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			Foreword

			Having struggled at first with writing the foreword to the previous book in this series, I assumed that writing one about this particular era would be a walk in the park by comparison. As a lover of history, music, and the details of the recording process, I consider myself to be well-versed in the innovations, tricks, and technology that changed music as we know it. I also happen to know a lot about what the Brothers Gibb were doing at that time. So, what could go wrong? 

			Well, here we are – several dramatically different drafts later …

			As far as The Bee Gees are concerned, I realised that discussing anything to do with recording studios, or trivia about hits, awards, or world records broken was redundant. That is exactly what this book covers, complete with quotes and interviews from people who were actually there.

			In addition, writing about the personal journey of my family would be equally unnecessary. The subject is well covered, most recently in Frank Marshall’s excellent HBO documentary The Bee Gees: How Can You Mend A Broken Heart. Also, the authors of this series already do an incredible job of implying the personal and creative pressures that came with The Bee Gees’ incredible rise to success and fame across the 1970s.

			It dawned on me that this introduction, instead of being a summary of what is already in this book, should be about what is not. I wanted to create a historical and cultural canvas. A backdrop for everything you are about to read. A primer for the decade and something to keep in the back of your mind as the story unfolds. Divided into separate yet sometimes overlapping sections, I will be focusing entirely on the United States – the place where The Bee Gees truly became musical icons for the ages. If you were to view the first book as a chronicle of the British or Australian ‘dream’, then you’re about to discover that this next chapter is quintessentially American. 

			So, let’s talk about America. A country that created modern music as we know it by suppressing the voices of Black culture, only to suffer the irony of having it shoved down their throats by a bunch of white dudes from England. The same place they had desperately fought to become independent from. The 1970s in America were a strange time. It would prove to be a decade of many steps forward followed by many more back. It was a time of solipsism and uncertainty. A time when the cultural revolutions of the 1960s could (and would) be tested to their limits. As both the harmony and violence of music festivals and mass protests faded away, the new decade faced many more many questions than answers. Would civil rights actually be respected? Would free love and sexual acceptance continue to be a central theme? Would children still be sent away to be killed or crippled in senseless wars? Would ‘pop’, ‘rock’ or ‘R&B’ music survive, or had it been a fad? 1970 alone saw the breakup of The Beatles, the premature deaths of Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin, and Marvin Gaye’s sombre masterpiece What’s Going On? fell largely on deaf ears.

			Despite Gaye’s commentary, it did appear that the start of the decade was heading in a promising direction. The war in Vietnam slowly came to an end, and the military draft was abolished. A landmark US Supreme Court decision was a major step forward not just for women’s rights but for privacy overall, and Black people finally seemed to be more represented in the workplace, pop culture, and sports. Sounds great, right? Well, just as a seemingly routine burglary at the Watergate Complex would teach us, things can go downhill fast.

			If there is something more ‘American’ than apple pie (which was probably German to begin with), then it must be the sheer determination and ability to fight against change. The passionate cries of the previous years had created numerous problems, and not just for people who didn’t like marijuana or sandals, but for those who viewed them as an assault on capitalism. Peace and love are not profitable commodities, communal thinking erodes the upper class, independent companies with no intention of going public ultimately destroy corporate monopolies, and minorities working white collar jobs are a simple threat to decades of white privilege. The list goes on. A small but powerful group of politicians, religious organisations, and corporations had been working tirelessly behind the scenes on returning the country to a much more conservative era. The loud, progressive voices of the late 1960s were not remotely prepared for this quiet counter-revolution, and by the end of the decade, it had come very close to achieving its goal. It would have come much closer if money hadn’t gotten in the way. This is after all an American story, and money almost always gets in the way.

			Probably the last thing anyone was predicting at the time was economic uncertainty or instability. The post-war economy, partly due to military spending overseas, had been very good to America, yet by 1975 it was evident that things were not looking favourable. High taxation in many countries, notably the United Kingdom, was forcing companies and wealthy individuals to relocate elsewhere, naturally taking their money with them, while the looming OPEC crisis, amongst other things, was about to create a massive spike in the cost of living and unemployment. The future seemed bleak, but if anything was learned from the economic and cultural depression of Britain in the 1960s, it was that nothing brings people together more than an economy in distress. This drives us to the escapism of art, entertainment and the drowning of sorrows. This time around however, instead of the cries for change and the ‘screw the man’ mentality of the previous decade, people just wanted to party.

			Which brings us to ‘disco’ – probably the most misunderstood musical genre of all time, as well as one of the most misappropriated uses of a word. Out of fairness, at the height of its cultural dominance, nobody could have ever predicted it would become a ‘dirty word’, but then the same could be said for ‘liberal’ or ‘progressive’.

