North Africa, Pakistan even, than I do on these streets where we share a common language and culture. Chicago’s urban decay reminds me of Guatemala City… edgy, broken,  hostile. Feel a twitch in my limbs. Getting jumpy. Strange how foreign one can feel in a cityscape that is very familiar. Mentally I’ve walked these streets across the decades: certain sounds from vinyl, images offered up in films, the sights and smells conjured by books, offered me what bluesman Big Bill Broonzy called ‘the key to the highway’. This mythic key unlocking an America that exists beyond the McUSA we consume daily, allowing those who possess it to, as Americans say, cross the tracks. But who in their right mind wanders into black ghettos and Mexican barrios? Enduring eighteen chafing hours on a Greyhound bus just to get to Nashville? The red-eye exhaustion from driving for days on end solely to party in a honky-tonk? Or dancing in a Nevada desert sandstorm hoping for – what!?! – don’t know… a ‘vision’, I guess. For near on two months now I’ve been constantly moving through America, an endurance test that recalls doomed Texan troubadour Townes Van Zandt singing
         

         
         
         
         
         Livin’ on the road my friend 

         
         
         Was gonna keep you free and clean 

         
         
         Now you wear your skin like iron 

         
         
         And your breath is hard as kerosene.

         
         
         
         
         To be as desperate and free as old Texan outlaws appeared attractive from a distance but, by now, I’m too weary, too beat, to get tripped up on romantic conceits. Restless. That’s how I explain myself to others. ‘Restless: 1. unable to stay still or quiet. 2. ceaselessly active or moving: the restless wind. 3. worried; anxious; uneasy.’ Collins English Dictionary has my number. What else explains an adult life spent fleeing convention and regulation?
         

         
         
         
         
         Growing up in Auckland, New Zealand, surely contributed to my sense of rootless unease. Aware you’re existing at the bottom of the world, this sense of isolation enforced by most of the media we consumed: once heralded as Little England, post-WW2 NZ swapped British colonial influence for the embrace of everything American. Go to a movie, switch on the TV, tune into a radio station… we were sold American and, as fledglings, gobbled and gobbled. Tennessee held greater mythic appeal than Taranaki while California appeared the promised land. The Americans colonised my subconscious and, in April 1990, I landed on US soil, whippet thin and naive as only a Kiwi youth could be, determined to follow Huck Finn’s example and light out for the territory. Whatever that territory was. For six months a rusty $600 Buick carried me through a land of some beauty and much disappointment, the imaginary America I inhabited in Auckland rarely coming in sight. After an extended sojourn in San Francisco I fled to London, a city so grey and unwelcoming my life till then appeared to have been lived in Technicolor. Key to the highway? First I needed to unlock my mind.
         

         
         
         
         
         Tucked away in South London tower blocks across the nineties I realised how British politics and pop culture were immeasurably shaped by the USA – often by its worst elements – and felt no desire to return; Europe and Asia provided new sources of fascination. Instead, when American neocons ranted about ‘Old Europe’ refusing to join their ‘war on terror’ I despaired at what had become of the nation that once enchanted me. But after writing up a year in the Balkans among Romany Gypsy musicians, one replete with references to blues music and Beat poets, it became obvious I needed to look anew at the USA. Time, then, to try once again and find a key to American highways.

         
         
         
         
         I returned to the USA unsure of what I would find. From London the rhetoric of Cheney and Rumsfeld suggested ‘freedom’ was twisted into covering for fear and repression while New Orleans, fabled city of song, now existed as an emblem for American decline and neglect. George Bush Sr was president when I was last here and now his namesake occupies the role; American military were in Iraq then and are again now. The more things change the more they stay the same? Let’s find out.
         

         
         

                         
         
         
         I found out: kept finding and finding until the road heading south from San Francisco ran out in Chicago. South and West Chicago’s bleak streets once served as a port of call for generations arriving from the Deep South; here almost a century ago the likes of Louis Armstrong and Memphis Minnie made music that would prove a gash in Western consciousness. Many followed and their Chicago creations remain among the twentieth century’s most influential: Mahalia Jackson developed a form of gospel vocal that now dominates popular song; Muddy Waters plugged in and the resulting electric shock can still be felt; Chuck Berry cranked out what came to be called rock ’n’ roll music (‘it’s got a backbeat/you can’t lose it’). These artists were teachers in the Sufi sense of the word, their wisdom travelling farther than simply that of musical influence.
         

         
         
         
         
         The final night of this pilgrim’s quest. And I’m so tired, so tired, so tired… haven’t slept right since I don’t know when. What better to do, then, than get in a ride and roll through Chicago’s West and South Side? Here we are now, in search of destinations that may no longer exist, streets offering only abandoned buildings and the eerie quiet surrounding communities in collapse. We pull over, parking close to neighbourhood bars, and quickly exit the night into rooms full of sound and light where bands play on the floor or upon makeshift stages, small ensembles conjuring up the grooves that built Chi-town, singers talking in tongues, slippery rhythm sections, guitarists feeling for colour, music still capable of casting spells. Locals check us, two white men, but the driver’s a familiar face and the focus rapidly returns to music and drinks and laughter, keeping the spirit flowing. We join the party, shot glasses held high, hips moving to the music. Again and again we do this, partying until instinct suggests we move on, casting long shadows beneath street lamps, slipping into darkness.

         
         
         
         
         Last stop: Lee’s Unleaded Blues Bar, way deep in the South Side. Shag carpet, heavy velvet curtains, fake marble bar, claret-coloured walls; Lee’s offers Superfly chic, a loud, tough interior, hustler’s paradise. Chicago is full of blues bars steeped in nostalgia but Lee’s is unconcerned about tourist fantasies, no posters of Howlin’ Wolf or Robert Johnson on these walls. Johnny Drummer leads the house band, a dapper, smiling man, his sound the Southern soul-groove black America now considers ‘blues’. I order whiskey. A glass is placed in front of me but, as I turn to observe Drummer, my drink gets lifted. On the South Side this is a minor affront, not something to make an issue of.
         

         
         
         
         
         Order more whiskey and, this time, hold glass close. Johnny Drummer exits the stage and lush locals begin taking turns on the mic. A small, plump man in a fluffy Kangol hat, features impressively ugly, wrists heavy with gold, diamond-studded crucifix hanging round his neck – ghetto fabulous, indeed – starts singing of how all the girls love his hot dog. The tune’s generic, limpid chorus and slick innuendoes fitting the post-midnight club vibe. ‘Little Scotty!’ someone shouts and many applaud. I’ve heard of Scotty; one-time pimp, sometime Sancho Panza to Jesse Jackson and Louis Farrakhan, noted South Side soul-blues singer. Scotty acknowledges his audience, wraps what appears to be a badly burnt hand around the mic, begins to sing, musicians locking behind him, and I fall back to philosophising: could it be that right here, right now, I’m witnessing a requiem for American music?

         
         
         
         
         American music has done more for US standing than any politician or policy, touching lives, inspiring dreams. A crippled French Gypsy banjo player called Django, upon hearing Louis Armstrong for the first time, muttered ‘Ach moune’ (Romany for ‘my brother’). The Rolling Stones, when arriving in the USA in 1964, were asked what they wanted to see in the country. ‘Muddy Waters and Bo Diddley,’ they answered (‘Where’s that?’ replied the credulous interviewer). Saharan nomads and Algerian rai singers, Soweto township dwellers through to Palestinian youths, all took inspiration from American music to carry their own native tongues forward. Zulus played jazz, Maoris sang soul, Japanese women mastered Ike Turner tunes, Slim Dusty employed a Texas twang when singing about an Australian town with no beer. And every nation has an Elvis impersonator. Even suburban brats raised on thousands of hours of junk US TV sensed in American music a mystery and longing that made the world infinitely more interesting. Am-er-I-ca! We loved that land even though we’d never set foot in it.
         

         
         
         
         
         There’s little popular American music today that spells out Am-er-I-ca! in all its eccentric, offbeat brilliance; instead contemporary American music has more in common with the Mc franchises on every high street: heavy-metal crybabies, moronic rappers, over-emoting R & B divas, freeze-dried country singers, scholarly jazzers, indie-rock entropy… music, once so much a part of a community’s character, is now shrill and banal, a tinny squeak of sound. I’m generalising, sure, but one thing is certain when listening to twenty-first-century American music: the thrill is gone. ‘The buying and selling of music, what they’ve done to it, is a disaster on the scale of cutting down the rainforest,’ cartoonist R. Crumb once suggested to me as we sat hypnotised by the sounds emanating from his 78s of the earliest American music. A musical rainforest that helped the world to artistically breathe and now deforestation is almost complete… better be careful or I’ll end up crying into my whiskey. After thousands and thousands of miles cutting across the USA, was I, tired and emotional at journey’s end, sensing a music, a culture, I had loved for so long now turning to dust before my eyes and ears? Such thoughts. The kind that carry their own psychic blues weight.
         

         
         
         
         
         Johnny Drummer introduces himself, a gracious man, happy to talk about being raised in Alligator, Mississippi, right smack on Highway 61, enlisting in the services, cutting a blues 78 for Sam Phillips but getting recalled to the navy for Korea before he could build a Southern rep, resettling in Chicago and ‘What a city Chicago once was! My God, son!’ Playing drums in countless South Side bands over the decades, a pro until his house burnt down and car got stolen in the same week, then working a nine-to-five for the District School Board, occasionally releasing 45s on obscure labels, switching to keyboards because they are easier on you than drums (‘as you get older’), Johnny’s perseverance establishing him as a South Side veteran. He pauses, looks at whoever’s tripping up on stage, the crowd getting messy, catcalling and laughing, says, ‘Two things you couldn’t give me: land in Mississippi and a bar in Chicago.’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Lee’s used to be such a fine place,’ he adds. ‘Back in the seventies you had Junior Wells, Son Seals, a lot of good people played here. Now, well, look what we got.’ Look indeed: the latest singer to take the stage, Yard Dog, is missing a leg so balances on crutches while singing ‘Slip Away’. A buxom black woman in a copper-coloured wig stands close, smiling and caressing him. Yard Dog, perhaps enjoying her attention too much, wanders off key. Still, he sings with feeling, giving the song a darker blues feeling than surely was originally intended, nodding and muttering ‘uh-huh’ as people shout affirmation. Gripping crutches, Yard Dog hobbles off stage. Copper Wig takes control of the mic, starts delivering a freak song, challenging every man in Lee’s with each salacious line. Johnny, whose theme song is ‘I Want to Get into Your Head Before I Get into Your Bed’, shakes his head – tiny, pendulum gestures – and focuses back on me.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I hear you been roamin’ ’round America?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘That’s it, listening out for good music and trying to take freedom’s pulse.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘You find it?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘The music or the freedom?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I know ’bout the damn music. How’s the freedom?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘If constant movement registers as being free, sure.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Uh-huh, that’s a very American kind of freedom.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Travel?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Naw. Restlessness. Thinkin’ you’ll find someplace better down the line apiece.’