			The origins of disco are pretty simple, but where it ended up is far more complex. The evolution of R&B and jazz into funk, combined with the smooth productions coming out of Philadelphia, had taken Black music to a new level. A level that made people want to dance. And by people, I mean everyone. All identities. This became the medicine needed to combat the depression of the world outside. This dancing often took place at a discothèque, which is a fancy French word for a bar with a DJ, and all facetiousness aside, this is how the genre got its name. On a musical side note, if you really want to dig into the origins of disco, listen to The Trammps. They are probably the fathers of true disco, and their aptly named ‘Disco Inferno’, later featured on the Saturday Night Fever soundtrack, is incredible.

			At this point, that movie and its accompanying music should probably be discussed. In 1976, disco was still a relatively underground musical phenomenon, but it hadn’t gone unnoticed that it was no longer confined to Black neighborhoods. This was a significant moment in post-segregation America because while white audiences had listened to Black music more openly throughout the 1960s, they generally did not spend time in Black clubs or bars, and vice-versa. More importantly, while Black Americans had been dancing at clubs for decades, white Americans had stayed clear – unsurprisingly as many majority politicians and churches had gone as far as to condemn cultural expression as ‘demonic possession’. But eventually, they finally understood the escapism and release that dance could bring. A low-budget film, very much in the gritty style of the time, set out to not just document the culture of the growing weekend dance craze but also the causes behind it. Saturday Night Fever covers everything from economic turmoil to depression, sexism and racism. Amazingly, looking back, the original ‘R’-rated version of the film even has a rape scene.

			Nobody could have predicted what happened next. While audiences undoubtedly related to the themes of the film and its characters, what they truly embraced was the music, the choreography, and the idea that they, too, could live that life. With this in mind, the movie was re-edited and re-distributed with a ‘PG’ rating for a younger audience. Disco went national. John Travolta became a global star, and The Bee Gees headlined the biggest-selling album of all time.

			As with any trend, everyone wanted a piece of the pie – and by 1979, just about anything was being labelled as ‘disco’, just to capitalise and make a few bucks. While many artists who were previously associated with other genres, were borrowing some themes and sounds, much of what was on the radio was not even disco. Behind the scenes, however, true disco was evolving, and in exactly the same place as it got its start: New York City. Studio 54 had become the unofficial headquarters, and its influence was felt in nightclubs all over the country. If you were an up-and-coming record producer, artist, or DJ and wanted to break into the disco scene, then you had to be welcome at Studio 54. Famous for its strict door policies (Nile Rodgers and Chic actually became known by writing a song about not being allowed in), the club set the standard for nightlife ‘cool’ that still exists today. Inside was a demonstration of what real disco had become. A melting pot of races, colours, ages, and sexual orientations, partying together and all wrapped up with a thick bow of flamboyant style. On any given night, you could stumble across regulars like Andy Warhol, Michael Jackson, Freddie Mercury, Grace Jones, Mick Jagger, or even Shirley MacLaine. The diversity of the celebrity patrons, along with the rapid growth of paparazzi culture, understandably gave Studio 54 plenty of media attention. However, it was the apparent display of cultural and sexual unity, combined with the astronomical success of ‘that disco movie’ that was the gift the conservative movement I mentioned earlier had been waiting for. 

			At the time, urban areas in America had many things in common. They were (and often still are) home to large, mostly working-class Black and Hispanic populations; and in the case of New York, Italian and Irish communities – all of whom felt very much disenfranchised. The original Saturday Night Fever aside, take the time to watch The Godfather, Mean Streets, Shaft, Superfly, or absolutely any film by Melvin Van Peebles, and you will get an idea of what I’m talking about. These cities were also creative and artistic hubs, and over the years, there hasn’t been a single defining moment in American culture that can’t be traced back to them. I could write a list, but Motown-Detroit and Seattle-Grunge are good enough examples. Finally, urban America was somewhere that provided escape. Somewhere to follow big dreams or blend into the shadows. A place to re-invent yourself or find others who shared your views. This last point is particularly relevant because for decades, people had been moving from rural areas to escape the harsh and violent attitudes towards homosexuality. Cities were not necessarily safer places to be gay, but there was definitely less of a chance of someone being tied to the back of a tractor. By the 1970s, with comedians no longer being arrested for profanity and events like Stonewall in the rear-view mirror, New York had become openly proud of being ‘liberal’ and ‘progressive’ (I think by now you might see where this is going …). 