         
         
         
         
         Down the line apiece: I found ruin and beauty, openness and intolerance, despair and hope. All encountered across a territory they call America. Johnny’s watching me carefully, maybe expecting some smart-ass, white-boy answer. Me, an outsider just passing through, and him, a man who’s spent a lifetime learning exactly what America has to offer. The night fades. Copper Wig’s still singing about breaking bedsprings while church is only a few hours away. Sirens flood the air, lending a brief frisson to Lee’s, an edge to everyone’s lush consciousness, one that fades as police or paramedics rush past. I glance at Johnny and shrug, tongue too thick to offer any real insights right now upon my two score and ten American days and nights. He looks at me, gives another of those polite, sad shakes of his head, says, ‘This is it, son – end of the line.’
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         Sound and vision: Ed Lee Natay and Canyon records founder Ray Boley, Phoenix, AZ, 1951

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         INTO THE SOUTH-WEST

         
         
         
         
         San Francisco, Reno, Black Rock Desert, Las Vegas, Tucson, Phoenix

         
         


         
         
         
         When you say ‘America’ you refer to the territory stretching between the icecaps to the two poles. So to hell with your barriers and border guards!

         
         
         
         
         Diego Rivera

         
         

         
         
         
         And I, to whom so great a vision was given in my youth – you see me now a pitiful old man who has done nothing, for the nation’s hoop is broken and scattered. There is no center any longer, and the sacred tree is dead.

         
         

         
         
         
         Black Elk
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         Lighting out for the territory:

         
         
         sharecroppers stalled on the way to California, 1937

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         chapter 1

         
         
         
         
         San Francisco: A Baptism in Sound 

         
         
         
         
         ‘Everything cool?’ asks the Bishop. I glance up at the towering figure in long purple robes, features fierce yet benevolent, and answer yes, thank you, all is cool. Considering this is St John’s African Orthodox Church and the man addressing me is Ramakrishna King Haqq, aka Bishop King, founder of the only temple on earth dedicated to the worship of John Coltrane as a latter-day saint, things are most ricky-tick.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You know, I’m about to start a journey,’ I say to the Bishop, choosing words carefully, ‘a long journey, across a lot of the US. I can’t explain exactly what the journey is about ’cos it’s a quest of sorts. All I know is that I’m guided by music and, y’know, I want to search out the American music I love. But I’m scared of what I’ll find ’cos America is losing this music and… well, I think maybe losing its soul.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘I hear you,’ says Bishop King.

         
         
         
         
         ‘So what I’m trying to say is, I think I made the right decision to come here today.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘That’s the spirit calling, son.’

         
         
         
         
         The spirit calling. Why, yes, indeed.
         

         
         

         
         
         
         San Francisco, Sunday morning, and I woke feeling ragged, suffering from both jetlag and a Golden Gate Bridge-sized hangover. Do the right thing, go to church. But not just any church; the congregation of St John’s once worshipped Coltrane as God incarnate. I wonder what JC, being a humble type, would have made of this? In 1981 Alice Coltrane sued the church for the sum of $7.5 million (‘Widow Of “God” Sues Church’, read a newspaper headline) owing to its apparent misappropriation of her husband’s image. Alice’s lawsuit went nowhere but the resulting publicity helped attract attention: the African Orthodox Church – a popular storefront church in black neighbourhoods – approached King about joining the fold. This meant recognising Coltrane as a saint (not God) and adhering to the Scriptures instead of the psychedelic mish-mash of chants and prayers the One Mind Temple (as St John’s was then called) recited. King took the leap, studying for a Doctor of Divinity degree in Chicago and, in 1984, set up St John’s African Orthodox Church. St John’s never became simply another outlet for Bible thumping: I last caught the church in 1991, a wild and woolly mix of homeless centre, impromptu jam session and black gospel church. All of which made some kind of sense in Haight Ashbury, the messianic preacher with a massive afro and saxophone recalling a time when the likes of Charles Manson and Jim Jones also courted followers from the ’hood’s poor, lost and disaffected. The playing was raw – one cacophony had me thinking ‘uh ohhh, punk jazz’ – but big fun, life-enhancing, the kind of thing that gave the Haight its loose, wild vibe.

         
         
         
         
         Rising rents evicted St John’s at the end of the nineties. Yet anyone possessed with the conviction driving Bishop King wasn’t going to fade away and I found St John’s residing in a Lower Pacific Heights church. This nondescript neighbourhood of warehouses, office buildings, used-car lots and shapeless apartment blocks – the kind of place you might choose to live if only to deny your very existence – appears anathema to St John’s spirit and I can only guess the congregation have been lent this violet-coloured temple. Upon entering I noted Coltrane’s version of ‘My Favourite Things’ playing through the speakers. A tall black man in purple robes greeted me. The hair’s greyer, shorter but, unmistakably, it’s Bishop King.

         
         
         
         
         ‘You came from London to be here?’ He sounded pleasantly surprised. ‘See, this proves my point that jazz is the ambassador for the United States. It calls people from all over the world to America and they come to us because John Coltrane has moved something in them. So someone like you comes here to give praise and thanks. That’s good. That’s the spirit calling.’

         
         
         
         
         Well, maybe. A long time’s passed since I last attended a church service. Yet music expresses the transcendental, articulates stuff beyond words. Which, I guess, is what I’ve come to worship. So how did the Bishop develop the Coltrane cosmology?

         
         
         
         
         ‘In 1965 my wife and I had to decide where to go to see some jazz. Back then there were a lot of jazz clubs in town. A lot. We decided to go to the Jazz Workshop in North Beach. Playing that night was the John Coltrane Quartet. The room was small, crowded, very smoky, and what I heard there I like to call a ‘baptism in sound’. I grew up attending Pentecostal churches and the experience in the Jazz Workshop was comparable to what happened at church when the music and preaching built to such a level the congregation felt a direct connection with God. The old folks called it ‘the Holy Ghost falling on the people’. It manifested in different people in different forms. Some people would dance, some people would cry, some people would rejoice, some people would speak in other tongues. But for that moment, that period, time was arrested, so to speak. You were obeying the Holy Spirit. And, son, that’s the feeling I got that night listening to the Coltrane Quartet. They played with a intensity beyond entertainment. A intensity that went beyond jazz musicians trying to push the envelope.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Jimmy Garrison, he was the Quartet’s double bassist, played a solo and it was like nothing I’ve ever heard. The man was lost in the music and where it was taking him. So much so, drool was hanging out of his mouth. He was gone with the music, way, way out there! I realised right then the music of John Coltrane was representative beyond culture. He was making music that wasn’t just a cultural or ethnic thing. There was a higher calling to his art. I began to see God in the sound. This was a point of revelation. Not that I immediately went away and set up the church. More Coltrane’s music allowed an evolution, or a transition, to begin. The consciousness level began opening, evolving. You understand now what I say about a baptism in sound?’

         
         
         
         
         Uh-huh. At least, I think so. Not that I’ve ever felt a particularly religious impulse towards anything. But a baptism in sound… well, sure. Music talks in tongues I don’t try to understand, speaking to the intuitive and primal, one of humanity’s greatest resources to share and communicate with. Bishop King looked on as I mentally chewed this through. ‘Everything cool?’ he asked.

         
         

         
         
         
         I’m early so kick back in a pew, thinking about JC, while the Bishop and his musicians set up. The sound of John Coltrane: thick yet swift and tending to coil and coil until exploding with power and tension. Not the warmest of saxophone tones – when my teenage self first heard Coltrane playing alongside Cannonball Adderley on Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue I preferred Adderley, his soulful blues tone more appealing than Coltrane’s mercurial solos – but one that’s come to signify an unswerving artistic discipline, Coltrane being to post-war jazz what Che Guevara was to Latino revolution. Indeed, JC came to represent a jazz pilgrim’s progress: the saxophonist as seeker of spiritual and musical enlightenment. Coltrane was a romantic modernist, believing art must forever be an act of radical renewal, that creativity enabled communion with the cosmos. His excessive appetite for drugs and alcohol ended after Miles Davis fired him (and punched ’Trane out: for nodding off on the bandstand) and he turned to the disciplined pursuit of nirvana as practised by Hindu ascetics. The kind of intensity that goes with such beliefs energised Coltrane across the sixties, his music constantly evolving, challenging all others to challenge themselves, reaching apotheosis on 1965’s A Love Supreme, the album’s expansive title and sonic rush hinting at what a generation of seekers were searching for. Coltrane seemed to channel the decade’s zeitgeist, an icon to Black Power and psychedelic rockers. Today Coltrane’s sound still casts giant shadows across a very tame jazz scene but, just as agitprop and lysergic guitar solos failed to usher in a post-Woodstock utopia, the sheets of sound JC pushed forth post A Love Supreme register only as skronk. Coltrane belatedly realised this and hoped to collaborate with sitar minimalist Ravi Shankar but liver cancer stole him away in July 1967.
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         Meditation: Coltrane contemplates his tools

         
         

         
         
         
         I think of how Cannonball Adderley went on to pioneer soul-jazz and enjoy pop success, unhindered by Coltrane’s excesses. I think of Miles asking JC why he soloed excessively, the reply being he didn’t know how to stop, Miles saying ‘you take the horn out of your mouth, John.’ I think of Alice Coltrane’s Journey in Satchidananda and how she turned the harp into a fluid instrument for surfing the jazz cosmos. I think abou— ‘We serve food after the service but please make yourself at home,’ says a young black woman who I hadn’t even noticed approaching me. Food? OK, she’s thinking I’m homeless and have come for the free food they serve after the ceremony. Only away from London two days and already considered a hobo. Bloodshot eyes and drawn features, I guess.
         