			Based on a true story, one of the most significant films of the period was Sidney Lumet’s Dog Day Afternoon. On the surface, it’s a bank robbery movie starring Al Pacino that notably changed the general theme in movies that criminal acts are only performed by ‘bad people’. Underneath, it’s a human story of a gay man fighting to do the right thing for his partner – in this case, to finance their reassignment surgery, itself an almost unheard-of subject in 1975. The portrayal and direction are neither dramatic nor flamboyant and paint a matter-of-fact picture of normal, everyday life. It demands empathy and it very effectively forces the audience to put themselves in the character’s shoes, regardless of their sexual orientation or whom they chose to love. It is not a ‘coming out’ story or one about the challenges and politics of being gay in America. Six Academy Award nominations later, including a win for Best Screenplay, there has never been a movie or TV show like it since, and we are only now, almost 50 years later, beginning to address these themes in mainstream media. In a world where entertainment success always dictates exploiting the same formula over and over, that fact alone encapsulates almost everything I’m writing about here.

			Conservatives had now been handed a perfectly constructed racist and homophobic weapon to convince America that Black, brown and gay people were poisoning their children and morality. But since they couldn’t say most of those things directly, it had to be implied. They needed a name, a code word, so to speak, that could summarise that sentiment and message. They finally had it: disco.

			It worked. Fueled by the early days of opinion-based radio and television, megachurches, and a rejuvenated Ku Klux Klan had mostly abandoned white sheets and burning crosses in favour of business suits and political offices, a cultural crackdown began in a way not seen since Nazi Germany, complete with the public burning of ‘inappropriate’ materials. In this case, it just happened to be vinyl records as opposed to books. It was so effective that many people have forgotten about it or don’t know it even happened. Radio stations became scared of what music to program, print media began to move away from covering certain subjects, and recording artists crept into the shadows to re-think their direction. Every successful publicity campaign needs a well-crafted package, and a catchy slogan alone would never be enough. After all, most of the people waving banners and chanting ‘disco sucks!’ had no idea what it even was. This campaign needed a face to go with the message, and any direct assault on Black or gay culture would, as the 1960s had proven, severely backfire. The solution was there the whole time. Standing right in front of them, on a sparkling silver platter adorned with multicoloured flooring and mirror balls, was a phenomenon bigger than disco itself. The biggest musical act in the world. Their faces were everywhere, from supermarket magazines and movie posters to the tail of their own airplane. Their songs were literally being played back-to-back on the radio, and their stadium tour was breaking records and driving young girls into a frenzy. While disco alone already had the perfect credentials to create a backlash, the real gift to conservatives was three white, straight, cisgender, and publicly apolitical superstars. The icing on the cake was that they weren’t even American. And that brings us to The Bee Gees …

			As I touched on in the previous book, The Bee Gees, often unwittingly, were both the creators of, and witnesses to, the many milestones that shaped the modern entertainment industry. As this book will show, this is the story of uncharted territory, with no roadmaps or preparedness for what’s around the corner. In this case, it was a perfect storm. Now that we’ve covered some of the intricacies of disco, I’m going to drop a truth bomb: The Bee Gees were never really a disco act. Think about it. Name a disco song of theirs. It’s pretty hard. Sure, ‘You Should Be Dancing’ or ‘Boogie Child’ might come close, but under scrutiny, that really has more to do with their titles. Even pre-Saturday Night Fever, those songs had elements of social commentary, and the latter was borderline tongue-in-cheek. If you think about it even further, some of their most memorable music from this era was what they had done best since they were children. Soulful, touching, and timeless ballads that always had their heart in great R&B. So why the blanket association with disco? Well, the first reason is a no-brainer: their association with a certain movie. Let’s explore. Not a single person involved with Fever could have predicted the size of its success. When the album became the biggest selling of all time (more on that later), it wasn’t by a small margin but by millions and millions of copies. One of the best explanations of this phenomenon came from my father when he said, ‘People who didn’t usually buy records bought that album’. It transcended music and became something that you just had to own. Fever not only blurred the lines of some musical genres (part of the reason that anything with a groove got labelled as ‘disco’), but most significantly, it crossed racial lines, and this was something that had never happened before. Even though the 1960s had created unity of sorts between musical cultures, Black audiences, in general, did not typically buy ‘non-Black’ music – in part due to the intentionally divisive ‘Black music charts’ at the time. Record labels funnelled specific artists and singles directly to that audience, while mainstream top 40 or top ten charts still featured predominantly white artists in multiple genres. On the other hand, urban white kids were buying more and more records by Black artists, ironically for the same reasons – the Black chart and Black radio had become the coolest place to go to discover new music and underground trends. In fact, it was not uncommon for labels to send songs by white artists with an R&B flavour to Black radio before anywhere else. If it was a hit, then the artist’s credibility improved, as did the chance of success on larger charts like the Billboard Hot 100. It didn’t hurt the success of Fever that The Bee Gees had already passed this test numerous times, and by the end of 1976, they had gained a significant following with Black audiences. While ‘crossing over’, as it was called (yep, America was still shocked by desegregation …), was not a new thing, Fever proved that this, combined with visuals (film, and then music videos), could make unbelievable amounts of money. This became the precise formula for the explosive successes of Michael Jackson’s Thriller and Prince’s Purple Rain a few years later, with the former ultimately being the first album to break Fever’s sales record. The model was here to stay.