         
         

         
         
         
         By 11 a.m. people are trickling in: smartly dressed black families, a smattering of fellow tourists, two youths with long hair and instruments and several homeless men (who sit way down back). Bishop King begins the service with a Bible reading that he intersperses with thoughts on America today, at one point favourably quoting Black Muslim leader Louis Farrakhan. A long, silent prayer meditation follows. Several women start singing a psalm, loose and gospel-flavoured. Then the band kick in – keyboards, electric bass, drums, two saxophones, clarinet – the sound strong and full, rhythm section locking, keyboards providing a melodic bed, Bishop King blowing big, fat Coltrane-notes out of his saxophone while the clarinet player dances around him, looping notes like he’s lacing shoes. Other members of the congregation start banging tambourines, the female choir wailing and howling. Two black kids, dressed for church, try to find some space to join in on trumpet. Not easy as the Bishop and a dreadlocked sax player are ripping great solos, but the boys’ stifled squalls suit the atmosphere, slipping bum notes into proceedings, hungry to engage with this big loud ritual. A man carrying a pair of bongos arrives, sits, finds a rhythm, joins the jam. The rockers in the congregation clutch saxophones and listen intently until one starts to blow. Ouch! He stops, breathes, blows again. Parpppp! A little girl, obviously bored by proceedings, looks on with disgust: the adults get to have fun but no one plays with me! A homeless guy, hair sprouting in every direction, ambles forward, pulling notes out of his harmonica, dancing a little shuffle. He’s not in the same key, maybe not even in the same dimension, as the band. But spiritually, sure, he’s continuing the Haight vibe.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘John Col-trane’: I recall protorappers the Last Poets snapping those three syllables over a beat while offering praise to a musician they considered a fellow militant, and this gets me imagining Bishop King, back in the day, surely positing JC as a proto-Black Panther, sax in one hand, shotgun in another, A Love Supreme’s scratched vinyl blasting through huge speakers, brain on fire with revolutionary dreams. Not that there’s any sense of violent uprising in the air this morning; no, today’s ceremony is about spiritual uplift via galvanic musical overload. I mean, this place is jumping as people dance and sing and play and throw themselves into Coltrane’s cosmic blues. Just like they did when jazz first announced its miscegenated self to America and the world around a century ago. Myself, I date the twentieth century’s birth to 26 February 1917, when the Original Dixieland Jass Band entered Victor studios in New York to cut the first jazz recordings. The ODJB weren’t particularly talented – five white New Orleans musicans who’d copped licks from playing alongside their black neighbours (soon to become a familiar story) – but once Americans (and then the rest of the world) got to hear their primitive riffing and barnyard stomp the century caught fire: this wild Southern sonic hybrid, a new music shaped in Louisiana and Mississippi, Texas and Tennessee, kin to what was developing in Cuba and Haiti, Brazil and Jamaica, a blend of African and Spanish, Jewish and Gypsy (and African), Anglo-Irish and French (and African), sent a rush of blood to everyone’s head. And would continue to for most of the century. In St John’s it still does: the joint is rockin’, hot jazz, music that starts in the groin, demands the hips shake, engages the soul, hoo-doo voodoo. The congregation’s fired up, spirit calling, responding.
         

         
         
         
         
         Jazz today: too often bloodless and cerebral, seemingly comfortable as a quasi-classical music. Witnessing Wayne Shorter, a sax-playing descendant of Coltrane, in London a few years past, I had to flee the concert hall, so stuffy and precious was the playing. Some might say Shorter was playing jazz but I only heard noodling. Coltrane’s finest music has an earthiness – native bloodlines – that establishes it as among the USA’s most potent twentieth-century musical creations. And there’s very little in this world that rewards engagement quite like great American music. Sure, Pablo Picasso was no asshole, a great movie engages many senses, certain poems and novels resonate and many a life-enhancing invention, from combustion engines to instant noodles, has lead humanity forward. But American music, specifically the stuff made by the nation’s most marginal citizens, celebrates the twentieth century’s inclusive genius, the people’s spirit, like nothing else. In 1977 the USA sent the Voyager spaceship to the farthest reaches of the universe and on it, alongside Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto, Senegalese percussion and Indonesian gamelan, is Blind Willie Johnson’s ‘Dark Was The Night’ and Chuck Berry’s ‘Johnny B. Goode’. Lucky ET.
         

         
         
         
         
         Yakety-yak! A sax is chattering and St John’s jumps and the whole place is convulsive with sound and sweat and good vibes and if a noise approximating a field holler (or maybe it’s just a hungry drunk) arises from the back pews, well, why not? All around the honkers and shouters push things forward, building a trance state. And I’m feeling fresh; a Coltrane blast clearing my hangover. The music continues to build, atmosphere casual but intense, Bishop King blowing serpentine sounds that caress and tease and murmur about places, experiences, full of colour and light, of humanity, how we rise and fall, blues and good news, mercurial stuff, not easy but startling, asking only absolute concentration, and the dread picks up a clarinet, starts blowing thin, beautiful shrieks while a sax player jumps on drums (the drummer now settled on keyboards) and the bassist, a young woman with a bright smile, keeps thumping that tough, liquid rhythm out, no drool but Jimmy Garrison’s spirit lives, and the sound… loose, free-form (but not free jazz), churning, choir shrieking and shaking, congregation shouting encouragement, kids dancing, rockers and bongo and harmonica all throwing themselves in deep, chasing ’Trane’s wild, mercurial sound far, far out. Bam! Bam! Recall Ralph Gleason writing of Cannonball Adderley’s live North Beach set ‘at times the atmosphere of the Jazz Workshop resembled a church as much as jazz club’, and think, yes! Legend has Buddy Bolden, mythic New Orleans jazz pioneer, putting trumpet to lips and ‘calling the children home’. Bishop King’s blowing, music calling us to this temple of sound in the Frisco wastelands. The right place to start my American music quest? Everything cool!

         
         

         
         
         
         San Francisco, golden city of utopian dreamers, is where my previous American sojourn finished in early 1991. I always imagined I’d make it back some day and after ruining my health riding ancient Balkan roads the idea of the New World held a lot of appeal. When Greg, a Frisco friend and fellow musical traveller, mentioned joining his posse to attend the annual Burning Man festival in the Nevada desert I got to thinking about what else America might have on offer. One festival, no matter how unique, couldn’t justify a US visit. But to use Burning Man as a springboard to follow up a lifelong passion for American music, music created by communities in specific locations? Well, as the Arabs say, I could feel the breeze beneath my nostrils. Before fleeing the USA for Europe last century I lived in Haight Ashbury, working menial jobs – digging ditches, washing plates, care work – available to those who didn’t hold Green Cards. The pay was lousy but the Haight offered cheap rent, cheaper drugs and plentiful live music. A good time could be had, yes indeed. Even if I never fell for the Grateful Dead tie-dye and acid culture many of my neighbours embraced I liked the ’hood’s vibe, the sense that the Haight remained an outpost of American outlaw culture. Fifteen years on and the dotcom boom has flattened San Francisco. Capitalism takes no prisoners and the Haight I wandered post-church was, while little changed architecturally, a place transformed. Only the addition of Amoeba Records, a vast second-hand music emporium, wins approval. Once-plentiful live music venues have vanished. As has the grungy character that fired the neighbourhood’s raw brio. A few youths in Dead T-shirts linger, hoping for some hint of halcyon days, but the spirit is long gone, replaced by Gap, Starbucks and the chain stores that take the high out of high streets everywhere.

         
         
         
         
         I wander along Upper Haight – still home to a few secondhand soul-record shacks and a majority black populace – but even here things are in flux: the ‘Californian master race’ Bay Area punk icon Jello Biafra once jested about making their presence felt with vegan organic cafés. I grab a bus uptown to North Beach. Italian cafés serving huge latte bowls and expensive cheesecake sit alongside City Lights, publishers of Ginsberg’s Howl and the finest bookshop on the planet. The climate’s humid, overcast, seagulls buzz overhead and a certain kind of tension hangs in the breeze. Can’t put my finger on it, some uneasy energy still lingers. Yet for what? The restless, intuitive vibe that once inspired Jacks London and Kerouac, Lenny Bruce and the finest West Coast jazz clubs, to take up North Beach residences is long extinguished. It’s not just jazz that’s faded, San Francisco’s music scene has been a flatliner for many years – Counting Crows, a band who serve microwaved ‘classic rock’, and Green Day (ditto for ‘classic punk’) are the last Bay Area acts to gain real prominence. The city’s musical energies have decamped north to Portland, Oregon, a college town where grungy alt.rock dominates. Cartoonist Joe Sacco – a Portland resident – has satirised his home town’s preening musical narcissists, youths wilfully oblivious to the waning creative (if not commercial) energies now generated by rock.
         

         
         
         
         
         Taking a Bart train across the Bay to El Cerrito, I arrive at Down Home Music, a vast emporium of American roots music and base for Arhoolie Records, the independent label founded in 1960 to record and reissue regional American music forms. Arhoolie founder Chris Strachwitz is responsible for uncovering a fabulous wealth of American and Mexican vernacular music; I figured I’d soak Chris for advice on my forthcoming journey but he groans when I mention Burning Man – his former documentary-making partner Les Blank is, apparently, now focusing on filming the festival’s ‘art cars’ (neo hot rods) – and shrugs as to what I might expect to find across a USA where he once uncovered the likes of bluesman Lightnin’ Hopkins and zydeco king Clifton Chenier.

         
         
         
         
         ‘After World War II this raw energy was out there and the working class got factory jobs and pretty good money and they could support bands out of that. You didn’t have the huge difference between rich and poor, people made good wages, unions were strong. Now… now it’s almost like slavery, it’s disgusting, people working so hard just to earn a living wage and they’ve got them hooked on all this crap they want to sell them. And that kills music. The Anglo world is totally the same everywhere. San Francisco and Chicago are still unique because people live in them but Houston and Dallas and cities like that are awful, completely deserted, people go and huddle in their yuppie areas and eat the same dog burgers and drink the same wine and listen to New Age crap. It’s completely soulless.’

         
         
         
         
         Understood. But what if I emulate Chris by leaving Anglo America behind and crossing the tracks?

         
         
         
         
         ‘I hate to put it like this but with the end of segregation a lot of black music has ended. Back then blacks lived in self-contained areas, almost ghettos a lot of it, and they had their own community support systems which included plenty of clubs offering music, everything from downhome blues dives to sophisticated supper clubs. Now all that’s left in those communities are the poorest people who can’t move out. In other areas you still have strong regional traditions – Mexican banda brass is really popular with the immigrants. In Texas there’s tejano which is for the bilingual Mexicans who were born in the US. Cajun and zydeco keep going in rural parts of Louisiana, although they hardly ever speak French any more. And in real poor parts of the Appalachians you’ll find people keep their fiddle traditions. But a lot of vernacular music is dead. I went to Preservation Hall in New Orleans two years ago and it was a parody. This all-black jazz band were playing but the leader had to play up his Louis Armstrong mannerisms to get a rise out of the audience. It used to be a dancing audience and now it’s a sit-down audience that want to hear “When the Saints Go Marching In”. You’ll find out for yourself. Getting on the road and meeting the musicians is the way to do it.’

         
         
         
         
         I mention I’m staying in the Mission district, a Mexican barrio located close to downtown, and Chris says to look out for mariachi bands playing Mission bars. I ride the Bart back across the Bay, ascending at 16th Street and Mission, where I’m surrounded by a tsunami of piss stink, cheap wine and crack fumes as the local crazies beg for change and holler at one another. Living in Peckham, I’m familiar with miscreants, although America has more of ’em. And they’re louder and smellier. But, for the most part, harmless and spirited: a vagrant digging through trash turns, locks eyes and gleefully says, ‘I got everything I need an’ then some!’ While the Haight’s been homogenised, the Mission retains a scruffy identity, adult emporiums advertise Video Latino, grocery stores sell bleeding Jesus trinkets, offer to cash cheques and send money south, bars have signs declaring ‘No Drogas. No Pistolas Permitir’, customised Cadillac Coup de Ville’s roll past pumping sweet-and-sour snatches of Sinaloan horns, shops sell shirts emblazoned with the Virgin of Guadalupe, mariachi and ranchera CDs are stacked high and murals depict Aztec rituals and regeneration, all dense purple and yellow tones. Lively? Like a carnival!
         

         
         
         
         
         The Mission’s hectic energies stand in contrast to much of the Bay Area, San Francisco having the lowest US adult/child ratio yet the highest adult/designer dog one. What this says about the city I’m unsure, but if they removed the Mission from the city’s statistics the curve would only widen: returning here I feel visible relief ’cos kids are everywhere (and so are women: don’t see many females in some parts of SF) and dogs are barrio dogs, skinny and undomesticated, and a sense of joy, of yah-yah-yah abandon drifts through the ’hood. ‘Mo’ money,’ sing-shouts a Mayan-looking youth dancing on the sidewalk to a messy hip-hop groove, ‘mo’ money!’ In the twenty-first century the Mission’s something of an urban reservation; here the city’s nighthawks and losers, hustlers and dreamers, gather in a last stand against encroaching gentrification. Walking up Mission Street, music blaring from cars and bars and people spilling on to the streets, I sense Frisco’s tough old soul still scraping itself off the sidewalk to go another round. Then I think of how New York’s East Village has been swallowed whole into glitzy Manhattan – ‘Disneyland for college kids,’ sneered Iggy Pop when I once asked him why he fled the East Village for Miami – and wonder: for how much longer can the Mission resist the tidal wave of wealth that has suffocated San Franciscan culture?

         
         
         
         
         I take a seat in a neighbouring bar, order ‘una cerveza’ and the barmaid answers in Spanish. Got it right on that one: not too much English spoken here. Frayed-looking Mexican men shoot eight-ball or loll beneath paintings of naked women with impossibly pneumatic breasts while the jukebox plays low-rider faves by the Dells and War. Chris suggested mariachis in the Mission sometimes turn up at local bars and play tunes for tips. Here’s hoping! The locals ignore me, the sole gringo, while I observe them, squat and black-haired and moustache-wearing, creased features, faces out of Peckinpah movies. Thinking of crazy Sam reminds me of how the first Chicano icon, nineteenth-century bandit Joaquin Murrieta (1829–53), ended up in Frisco: his preserved head on display in a local museum. Murrieta was killed by Californian Rangers, his notoriety so great that his head toured California for decades with citizens paying $1 to see it and the hand of his partner in crime, Three Fingered Jack. The city lost Murrieta’s head (and Jack’s three fingers) in the San Franciscan earthquake of 1906 but any mariachi worth his sombrero should still be able to sing Murrieta corridos, his legend weaving injustice, race, poverty, corruption, guns and violence, a real American death trip. To the Spanish-speaking populace – thousands having remained in California after the state was annexed by the USA following the Mexican–American War (1846–48) – Murrieta was a hero, the inspiration for Zorro, a man who stood up against Anglo-American cultural and economic domination. That’s the myth. More prosaically, most of the men Murrieta robbed (and murdered) were Chinese mineworkers – for decades Chinese played out roles not too dissimilar to those of Africans in the South, literal beasts of burden, their legacy San Francisco’s Chinatown. Today it’s Murrieta’s descendants, Latino migrants, who occupy this role. With no accordion-toting musicians appearing, I feed the jukebox a dollar and punch in a Charles Wright tune. The opening bars of ‘Express Yourself’ jab across the bar then cut out when a Murrieta lookalike pulls the plug and begins DJ-ing techno-banda at maximum volume. I take this as my ‘hasta la vista, baby’ moment and exit back on to Mission Street.
         

         
         
         
         
         Sunday night and the streets are dense with heavy traffic, air full of cool Pacific draughts. Hearing a slapped bass, I enter a pitch-black corridor, finding a pumping hillbilly band rocking a basement bar. ‘Who is it?’ I ask the cashier. ‘Wayne “the Train” Hancock,’ she replies. Imagine finding the Texan wildcat playing in the Mission! Wayne’s beating out the rhythm on a Martin acoustic, his three-piece band snap strings and boogie and he sings of thunderstorms and neon signs, of juke-joint daddies and Hank Williams’s railroad rides. Rockabilly kids – boys dressed in tight suits and string ties, girls in polka-dot dresses that billow as they dance – spin across the floor. When the Train takes a break, gasping ‘thank yuhs’ in a drawl even more nasal than that he sings in, I figure enough Texas for now; I’ll be in that huge state soon enough.

         
         
         
         
         On the sidewalk and a trio of young Latinos, two guys and a girl, crash into me, tipsy as, everyone apologising, then they’re bumming cigarettes, offering shots of Night Train – Dios mio! – suck it an’ spit, nasty shit. Where, I ask, is the music at? They laugh, shrug and say no good music ever comes out of the Mission. But Carlos Santana, I say, grew up here. This attracts open-mouthed disbelief – that anyone as wealthy as Carlos ever walked these filthy streets! – and they ask 1) do I know Santana? 2) is that what I wanna hear? I offer double negatives. I mean, the Mission’s most famous son now churns out corporate bilge but please don’t take this as criticism of your ’hood. ‘Nah, nah,’ says one who by now I’ve worked out is called Jorge, ‘he’s just for patos. An’ you don’t look like a pato, bro.’ Gee, thanks. Then Maria, I think that’s her name, says, ‘How you know this guy ain’t a pato, Jorge? Look at his shirt,’ and starts pointing at my Polynesian print shirt, which, I guess, compared to their uniform of basketball tops, looks very un-urban. I try to explain the shirt’s a Tongan design and I’m from New Zealand and Maria, as if to apologise, says, ‘You sure speak good English for a foreigner!’ I enquire about mariachis and they laugh – ‘a gringo who likes the music of our abuelos!’ – and we swallow some more Night Train and smoke another Spirit and they say, ‘Hey, bro, hang with us. Maybe we’ll meet some friends, score a little weed.’ I consider but, no, no, far too old to be getting down with the kids. Getting down with their grandparents is more my style these days. Our goodbye involves lots of weird handshakes I can’t get the hang of and they say ‘mind how you roll, bro’ and I say ‘take care, chicos’ and off we wander into our Mission nights.
         

         
         
         
         
         Hours later, having finally given up on coming across a mariachi troupe, I find myself in some ragged drinking hole where James Brown tunes are strained through blown speakers and no one dances – damn, no one even twitches. San Francisco, what’s happened to your beautiful blue soul? Doesn’t this city feel the need to go out and engage a little? Or is everyone locked into the dance clubs? Nodding to slippery electronic beats, minds swollen with MDMA. Either that or they’re tucked in bed with laptops, working out ways of earning mo’ money… mo’ money… mo’ money. Ponder my Mission blues while waves of exhaustion wash across me and a tequila shot is lined up. The bar is held together by duct tape and the barmaid’s drunker than any of her solitary customers and a song about coming to Frisco and wearing flowers in your hair starts looping through my skull, just the chorus, seemingly sung horribly slow and mournful with a dulcimer twanging away in the background… Saaaannn Fraaaaan… cissss-co… wear some flow-uhs in yer hair… and think how stupid that tune must now sound. How stupid it always sounded, an anthem for those who bled the Haight dry. I can imagine dealers humming it as they drugged and raped the teenage runaways who arrived expecting nirvana. Slam my tequila. The barmaid cheers, pours another. I reach for it but jetlag overrides, insisting I sleep. Right here. Right now. Except the bouncer, who helps me on to the sidewalk, disagrees. Disoriented, I stumble into the night. Sad ole Frisco, no song in its heart, no flowers in its hair.
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         Burning all illusions tonight: Black Rock Desert, Nevada, 2006

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         chapter 2

         
         
         
         
         Black Rock Desert: Ghost Dancing 

         
         
         
         
         Monday morning I wake to people flushing and brushing, ready to seize the day, but all I want is to sleep off the tequila hound blues. No such luck: marching orders are shouted, sofa reclaimed. OK, let the quest begin. Grab coffee and wonder why I’m about to attend a week-long festival in the desert, especially one without a musical focus. Excuses rather than answers spring to mind: Burning Man’s often described as a continuation of the Haight Ashbury ‘freak’ vibe that once made this city famous. Also, it gets me into the South-west, a territory for centuries considered empty wasteland but now where twenty-first-century America is being spun. And, as a tower-block dweller, the idea of a week in the desert holds a strange appeal, especially after yesterday’s sermon at St John’s; biblical prophecy and desert pilgrimages often going together.