			Back in uncharted territory – let’s not forget that Saturday Night Fever was not really intended to be a disco or dance film. The new music contributed by the Gibbs (the most iconic dance scene in the film was set to ‘You Should Be Dancing’, a song from their previous LP, Children Of The World), was not only very sophisticated but was used literally as a soundtrack. ‘Stayin’ Alive’, a stomping, funky anthem infused with social themes, opens the film and firmly establishes Fever’s lead character Tony Manero’s false bravado. ‘How Deep Is Your Love’ closes the movie with the appropriate reflection. Nothing disco here, just great and highly appropriate music. As the film took on a life of its own, nobody was ashamed of any association. In fact, quite the opposite. The careers of everyone involved had skyrocketed and besides, disco was cool. As an artist, I can tell you that you can call me anything you want if it makes more people pay attention to what I do.

			The real point here though, is that for the general public, and ironically even some critics, it became incredibly easy and convenient to brand these brothers that way. Easy, because the truth was much harder to describe or sell. That The Bee Gees had actually become their own musical genre. From 1978 to the start of the next decade, there was virtually nothing on the radio they didn’t have a hand in – and most things that weren’t were heavily influenced by their sound.

			As the first book in this series spelt out, the Gibb brothers always had very solid roots in R&B music. After all, these were the guys that wrote a song for Otis Redding with no initial intent to record it themselves, and if he hadn’t tragically died, this book might not even exist. A significant portion of their early catalogue had been famously covered by Black artists, from Nina Simone to Al Green. With psychedelia and the British sound of the late 1960s now firmly in the past, there was a lot more freedom to tap into those roots and embrace that sound. In addition, the brothers’ childhood influences, such as The Everly Brothers and other vocally oriented groups had provided them a love and understanding of folk, country, and Americana – styles evoked particularly well by Barry Gibb. Again, stripped of the trends and trappings of the previous decade, their work in the early 1970s showcased a lot more of those raw elements than had been immediately obvious earlier on. By 1975 however, under the guidance of the already legendary producer Arif Mardin, they had found the confidence to no longer just write but actually produce pure soul music. Main Course might be my favorite Bee Gees record. It covers just about every aspect of their musicology and serves as a magical soundtrack of their journey from Australia to Britain, to America. Wistful country and elements of rock combined with optimistic Philadelphia-inspired R&B. The set’s closing track, ‘Baby As You Turn Away’ feels like a farewell to the Beatle-esque ‘60s and reminds you what makes them so special: their voices.

			As performing artists, at least until 1979, The Bee Gees stayed sonically grounded in a veneer of R&B, their unmistakable falsetto vocals becoming a brand of its own. But behind the scenes, it was a very different story. They were no longer just writing songs for other artists or having their catalogue covered – they were putting their stamp on them. Along with Albhy Galuten and Karl Richardson, they had become a writing and production machine, developing hits for anyone in their path, most notably their younger brother. With Andy Gibb, himself an artist with a stronger connection to country music than his siblings, came the opportunity to truly blend their understanding of different musical styles. While still undeniably funky, Andy’s music was sparser and grittier, allowing for those country-rock elements to bleed through. Carefully chosen musicians and guest players effectively solidified the sound of the Gibb/Galuten/Richardson production, and many other artists were about to get their hands on it, or at least attempt to emulate it. The Eagles (some of whose members coincidentally played on two of Andy’s albums) took to Criteria Studios for their follow-up to Hotel California. With a significantly tighter sound, particularly on vocals, it’s hard to listen to The Long Run and not think that the Gibb machine had not somehow influenced it, especially as we move into 1979, where that sound would reach new levels with The Bee Gees’ own Spirits Having Flown album. Not only a production masterpiece, it also showcased a fairly dynamic shift in the brothers’ songwriting. The falsettos were still there, but this was no longer a purist take on R&B; instead, it was rather a cinematic opera with its own distinct style. The bombastic ‘Tragedy’, with heavy, harmonised guitars and some of their thickest vocal productions yet, was about as far from disco as you could get. But nobody noticed, and if they did, they didn’t care. The Gibbs had become a genre. It just didn’t have a name.

			By now, along with everything beginning to hit the fan with disco, it’s not that hard to see the perfect storm I’d mentioned before brewing on the horizon. The Bee Gees’ success was unprecedented in so many areas, but probably the most significant one was that it was entirely independent and ‘in-house’. Robert Stigwood was their manager as well the owner of their record label and publishing company RSO, giving them creative freedom few other artists enjoyed. In addition to the development of this virtual radio takeover, Stigwood and RSO had produced the films Saturday Night Fever and Grease, along with almost every Broadway musical of the era. By the end of the decade, there was very little in American pop culture that wasn’t connected to RSO in some way.