         
         
         
         
         Our van fully loaded – nothing but coffee and ice is for sale at Burning Man, everything else must be taken in – we roll out into a silent 20th Street. Cruising along Upper Mission, I note a bar from last night and my hangover throbs harder. A street mural, dense with Mexican Catholic iconography, whispers border tales. Roll down the window and the dawn tastes of unknown pleasures. Take a last glance at the Mission, aware I’m heading into the wild, wild West. Who’d have imagined a more perfect launch pad for the journey I’m about to embark upon? Vamos? Vamonos!

         
         
         
         
         As we cross the Bay Bridge grey clouds peel back, revealing Pacific Ocean blue. Traffic’s dense but moving and as we scramble through radio stations searching for news a public broadcaster carries a report on how the number of Americans living below the poverty line continues to increase. Jim and Greg, veteran ‘burners’ I’ve hooked up with, are bemused by my travel plans: running around America in search of the last surviving outposts of vernacular music? Like… why? Not that they’re averse to music, just American roots music appears pretty hokey to them. Jim asks how I aim to travel and I suggest Greyhound buses and he shakes his head, saying he’s never ever ridden in one. They’re for poor people, he adds. Jim and Greg are East Coast-raised computer whizzes who shifted to San Francisco and tapped into software gold mines. They both like to travel internationally but shudder at the thought of Texas, Tennessee and Mississippi: red states where guns and Bibles are culture and liberals are considered traitors. Music is my muse, I try and explain, and the more messed up America is the better the sounds tend to be. ‘Consider New Orleans, guys, before Katrina it had a remarkable musical culture alongside extreme poverty, racism and the highest murder rate in the US.’ They laugh warmly at my enthusiasm for places they couldn’t be paid to go to. Greg says, ‘You are one loco Kiwi.’ Indeed, crazy times ahead.
         

         
         
         
         
         Leaving the Bay Area, we circle Sacramento – Governor Schwarzenegger’s fiefdom – then begin climbing the Sierra mountains. As we cross the Donner Pass my imagination goes to work. Inconsequential as the pass appears today, its name reflects the fate of an 1846 wagon train from Illinois that, while attempting to reach the promised land of San Francisco, got stuck in early snowfall in the Sierra Nevada, leading to starvation, insanity, cannibalism… true American Gothic. Everyone from Joan Didion to Stephen King has employed the Donner tragedy as supine metaphor for California nightmare, and our smooth trek over the pass gets me dwelling on the horrific events that engulfed the pioneers, noting that, yes, very bad things can happen to the unwary or unlucky traveller in the USA.

         
         
         
         
         Entering Nevada we stop in Reno – ugly duckling to Las Vegas’s high-rolling peacock – for bad food, beer and 40 gallons of water. Reno’s a dusty frontier town whose time has passed, decaying casinos offering cheap accommodation for distant ski fields. Yet Reno was once dubbed ‘the centre of the universe’ for an event that determined Nevada’s future: on 4 July 1910, Jack Johnson fought Jim Jeffries for the heavyweight boxing title. Jack London coined the term ‘the Great White Hope’ for Jeffries. Johnson’s victory here unleashed a racial Armageddon: scores of blacks were assaulted, maimed and murdered by vengeful white mobs in the days to follow, the first event ever to launch coast-to-coast race riots (the second was the murder of Martin Luther King). A ragtime tune that followed Johnson’s victory went
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         Rumble in Reno: Johnson vs Jeffries, Nevada, 1910

         
         
         
         
         The Yankees hold the play, 

         
         
         The white man pull the trigger 

         
         
         But it makes no difference what the white man say, 

         
         
         The world champion’s still a nigger.

         
         
         
         
         The decline in boxing’s status as social event today means no one sings anything about whoever’s champ. I mean, who is world champion today? I think we’re in that rare era where a white hope may genuinely hold the heavyweight title. Admittedly, some giant from the former Soviet bloc. But his name and face are hazy while Jack Johnson hovers totemic and timeless, an American icon.

         
         
         
         
         Outside Reno the road opens up and Jim puts his foot down, pushing the van farther, faster. Everything feels right: blue sky above, black tarmac below, arid surrounding vista, miles slipping past. I’m riding the American highway, hungry for experience, a thousand songs swirling though my skull, thinking yes-yes-yes. Double yellow lines curve into the horizon while heat waves shimmer and morph. The landscape is lunar, centuries of sand-heavy desert winds chewing upon rock, rolling-scrubby-barren: no sheep roam, no hawks arc, no roadkill. Water, how precious water must be to all who live among the desert landscape. We stop for gas at Pyramid Lake Reservation services, flat plains surrounded by rolling hills, a land so dry that tawny browns are just about the only colour going. A handwritten sign stuck to the gas-station door announces a meeting to combat police brutality against Paiutes. What goes on, I wonder, in this empty territory? The Paiute have lived off these infertile lands for centuries, and as burners pass through their reservation they gather along the roadside, children waving and laughing, teens selling ‘Indian Tacos’, adults eyeing all with contemptuous caution, elders aware nothing new will be seen under the sun, watching our motorcade ripple into their desert. The surrounding hills morph, shift shape, pink and black, unforgiving. Onwards, through salt flats, onwards, past fields of volcanic rock, onwards, under cerulean skies, onwards.

         
         
         
         
         This fierce landscape kindles more memories of American death trips – did the pioneer settlers who opened up the Applegate-Lassen Emigrant Trail in the 1840s tramp through this same wasteland? Considering the abundant aridity, they may have: in 1848 Peter Lassen acted as guide to a covered wagon train from Missouri bound for California. Crossing the land we now know as Nevada, they found the terrain barely passable, struggling through desert after desert – all suffered terribly and many died. Such folly didn’t stop the route becoming the first highway to San Francisco a year later when the California gold rush unleashed a human frenzy. Soon water was sold for up to $100 a glass by speculators who realised easier money was to be made from human folly than mining for gold. The hapless mining migrants who couldn’t pay the price demanded were often left to endure a terrible death, tongues black and swollen, eyes bursting from skull. And now we party on these killing fields of old American dreams. Strange days are upon us.

         
         
         
         
         As we arrive at Empire the gas station and general store announces ‘Last Gas/Shops for 97 miles’. We buy ice creams and drive on, soon entering the ephemeral city of Black Rock. First indication of what lies ahead comes as we pass a sound system where burners bounce in various states of undress. A copper-coloured muscleman, naked except for sunglasses, pumps to the beat, phallus cutting a fleshy arc through the air. Well, I think, well, well.

         
         

         
         
         
         Dust, drugs and techno. Six days into Burning Man and DDT defines the burners and their annual ritual. Tomorrow is day seven. And on day seven I have a lift out of this godforsaken place where no plant or animal life can survive. Having tallied the days stuck here I’m now calculating the hours till I leave. And here comes another reason to flee: desert twisters. At a distance tornadoes pack a surreal beauty, but as they begin to spin across the vast playa (desert basin) Burning Man occupies, the sky gets turbulent with debris, forces of nature adding chaos to the mix.

         
         
         
         
         I stand still, digging these dust devils, admiring how they turn up to gatecrash the party, rip shit up, pondering on what lore comes riding their tails: nomads who once sailed Saharan sands on camel trains conjured tales of genies from desert storms; what do the revellers here, awash on Ecstasy and LSD and the tightly woven dreams from always knowing only plenty, make of this ferocious wind? A tsunami of sand and grit blasts over me. Let’s store that one as Thought for the Day; right now, restlessness having caught me out, I’m in the middle of the playa, stranded hundreds of metres from both our campsite and the nearest large enclosed event tent. Burning Man is laid out on a clock principle: I’d left our campsite (ten o’clock) aiming to get to a DJ tent (five o’clock); rather than cycling around a track following the circular clock pattern I’d attempted to cut across the desert diagonally. When the atmosphere is calm this is a difficult-if-possible cycle through thick desert sand. When dust devils fill the air cycling is impossible. Now I’m reduced to pushing bicycle, concerned more with survival tactics than myth. In the distance I can see the Man. The Man is a towering wooden structure, ever more totemic as sands whip around it, situated at the centre, the heart, of the site. There, I think, I will go. Shelter, yes, is a given beneath the Man.

         
         
         
         
         Wearing a T-shirt as face mask and pushing a bicycle through a maelstrom makes for uneasy movement. And the desert storm, one of considerable natural ferocity, shows no sign of relenting. Cursing hoarsely, straining against the cotton weave covering my eyes, I feel a wave of self-pity sweep over me – ‘this isn’t fun!’ – then chasten myself as I think of those individuals facing a Desert Storm in Iraq, one involving not only sand and wind but all manner of calculated violence. Stumble as a twister rips past then regain balance and trudge forward. Feel like dumping my bike but, inevitably, I’ll need it later. Push it, as the song goes, push it good.
         

         
         
         
         
         By the time I reach the Man I’m dusty, sweaty, weary, my skin stinging from these fierce, alkaline sands. But I’ve made it, safe in the sanctuary of the Man, the festival’s wooden womb upon which stands the ultimate pagan cyber icon. I gulp water (Survival Rule No. 1: never, ever leave your campsite without water), sit in the shade and wait for the storm to ride out. Dig out Mark Twain’s Roughing It, appropriate text for the festival – neither running water nor fresh food is available, I’m caked in grey, powdery dust – and begin to read. Twain hadn’t developed his mature style when he wrote Roughing It (1872) so tries too hard to make big points and raise guffaws. Still, his writing on crossing the deserts of Utah–Nevada – then known as the Great American Desert – is memorable: ‘From one extremity of this desert to the other, the road was white with the bones of oxen and horses. And the log chains, wagon tires, and rotting wrecks of vehicles were almost as thick as the bones.’ The pioneers who survived the crossing and made it to San Francisco never, I’m thinking, wore flowers in their hair. And today’s heavy weather, does it make burners bond deeper, the festival more ritualistic? Possibly. Next thought: what would Twain make of the burners, these pampered descendants of his pioneers, and their Nevada party? The folly of youth, trust funds and contemporary Californian culture would surely draw a barbed Twain aphorism. Final thought: fundamentalist American evangelical Christians often like to ask ‘what would Jesus do?’; well, what would he?
         

         
         
         
         
         Burning Man has its share of fundamentalist burners who tend to claim the festival’s a quasi-utopian event, the portal to a brave new world of sorts. Admittedly, Burning Man is a brash, hedonistic alternative to mainstream USA: many burners promenade naked with every kind of body, from the grossly obese to the surgically perfected, on display, Ken Kesey’s Merry Prankster ethos is revived and some of the art-cars and free-standing sculptures are genuinely inspired. The biggest alternative to McAmerica involves the absence of anything for sale and no branding. But 2006 there’s another visible absence – that of almost anyone from California’s burgeoning African American, Latino and Asian populaces while no Natives from the nearby Paiute Reservation have made it down. This and the unceasing soundtrack of techno and trance (or trance and techno) emphasise how monocultural the festival’s vision is. The $200 entry fee, rules on speed limits (5 mph), weapons and dogs (banned), filming (don’t even think about it: the festival is copyright conscious) imply Burning Man’s moved far from the frontier spirit that first made it famous in the early nineties – veteran burners recall a genuinely wild, no-rules, anarcho happening – and evolved into an ‘alt.corp’ event. That pretty much everyone I meet here works either in computing or entertainment suggests the playa exists as a playground (a giant sandpit) for wealthy Californians to annually get in contact with their inner hippy. Think about it: if Steven Spielberg and Bill Gates danced past painted Day-Glo no one would bat an eye. BM’s that kind of party.
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            Players on the playa: burners let it all hang out, Nevada, 2006

            
            

            
         

         
         
         Hiding beneath the Man pondering such ignites me to venture back on to the playa. Ugh! No! The elements spit sand in my face! I retreat back beneath podium, the inner pioneer in me staying well hidden. What would Jesus do? Keep his ass tight, f’sure. Among those also seeking refuge here is a large, masked transvestite. He leans over and passes me a card. ‘For your travels,’ he says. On the card is printed a demonic face and the message ‘Get Out Of Hell Free’.
         

         
         

         
         
         
         That evening we gather at our Black Rock campsite, sandblasted and sunburned, a motley crew. As the sun slips away all rise and walk towards the Man. Across the playa people trek towards the Man. The evening air is clear and calm and the Man, built of simple, sharp angles, around seven metres in height and mounted on a circular podium base that gives him another four metres, stands totemic, a South-west effigy. The podium base – where I sheltered – is now closed off, packed with incendiaries, and a hushed tone has settled across the playa; art-cars parked, sound systems silenced, people reserving energy, ritual under way.

         
         
         
         
         Bonfires start sparking as the desert cools and Saturday night descends. A neon skeleton flashes along the Man’s limbs. Drummers beat a tattoo. A fire dance performed by dozens of women in black – cheerleaders from hell – begins and the burners, some thirty thousand, roar appreciation, their appetite for destruction roused. Fireworks spiral from the Man’s feet, smearing colours across a big, black sky, and the burning begins. A collective roar, almost orgasmic, a week of dust and rough storms and hard partying while waiting for this release, the destruction of a man who symbolises… what? Nothing. Anything. The effigy as everyman.

         
         
         
         
         The Man burns. First slowly, then quickly. A huge tongue of flame rises and curls and licks the structure and his spine cracks and the Man falls to earth with a solid boooooom! Feverish burners rush forward, leaping at the outer edges of the flames, trampling embers. That’s it: the Man burned. More accurately, that’s the start of it, the burning signals party time, and tens of thousands of pedestrians and cyclists and art-cars (decorated as giant eyes, missiles, purple people eaters, spaceships) spill across the desert. The playa lights up with sculptures, some breathing diesel flames, others kinetic, while dozens of sound systems pump beats to twitchy ravers. Party on. But I’m off, fleeing way out into desert darkness until the fires are dots in the night and the sound systems just a distant pulse. Running from a party full of semi-naked women surely signifies I’m Geek No. 1 but I can’t stand a minute more of electronic bleep-bleep beats. Torture by techno? Something like that. Plonk my ass in the sand, stare at the stars and wonder what Wovoka, the Paiute shaman and holy man who inspired the last Native resistance to Anglo America, would make of this spectacle.
         

         
         
         
         
         Wovoka lived near Pyramid Lake but I’m sure he knew Black Rock Desert – isolated, harsh environments always appealing to mystics – and initiated the Ghost Dance after a powerful dream on New Year’s Day, 1889. Suggesting God had spoken to him and if the Indians followed his instructions a new world would be created, Wovoka inspired the most powerful dance of nineteenth- century America, a dance celebrating peace and renewal, a dance that would spread from the South-west through tribe after tribe until, more than a thousand miles away, it reached the Lakota (Sioux) who Ghost Danced with such fury, calling down spirits to save them from the white man’s dominance, that, in 1890, their great leader Sitting Bull would be gunned down. To finally crush the dance, the US Army massacred over two hundred men, women and children on the snowy wastelands of Wounded Knee.

         
         
         Stranded in the Nevada desert at an expensive rave isn’t the best place for contemplating subjects as complex as Native emancipation and the spirit of dance. I mean, people are here for many reasons yet music is what makes the night come alive. But the music is lousy. My America’s one largely shaped through music, music rooted in a community and its values and struggles. Here the sounds are techno and trance’s loveless thud, electronic junk. If Burning Man ever links with Mali’s Festival in the Desert (imagine Tinariwen striking up their guitars and singing those ancient Tuareg blues!) or invites Bishop King’s congregation to celebrate Coltrane in the desert or employs a Paiute powwow troupe, well, souls might just be moved, minds fed. Like those of the Grateful Dead – who started out as the Haight’s house band then devolved into stadium-rock fodder – Burning Man’s values have diminished as its worth has increased. No surprise: contemporary American culture gets co-opted by commerce very quickly, moving from underground to overground in a flash; the futurism of BM already feels old, its values shallow, all of it based (literally) on sand. Six desert days down and very much time for me to get back on the road, see whether any roots still hold and, if so, do they nourish a new America or offer only a semblance of what once made this nation great? Heavy thoughts. Sometimes I wish I could just switch my mind off and enjoy what gets the masses moving. I mean, shivering in the desert is no fun at all: time to re-engage with the main event.

         
         

         
         
         
         Back among the party people and Erin, a willowy, dark-eyed woman who is part of our camp, says, ‘Whassup, star-sailor?’ I speak my mind and Erin asks, ‘So why did you come to Burning Man? No musicians here. Just DJs.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘San Francisco was once Gonzo Central. I thought this might be a continuation of that spirit.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Yeah, this is mild. You want wild things come with me to a Rainbow Gathering.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘What I really want is to see if I can find that raw, primitive America where the spirit’s not yet tamed.’

         
         
         
         
         Erin laughs and talks of growing up raw and primitive in rural California. ‘When we saw roadkill we’d jump out and check how warm it was. A dead deer put a lot of meat in our freezer. That might sound weird if you’ve never lived hand to mouth but, for us, it was essential.’

         
         
         
         
         OK, a real frontier girl: ‘Want to join me on the road?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Thanks but I’m saving to travel in India.’

         
         
         
         
         India: I once wandered that huge, fragrant nation for six months, even trekked up to wintry Dharamsala where Richard Gere sat among backpackers listening to the Dalai Lama lecture in Tibetan. Instead of pondering on universal wisdom I wondered why Richard hadn’t bought Cindy Crawford along. Doh! Then I managed to get a very unholy dose of amoebic dysentery. Oh, India! Oh, holy fool I was!
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Reckon you can find enlightenment,’ asks Erin, ‘in the good ole USA?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘In the sense of becoming enlightened as to my understanding of America, sure.’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Want to go to Big Sur and meet a guru?’

         
         
         
         
         ‘Personally, I’d rather go to Hollywood and meet Jessica Alba.’ ‘Jessica Alba?'’
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘Don’t they say America’s where you come to realise your dreams?’