			As with disco, these factors alone were more than enough to create a backlash, except nobody knew what a backlash was – let alone see it coming. Until this point, neither the industry nor the general public had much experience with media over-saturation and the repercussions from fame. Any opportunities for it to come close in the past had been thwarted by the break-up of a successful act, or the tragic death of a movie star, resulting in deification and martyrdom as opposed to victimisation and vilification.

			So, there it was. Disco, The Bee Gees and the RSO Empire, and an underground conservative movement. All converging at the exact same moment and launching the 1980s into far more uncertainty than the decade before.

			As the end of everything deserves an epitaph, I will leave you with the closing credits for this biopic. The Bee Gees did what they always did best. In what would become a recurring theme, they bounced back after devastation and turmoil, wrote more beautiful songs, and produced more hit records in the 1980s. Spoiler alert: There’s a book about it coming …

			As for disco, it ultimately got the last laugh, but not without casualties. Artists like Sylvester, Donna Summer, and Chic, just to name a few, should have enjoyed mega-stardom going into the ‘80s, although the latter, with the sublime productions of Nile Rodgers and Bernard Edwards, had a heavy hand in creating hip-hop. Others survived unscathed. Since they were both mentioned earlier and became cultural icons, it’s with noting that Michael Jackson was a bonafide disco artist and Prince had a foot in the door in the late 1970s.

			The evolution of ‘true’ disco would end up dictating music, fashion, and trends for decades to come – from the birth of hip-hop to the synthesiser programming of modern EDM. The UK and Europe neither abandoned the genre nor politicised it (although some did try), even going as far as to infuse it with punk, ska and other genres along the way. The ‘second British Invasion’ at American radio going into the 1980s consisted of anything from Wham! to Depeche Mode, to Eurythmics – diverse acts with no denial of their disco roots.

			And America? Well, the jury’s still out, but it’s safe to say it’s currently in violation of its probation and an arrest warrant is about to be issued 

			Also, I’d like to take a moment to apologise for my use of profanity at the end of the introduction to the previous book. It was crass, unnecessary, and totally uncalled for. I additionally wish to note that sections and early drafts of this foreword were penned in July 2022 in Thame, Oxfordshire, UK, in a room where Robin Gibb wrote a fuckload of hits.

			Spencer Gibb

			October 2022, Austin, Texas, USA
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			Prologue 

			Few artists in the entertainment industry can claim to have made a consistent impact across generations of listeners. However, those who are fortunate enough to have lengthy careers – be it Frank Sinatra, Dionne Warwick, or Paul McCartney – go through periods where their popularity waxes and wanes for one reason or another. 

			Ask any Bee Gees fan about their favourite songs or performances by the Gibbs and their opinion will more than likely be based on the era they remember most. For Australians of a certain age, it would be of the teenage brothers with Brylcreemed hair in matching waistcoats performing on their black-and-white television sets in the early 1960s. For baby boomers, it may be of the blossoming baroque pop-rockers during their first round of international success in the late 1960s when they climbed charts around the world with songs like ‘New York Mining Disaster 1941’, ‘Massachusetts’, and ‘I’ve Gotta Get A Message To You’. 

			However, for the vast majority, The Bee Gees will be remembered for their nearly unparalleled popular dominance during the latter half of the 1970s as – albeit unfairly and inaccurately – the musical embodiment of the disco era. 

			Barry, Robin, and Maurice Gibb’s ascent to the pop music stratosphere between 1975 and 1979 was far from swift. When the 1970s dawned, The Bee Gees, though they had become internationally famous, were, in fact, non-existent. After working arduously to achieve their childhood dreams of musical stardom, they nearly extinguished all they had accomplished, fracturing their brotherly and creative bond with a damaging combination of immaturity, ego, and exhaustion. In Britain, in particular, their sibling fury had played out on the front pages of the music press, usurping the energy they should have been investing in their craft. 

			When The Bee Gees reformed in August 1970 and began the long journey back to reclaiming their international success, it was the British punters who proved to be the most reluctant to forgive the brothers. Initially, the relaunch went perfectly. They charted two of their biggest hits in America almost immediately with ‘Lonely Days’ and ‘How Can You Mend A Broken Heart’; amidst the country’s post-1960s introspection, the pensive brothers working through the complex emotions of their reunion through their music was perfectly attuned. 

			Though the reception to their early-decade work in their homeland was tepid, they were still lauded in many other parts of the world as their chart singles and profitable concert tours continued to bourgeon.