         
         
         
         
         Erin laughs loud and hearty as techno mugs the desert dawn. Salmon-pink skies, dust-covered dancers, burnt sculptures, diesel’s corrosive stench… the rave at the end of the universe… that’s how this place feels. ‘Gimme a beer, dude,’ begs a fat girl, all manky dreads and Celtic tattoos. ‘Gimme a butt,’ she whines. Enough. I’m now brutally weary of California’s New Age party people. ‘These burners,’ I say, ‘pod people, ya know?’ Erin honks – a woman with a laugh like that would make for a fine travelling companion – and announces she’s off to find our camp’s pod people. Techno so loud the desert appears to tremble. My journey’s just beginning and I’m in Nevada wasteland surrounded by a rehash of European rave culture. Jesus! It’s bitterly cold. I’m shivering with desert chill and doubt. Christ! Am leaving in a few hours’ time – count every minute – just need to relax and ride out this electronic storm. Time to recall Robert Frost’s dictum: ‘the best way out is always through.’
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         Downtown and downtrodden: Las Vegas, 2006

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         chapter 3

         
         
         
         
         Las Vegas: Genuine, Justifiable Hope 

         
         
         
         
         Less than three kilometres from where the lights sparkle brighter than anywhere else on earth squat Las Vegas’s cheap motels. Everything exudes a sour sense of loss and despair, twilight lending the flickering neon attempts at ALL RO MS V and M T L a pathetic ambience. And almost everyone on the street is black. Just my luck, I’ve landed in the Vegas ghetto. A black girl – and I mean girl, surely no older than fourteen – in very short shorts starts calling out to me, saying, ‘Honey, yuh wanna good time?’ Thanks, but I’m exhausted by Burning Man’s ‘good time’. I hurry into the nearest motel. At the desk there’s a fried-looking white woman with a crazy grin revealing several missing teeth. Daily and weekly rates are available; I take a room for $30 unseen, just asking one question: ‘Is it going to be quiet ’cos I’m shattered?’ She laughs, a weird cackle, says, ‘Should be, Sunday night normally is. But you should of seen the chaos last night!’ and cackles again. The room is functional – bed, TV, toilet, shower – cigarette burns in the carpet and the sickly scent of air freshener emphasising a flatliner in this city of hotel spectacle. I shower for an eternity, scouring Black Rock dust from my skin. Was up all last night and today endured a day-long journey from Black Rock to Vegas in a vehicle driven by a motivational speaker. As we drove the 305 south – a red road, a desert highway – through small towns with names like Neil Young songs (Battle Mountain, Tonopah, Round Mountain, Indian Springs), he spoke as if on autopilot, Captain Upbeat, treating me as the captive audience. I scanned raw land for the Basque shepherds who apparently ply their trade in this wilderness, corralling sheep and speaking Euskadi, but they and everything else remained hidden, perhaps wary of being subjected to Captain Upbeat’s motivational mantras. American optimism can appear very attractive after British cynicism but about thirty minutes into our seven-hour journey I felt like screaming. Now, so fresh and so clean, I really should sleep but, uh-uh, I need to take on Vegas.

         
         
         
         
         Stepping out, I find the neighbourhood quiet, uneasily so. Walk fast – the ghetto shuffle – past gun dealers and liquor stores. At the top of Fremont Street I come across the Fremont Street Experience, an open-air pedestrian mall that stretches for five blocks and is designed to drag tourists from the Strip to downtown. Entering, I find everyone staring upwards as the Experience unfolds. This involves watching a 90-foot-high-barrel-vault canopy where an alien invasion of earth is powered by two million light bulbs. The Experience’s sub-Independence Day shtick appears aimed at six-year-olds but the mall is packed with adults – heads back, jaws open, oohing and ahhhing at this colossal waste of electricity. Spectacle over, America’s rich tapestry mingles: the Fremont Street Experience is packed with fat Asians, slick Latinas, tattooed homeboys, sombrero-wearing Mexicans, chunky college kids, hip-hop honeys and their strutting partners, militant Christians who wave placards announcing gambling’s a sin (and sinners burn) and burly drunks who laugh and throw abuse at the Christians and laugh some more. Essayist Dave Hickey lives in Vegas and champions it as ‘a town that can serve as the heart’s destination’. People come to Vegas, writes Hickey, dreaming of riches and escaping the monotony of much of America. ‘Vegas cheats you fair – unlike the rest of America (and Washington in particular), the payoffs are posted and the odds easily calculable.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Next to the Experience stands the Golden Nugget, one of the few surviving casinos from Vegas’s Rat Pack heyday. Gambling holds no appeal for me, especially casino gambling, such dowdy places to drop your wages, but the Nugget serves a buffet and the past week’s privations have provided me with a serious appetite. Reaching the buffet involves walking through an acre of slot machines and craps tables attended to by herds of squat troglodytes sucking on cheap drinks, smoking, shrieking, groaning, forever engaging in the mechanics of the game. Easy money, that’s what Vegas seems to offer, and the Nugget’s heavy with the psychic sweat of those hunting easy money. Where the likes of Philadelphia and Boston were founded upon a dedication to God, Vegas got built upon the lure of filthy lucre. In Madrid there’s a statue of Lucifer falling from heaven – they should recast it in Vegas, a city that celebrates sin. The sin I’m currently tempted by is gluttony and $10 lets me at it: good eating!

         
         
         
         
         Forty minutes later I waddle out through the gaming room and off to where a shuttle bus runs from downtown to the Strip. The bus arrives and fills with penurious visitors who want to see the Strip but can’t afford to stay there. We cruise down Las Vegas Boulevard, a wasteland populated only by pawn shops, porn shops, titty bars, liquor stores and bleak-looking condos. The multimillion-dollar fairy dust sprinkled on Fremont Street not yet spreading to link up with the Strip. The bus empties out amid a neon blizzard, sidewalk heaving with several thousand of the city’s annual forty million visitors. In 1963 Elvis Presley cut ‘Viva Las Vegas’, his hymn to the city that would later relaunch him as a live performer then initiated his decline, unaware lyricist Doc Pomus had never ventured west of Newark, New Jersey. Back in ’63 Vegas may have possessed an outlaw vibe, something loose and fast and illicit, but such spirit has long been crushed – today Vegas feels like being stuck in a second-rate theme park: wading through crowds I witness dancing fountains, battling pirate boats, a volcano that pops, and – worst of all – sub-Disney recreations of New York, Paris and ancient Egypt. What a crock of crap.

         
         
         
         
         Vegas has no culture to speak of – the likes of Elvis and Sinatra heading here once their creative energies were expended focused only on raking in dollars – but many American entertainers long to play here, a stint at a Vegas casino suggesting some kind of plateau. Or, if not to perform, then to be seen, Vegas being celebrity heaven. Standing at the intersection of Las Vegas Boulevard and Flamingo Road I think, ‘Yeeeeee, ain’t this where Tupac got snuffed?’ To be exact I walk a block east, crossing from Caesar’s Palace past Bally’s down to the corner of East Flamingo and Koval, a site marked only by traffic lights and a USA Today vending machine. Here a white Cadillac opened fire on two black males riding in a black BMW sedan on 7 September 1996. The driver of the BMW, Suge Knight, was scratched by shattered glass but his passenger, Tupac Shakur, took four bullets and would die without having regained consciousness five days later. The duo were in town for one of Mike Tyson’s farcical post-prison bouts and Tupac, being Tupac, had earlier stomped an LA Crip gang member he saw in a casino. No one has ever been arrested for Tupac’s murder but considering his volatile nature the list of suspects must be very long. Fittingly, Tupac died a brutal public death, body shattered like those of Bonnie and Clyde decades before. I’ve little time for Tupac, his staccato rapping (a mix of bragging and sentimentality) cast in undernourished arrangements. But as an icon Shakur’s everywhere: the subject of at least a dozen books and a similar number of DVDs while his estate keep releasing albums of ‘new’ material. For Tupac’s legacy is defined by his actions: seek out fame no matter what it costs, be loud, aggressive and photogenic – Tupac lived life as if starring in his own gangsta rap movie and many now consider him a tatt’d, bullet-torn martyr. A martyr to the thug life he espoused? Or America’s treatment of young black men? Or capitalism? Or rap? A Black Studies lecturer or Vibe magazine hack is guaranteed to be penning a book on one or all of the above.
         

         
         
         
         
         Back on the Strip I wander into Caesar’s Palace and find bars pumping house music. A rave in a casino, whoo! I pitch up at a bar where piped muzak floats out – how has music, once an occasional pleasure, come to dominate so many of our public spaces? – and order a margarita from a waitress in a toga. She has the cool manner of someone in service too long, eyes glazing (I’m so obviously not a high roller, not even a low roller), asking me for ID. How over-regulated can the land of the free be when they still insist on checking those who shed their youth way back? Then I notice the ever-present supervisor, watching her, watching me, watching the bar. What a depressing environment to work in: constant surveillance, musical pap and the endless ringing of slots. Surely this combines to drive you insane? Or maybe it crushes your soul, my waitress having become a Vegas zombie.
         

         
         
         
         
         Several margaritas in and the waitress still offers only a glimmer of a smile. I’d love to ask her where she’s from, why Vegas appeared so attractive – every year tens of thousands of Americans flock to Vegas seeking new beginnings: the South-west having experienced a 5.2 per cent population increase between 2000 and 2003 – is it the city or something personal lending a sour twist to her features? Jobs, climate and, I guess, a degree of personal freedom lend this city of spectacle an allure. Many of the employees and gamblers are Asian, part of the new America being shaped in the desert. Vegas has, over recent years, become home to a large Ethiopian community – surely the desert climate and work opportunities, not the gambling, draws them here – but Amharic faces aren’t visible tonight; I imagine they’re sweating in kitchens and cleaning. I wander through the epic nothingness of Caesar’s and back on to the shuttle bus to Fremont Street, where the ceiling is now silent. Walking towards my motel, I’m attracted by Western Hotel on Fremont, its glaring yellow light beckoning poor gamblers into a sizeable cancer palace of 25c, 10c, 5c and 1c slot machines. The atmosphere’s American gothic, a set from a lost David Lynch film – hunched bodies focus on losing their coins, carpet worn, walls discoloured, a stand sells Pepsi – Miller – Hot Dogs, employees look as weary as the gamblers, no pretence at glamour or sophistication. Hickey wrote of Vegas gambling, ‘win or lose, you always have that instant of genuine, justifiable hope.’ Looking at the faces gazing at slots, ‘hope’ appears in short supply here. The Western Hotel is Vegas Raw, the stench of cigarette smoke, disinfectant and desperation mingling. No hint of easy money at the last-chance saloon.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I do so much stuff it’s amazing. Prince and me, we’re the only ones who do everything.’

         
         
         
         
         No false modesty surrounds Jimmy Castor, a musician who boasts of being ‘the only link between doo-wop and hip-hop’. Born and raised in a Harlem tenement, Castor relocated to a house in the hills above Vegas in 1997.
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         Jimmy Castor and his funky Bunch 1976

         
         

         
         
         
         ‘Ain’t nowhere in the world like Vegas,’ says Jimmy, who doesn’t gamble or drink and has been married to his congenial wife Sandy for a considerable number of years. ‘We came out here after the worst snowstorm in New York history. I wanted somewhere warmer, somewhere I could ride my motorbikes and I’d had my eye on Vegas for a long time.’

         
         
         
         
         In this sense Castor is the typical East Coast retiree relocating to the South-west for year-round warmth. Born in 1943, Castor, like many others of his generation who have shifted west, lives off the fruits of his labours – specifically, the samples utilised by rap and pop producers from Jimmy’s back catalogue.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ve been sampled over three thousand times,’ says Castor, his slim torso pulsing with energy. ‘First up were the Beastie Boys. They thought they could rape my music so I went to court over it. Luke Skywalker and a lot of other rappers were the same. They don’t know that Jimmy Castor’s from the ghetto, from the street, that he’s going to fight to protect his music. Well, they know now. You sample me you better damn sure pay me.’

         
         
         
         
         Jimmy has a long, long list of who has sampled him; top of the list are the Spice Girls who bit the sax riff from Castor’s anthem ‘It’s Just Begun’ for ‘If You Can’t Dance’, the last song on their debut album Spice (20 million sales): Jimmy got a royalty on every sale.
         

         
         
         
         
         ‘I wouldn’t say this is the house that Spice built,’ says Castor, ‘but, yeah, they helped with the down payment.’

         
         
         
         
         Is Jimmy retired?

         
         
         
         
         ‘No way! I still make music. Still put the Bunch together for concerts. Just not often.’

         
         
         
         
         Ever play Vegas?

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’ve played Vegas. I should be on the Strip. I wanna be on the Strip. Why’s Barry Manilow on the Strip and not Jimmy Castor? It’s racism. Racism! My plan is to go to Europe, get a war chest, and then come and storm the Strip. It’s difficult ’cos what they love here is fakes. And,’ adds Jimmy, ‘I’m the real deal.’

         
         
         
         
         Small of stature but big of presence, Jimmy Castor’s one of the great characters in post-war black American music. Castor’s music, full of novelty and inventiveness, good humour and sparkle, would ideally light up a casino. But Vegas music is Celine Dion and Elton John, square sounds. Also – and Jimmy doesn’t admit this – although he’s been involved in hits in every decade from the fifties to the noughties, he’s had only a handful under his own name. Barry Manilow may be abysmal but he’s sold zillions as Bazza; Castor Mansions were built by Jimmy being vigilant over his publishing royalties.

         
         
         
         
         Born on 2 June 1943, in Harlem’s Sugar Hill district, and raised by his mother and grandmother, Castor shined shoes and sold papers to help make ends meet. Learning violin, saxophone, piano and studying theory, he was accepted for the Music & Art High School (‘full of rich kids arriving in limousines with lots of talent but strung out on Valium’) but back in Harlem he ran through the Projects with the Cobras and the Falcons (‘baseball teams but really gangs’). Doo-wop was the East Coast’s answer to the rock ’n’ roll explosion and teenage males could be found harmonising on streets, in stairwells and bathrooms. Aged twelve he formed Jimmy Castor & the Juniors and, in 1956, their song ‘I Promise’ (written by Castor) was turned into a Top 10 R & B hit by the hottest doo-wop band in America: Frankie Lymon & The Teenagers.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Our block was always full of girls wanting to see The Teenagers – I lived on 165th Street, Frankie on 166th, Sherman [Garnes, The Teenagers’ basso voice] on 165, The Ronnettes on 168 – and I remember “Fools Fall in Love” becoming this huge hit, making them the first supergroup of colour, them getting on big buses and going off to tour. Seeing all that I knew music was what I wanted to do. When Frankie covered “I Promise” my first cheque was for $2,500! Man, my family shifted straight out of the ghetto! No more living among roaches and rats!’

         
         
         
         
         Castor’s vocal similarity to Lymon meant he was often employed to sub for the wayward Frankie. Touring the USA with Sam Cooke, Little Richard and The Platters, he learned early on what life on the road costs: down South in the 1950s a state trooper got on the bus and racially harangued the musicians. Sam Cooke steps up and asks the officer to mind his language. The trooper goes for his gun, Sam sucker-punches him, removing his gun and dumping the unconscious Nazi at the side of the road. ‘That’s how I came up,’ says Castor firmly, ‘treat me with respect. Don’t mess with me.’ Even as a teenager Jimmy never got fooled, making sure he was paid in cash while Lymon accepted toys, booze and drugs in lieu of royalties.

         
         
         
         
         ‘Frankie was at the back of the bus drinking Southern Comfort, smoking weed, with women. He’d say to me, “Try some of this” and I’d refuse and he’d call me names. Call me a sissy. But I never messed with that stuff for three reasons: my mom, it’s wrong in the eyes of God and I wanted more. Later on I saw Frankie opening cab doors for a quarter outside clubs I was working… begging. Then one day the word comes that he’s OD’d at his gran’ma’s. We rush up there and he’s dead behind the toilet, all bent up, turned orange. What a waste. A great natural singer dead at twenty-five.’
         

         
         
         The doo-wop phenomenon was short lived and Castor completed high school. Upon graduating he became a full-time musician. The sixties were happening and Castor worked hard (‘I paid a lot of dues. Playing all the bloody razors. Doing weddings, bar mitzvahs. Seven dollars a night between the whole band, that’s what we had to split’), meeting Malcolm X (‘he told me “I’m a dead man” when I last spoke to him. A week after his murder we had to play the Audubon Ballroom, bullet holes everywhere’) and helped pioneer Latin Soul.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I’d started playing timbales ’cos I loved what Tito Puente was doing with Dance Mania. Growing up in Harlem there were lots of cats from Puerto Rico around so we heard their music and they heard ours and that’s how the Latin Soul sound came about.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Like doo-wop, Latin Soul was a New York street music phenomenon; Joe Bataan, Joe Cuba and the Salsoul label arose from it. Jimmy scored his first big hit in 1967 with ‘Hey, Leroy, Your Mama’s Callin’ You’, a crazy block-party favourite that became an anthem across Harlem and the Bronx. Castor went out on the road with The Temptations – ‘they were so hot, “Ain’t Too Proud To Beg” was a huge hit, but David Ruffin was a mean guy, hooked on cocaine and beating on Tammi Terrell. No surprise he died in a crack house’ – and Motown boss Berry Gordy Jr tried to sign him but Castor refused to give up his publishing. Castor’s sound kept developing, a powerful New York hybrid bearing comparison to Jimi Hendrix and Sly Stone.

         
         
         
         
         ‘I met Jimi when he was playing with Curtis Knight. Nice guy. We’d jam, me blowing my sax, Jimi playing with his teeth and making all kinds of noise. I’d say, “Man, you need your own band!” We stayed friends and would cover one another’s songs – he cut “Hey Leroy” and I cut “Purple Haze”. Sly I knew ’cos we were playing the same clubs in the sixties. He had a great, great band. One of the best I’ve ever seen. But they were doing a lot of drugs before they even got really popular. Not smart. I saw what drugs did to Jimi and Sly close up. Last time I saw Jimi he gave me a ride across Manhattan, crazy driver, running every red light, he was so unhappy, messed up on drugs and bad management and all the hangers-on that he didn’t know how to handle. I’ve known so many people who have died or gone to jail or ended up homeless addicts. And not just musicians – one time I’m back in New York and this guy I used to be friends with approaches me and he’s a wreck, his hands all swollen and ruined from injecting shit into them.’

         
         
         
         
         Castor kept working, developing the Jimmy Castor Bunch, whose proto-funk would prove hugely popular in the early seventies as songs such as ‘Troglodyte’, ‘Bertha Butt’ and ‘King Kong’ became both R & B and pop hits while the title track of 1972’s It’s Just Begun became a dance anthem for the B-Boys, who were inventing hip-hop culture in the Bronx. Jimmy’s seventies albums convey the Castor aesthetic as a mix of futuristic funk, novelty dance tunes and offbeat covers – ‘First Time Ever I Saw Your Face’, ‘You Light Up My Life’, ‘Whiter Shade of Pale’ – that often found Jimmy stretching out on sax. Hired to open for Parliament, the JC Bunch were audience favourites: George Clinton threw them off the Mothership tour for upstaging Parliament’s stoned groove. ‘I never rated Parliament,’ says Castor, ‘their lame-ass groove, Gary in his nappy, Clinton acting the fool… more a mess than a band.’ Ferociously independent, nobody’s fool, Castor signed to then fell out with both RCA and Atlantic. ‘I found I had to sell my records myself, the companies weren’t interested in making an effort. I’d go for a record signing and find no Castor Bunch records in the bin! Once Ben E. King and I got off on the wrong floor in the Atlantic building and everywhere there were posters and campaigns for Abba, Genesis, Led Zeppelin, but nowhere any black music promotion. We never got no support.’ He pauses, fists balled, then breathes deeply and continues: ‘Sandy says I should be grateful that things have turned out well for us. Our kids are all doing great. I do well from looking after my publishing. The music still commands respect. But… but I don’t feel that I’ve got my dues.’
         

         
         
         
         
         Jimmy’s verbal flow calms then revs up again when he recalls seventies highs and lows. The JC Bunch toured a lot, burning up the stage coast to coast, then disco sideswiped funk, leading to a downturn in bookings. Jimmy began accepting bookings in Latin America, the Caribbean, Saudi Arabia. ‘Trinidad… man, we were number one there with “Loves Theme” for a year! Get off the plane and the minister of labour greets us with a crowd of three thousand people! Same in Panama. “Whiter Shade of Pale” was number one there for six months. Gas was two cents a gallon in Saudi and gold was cheap so I bought lots of it and put it in my boots to escape customs. They were very nice to me but it’s a strange mentality out there.’

         
         
         
         
         Considering Jimmy’s so sampled by rappers, what are his thoughts on Tupac and co?

         
         
         
         
         ‘It’s very negative, that gangsta element, full of self-hatred. Slavery has implanted too much anger and hatred in the US.’ Jimmy walks out on to his balcony and looks across the desert. Twilight’s gleaming and in the distance the Strip begins to glow. ‘I don’t know if we can ever truly put it behind us.’

         
         
         
         
         [image: 1114115937]

         
         
         Mean machine: Greyhound
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