			But as the 1970s approached their midpoint, the Gibbs began to stagnate creatively – to the point where their planned follow-up to 1973’s Life In A Tin Can – the rather aptly titled A Kick In The Head Is Worth Eight In The Pants – was outrightly rejected by Atlantic Records. 

			The Bee Gees’ commercial appeal followed suit. The once reliable hitmakers were now just barely scraping the bottom of most of the world’s album and singles charts. Their busy tour schedule also dwindled woefully, forcing them to perform around the club circuit in Northern England just to make ends meet. Before long, their label, Atlantic Records, was on the precipice of dropping them from their roster.

			Luckily, the Gibbs still had staunch supporters in their camp: their manager Robert Stigwood and producer Arif Mardin, who was brought in to steer 1974’s Mr. Natural into more contemporary territory, were unwavering in their belief of the brothers’ potential to bounce back. Within a year, their collective diligence would pay off in the form of The Bee Gees’ now classic opus, Main Course – returning them to both public and industry consciousness.

			Main Course turned out to be just a catalyst for The Bee Gees’ eventual vault to global superstardom in the latter part of the 1970s – in no small part as the result of their unwitting contributions to the soundtrack of the 1977 cultural juggernaut, Saturday Night Fever.

			By 1979, the band that had begun the decade as a nonentity had become arguably the most popular music act in the world as they rewrote convention and broke boundaries.

			That incredible story begins here …

		

		
			1970

			When the new decade began, The Bee Gees were no more – seemingly just one of many pop acts who had risen to fame in the 1960s and quickly faded after a few hits. While previously recorded Bee Gees material was to be released over the year, it was a front for a group that had expired. Personally and professionally, the brothers couldn’t have been further apart. Once they’d been united as a single creative force with one shared dream to be successful, and now they were rather adamantly unwilling to go to one another for help finishing a song, to collaborate – or even just talk. Though they eventually came to realise they were artistically better as a threesome, they spent several months of 1970 creating independently. They each handled the time differently. The twins were the most productive by far, with Barry presumably less inclined to start a solo career. 

			Robin – still exultant following the success of his debut solo single ‘Saved By The Bell’ some months earlier – was now immersed in finishing his first solo album Robin’s Reign. On 16 January, he released a third single: ‘August October’ b/w ‘Give Me A Smile’. Though its immediate predecessor ‘One Million Years’ had flopped everywhere except Germany, greater things were expected from the waltz-like A-side ‘August October’. Sadly, Robin’s solo career had ostensibly peaked as the single stalled on the UK charts at number 45. It fared better elsewhere, proving popular in Germany, Denmark, and New Zealand: no doubt helped by his solo concerts at the end of January. 

			On 26 January Robin recorded four songs live at a session at London’s BBC studios: ‘Saved By The Bell’, ‘August October’, ‘Weekend’, and ‘Give Me A Smile’. They first aired on 30 January on The Johnnie Walker Show. All four recordings were later included on the 2015 3-CD set Saved By The Bell: The Collected Works Of Robin Gibb 1968-1970, along with interview segments with Brian Matthew, which appeared on BBC Transcription Service records for syndicated Top Of The Pops radio shows broadcast in overseas territories. 

			Having pre-recorded a performance of ‘August October’ for the 31 January broadcast of BBC 2 variety show The Young Generation, Robin flew to the US for an appearance on The Andy Williams Show. He then travelled to New Zealand for his only solo concert appearances during The Bee Gees’ separation. His appearance at the Redwood Music Festival in Auckland – where he was billed as the special guest star on 31 January and 1 February – was less than successful. Fruit was thrown at the stage during both performances. At the first show, a tomato hit the unfortunate Robin before he’d sung a single note. His drummer Darrin recalled: 

			I can assure you that a lot more was coming on stage than a tomato. There were bottles and cans and all sorts raining down on us. Robin was the first off the stage, very quickly followed by the rest of the band. Next day, same thing happened in spite of the increased security and the audience being pushed back about 20 feet with a no-go zone patrolled by German Shepherd dogs!

			On 17 February, a new Robert Stigwood musical – Sing A Rude Song, featuring Maurice as Bernard Dillon – opened at London’s Greenwich Theatre. The show began life in 1961 as Lord Ted Willis’ idea for a musical biography of English music hall singer Marie Lloyd, who had risen to fame in the late 19th century. The original concept was based around the songs she was well known for performing, but the writers Caryl Brahms and Ned Sherrin had designs on introducing some of their own songs into the production. By 1962, the pair – having read two biographies and several books about the music hall era – produced the first draft of a script. They had meetings with elderly music hall artists, and they also met Marie Lloyd Jr., who had continued to sing her mother’s songs in her own stage act. 

			Over the next few years, the script was developed further, and with the introduction of Australian-born composer Ron Grainer, the musical elements progressed. Grainer was then well known for writing television themes, with Comedy Playhouse, That Was The Week That Was, Steptoe and Son, and Doctor Who already under his belt.

			In 1968 after the musical underwent a short-lived title change to Hey! Cockie, during auditions, Brahms and Sherrin sold a television version of what then became Sing A Rude Song to Yorkshire Television. Unfortunately, the transmitter mast at Emley Moor collapsed on 19 March 1969, and Brahms and Sherrin lost their production. Realising that 1970 was Marie Lloyd’s centenary year, Brahms and Sherrin rushed to get the production to the stage. Auditions were held at the Greenwich Theatre: which had a tradition of music hall productions and a playhouse which had served Marie Lloyd well. As production costs rose, Robert Stigwood agreed to fund the show to the tune of £5,000. 

			Caryl Brahms’ first choice to play Marie had always been English singer Georgia Brown, but she’d recently had a baby and was unavailable. Actress Millicent Martin (now better-known for playing Daphne’s mother Gertrude Moon, on the US television sitcom Frasier) was named next, but delays led to her taking other jobs, and she was to appear at the Talk of the Town nightclub in Westminster when the show was planned to open. Keeping to the concept of a genuine East-Ender to play the part, it was offered to Barbara Windsor – best-known for her roles in several Carry On films – who loved the idea. She was no stranger to musicals, though her voice was untrained. What she did possess was a vibrant and cheeky nature, so true to the lady she was to play. 

			While Robert Stigwood was hoping The Bee Gees would reunite at some point, until they did, he needed to keep Maurice – the most insecure of the brothers – active and disciplined. Having a celebrity pop star in the cast of a stage musical would do no harm attracting an audience either and perhaps would broaden the show’s appeal to younger patrons. Maurice recalled: ‘I first saw the script in Robert Stigwood’s office, and he asked if I would like to take it home and read it. Then the very next day, he asked me if I would like to play the part of Marie Lloyd’s third husband Bernard Dillon’. Co-writer and director Ned Sherrin believed that ‘Maurice came in in the first place simply because The Bee Gees had split up, and this was, I think, Stigwood’s therapy for keeping Maurice interested: giving him something to do while the breakup was going on. I don’t remember the ramifications of it, but I do remember that Maurice needed to be kept with something in his mind. So, I think that was the main reason for Robert investing in it’.

			Never a confident solo singer, Maurice was required to sing just two solo songs in the show: ‘Leave Me Here To Linger With The Ladies’ and ‘Tattenham Corner’. But he also had solo lines in two other numbers – ‘Whoops Cockie! (Reprise)’/‘We’ve Been And Gone And Done It’, and ‘Waiting For The Royal Train’, which both featured leading lady Barbara Windsor.

			On the show’s opening night on 17 February, a pre-recorded performance of Barbara and Maurice performing ‘We’ve Been And Gone And Done It’ was shown on Thames Television’s Today programme.

			With the musical really being Windsor’s show from beginning to the end, by all accounts, Maurice’s performance didn’t garner many plaudits from the critics. Maurice later said he didn’t really enjoy the experience and had never worked as hard before. 

			Despite lukewarm reviews, the show’s run at the Greenwich Theatre was an overwhelming success. ‘People couldn’t get in at the Greenwich; they were terribly keen to come’, Sherrin remembered. ‘We were playing to full houses all the time at Greenwich; it was absolutely packed. I don’t think we had a spare seat at Greenwich, but then there was this long hang-about before it came to the West End’.

			Also in February, the eponymous debut album by pop/rock outfit Tin Tin was released, bearing the credit ‘Produced by Maurice Gibb’ in quite large lettering on the front cover. The group included Australian duo Steve Kipner and Steve Groves. Maurice’s connection to Kipner went back to their shared days in the Australian music scene, where Kipner was lead singer of Steve & The Board. Former Bee Gees drummer Colin Petersen and future Bee Gees drummer Geoff Bridgford had both been members of Steve & The Board. Bridgford was also briefly a member of Tin Tin before officially joining The Bee Gees in early 1971. Tin Tin were managed by Kipner’s father Nat, who back in Australia, had co-managed The Bee Gees in 1966, and had run their record label Spin. Nat had also co-written several songs with Maurice. Studio Engineer Ric Holland recalled in his book As I Heard It: In the UK Music Industry 1969 to 1979, that Tin Tin’s recording sessions were ‘wedged in between Bee Gees and solo Gibb-brother recording dates. Sometimes Maurice came in to produce them, otherwise, Steve Kipner took control. There was never any continuity’.

			Tin Tin’s album followed their June 1969 single ‘Only Ladies Play Croquet’ b/w ‘He Wants To Be A Star’. Maurice produced both tracks, playing harpsichord, bass, drums and Mellotron on the A-side, and bass and piano on the B-side. He also surfaced as a player on ‘Spanish Shepherd’ (Mellotron), ‘Toast And Marmalade For Tea’ (bass) and ‘Manhattan Woman’ (organ). When the album was released in the US in October, ‘Come On Over Again’ replaced ‘Loves Her That Way’, giving Maurice an additional bass credit. The album’s second single, ‘Toast And Marmalade For Tea’ b/w ’Manhattan Woman’, was released in the UK on 22 May. It became their first US single, released in December and becoming a hit there in 1971, peaking at number 20. On home ground in Australia, it fared even better, making the top ten. In a prudent marketing move, the Australian arm of Polydor opted to title the album after the hit single.

			Former Bee Gees drummer Colin Petersen was also keeping busy, managing Irish singer/songwriter Jonathan Kelly, and producing his new single ‘Make A Stranger Your Friend’. Proving that relations between Colin and Robin weren’t strained – despite the latter’s exit from The Bee Gees – Robin was invited to attend the IBC Studios recording session on 16 January and was photographed at the mixing desk with Colin. The session caused some friction between Robin and his new management, as Vic Lewis refused to allow Robin permission to participate in a ‘super session’ for the track organised by Colin. Press reports at the time showed a celebrity chorus, including Mick Taylor (The Rolling Stones), Klaus Voormann (Manfred Mann), Madeleine Bell (Blue Mink), Carl Wayne (The Move), Christine Holmes, Steve Rowland and Albert Hammond (all three from The Family Dogg), Jackie Lomax, Tony Ashton (Ashton, Gardner and Dyke), singer-songwriter Lesley Duncan, and actors/comedians Peter Sellers and Spike Milligan. The photo also shows another man – the only one of the group who is facing away from the camera with his hand cupped to his ear. When asked about Robin’s participation, Jonathan Kelly said, ‘I’m sure he came down and sang with us. I think that’s very interesting because when he saw the photograph being taken, that’s why he put his hand over his face. That’s what happened, he’s actually hiding! It would make sense that he was hiding from any photographer taking pictures’. To counter any controversy, Robin claimed he spent the remainder of the session ‘sitting in the control room with Colin, commanding a view of the whole proceedings’. Certainly, there are photographs of the two sitting at the mixing desk, but others show Colin at the microphone, singing with the assembled celebrities.

			Kelly’s single was rush-released on 6 February, but it failed to break into the charts.

			Robin’s Reign was released in the UK in February 1970. Ideally, this would have happened much sooner – as in immediately following the single ‘Saved By The Bell‘, which was a huge hit in summer 1969 – but the rest of the album had yet to be recorded. Indeed, the final tracks weren’t completed until December.

			Robert Stigwood’s court action to prevent Robin from performing as a solo artist, had hindered progress. Robin’s father, Hugh Gibb, attempted to have Robin made a ward of the court, as, at 20 years of age, he was still legally considered a minor. When these obstacles were finally cleared, he was able to proceed with his work plans. Robin was now under extreme pressure to get Robin’s Reign out as quickly as possible. In hindsight, the album probably could have benefitted from a delayed release to allow Robin more time to smooth some of its rough edges. Nonetheless, whilst the album disappointed some fans who had been brought up on a diet of Bee Gees releases, it served its purpose as a showcase for Robin’s individuality which The Bee Gees’ activities had constrained.

			Robin’s Reign – Robin Gibb (1970)

			Personnel:

			Robin Gibb: lead and backing vocals, acoustic guitar, organ, drum machine

			Maurice Gibb: bass (‘Mother And Jack’), piano (‘Saved By The Bell’)

			Arranger/conductor: Zack Lawrence (‘August October’, ‘Gone Gone Gone’, ‘The Worst Girl In This Town’); Kenny Clayton (‘Down Came The Sun’, ‘Mother And Jack’, ‘Saved By The Bell’, ‘Farmer Ferdinand Hudson’, ‘Most Of My Life’)

			Musical director: Vic Lewis (‘Give Me A Smile’, ‘Weekend’)

			Arranger: Kenny Clayton (‘Give Me A Smile’, ‘Weekend’)

			Producer: Robin Gibb

			Recorded between March 1969 and December 1969 at IBC Studios, London and Chappell Recording Studio, London 

			Release date: UK: February 1970, US: March 1970

			Chart positions: West Germany: 19, Canada: 77 

			Any review of Robin Gibb’s debut solo album must take into account his relative youth. He was barely 19 when he publicly announced on 19 March 1969 that he was leaving The Bee Gees, after which he immediately began recording this album. Having complained that his songs and vocals were being overlooked in The Bee Gees, he was under considerable pressure to produce a quality record. What’s more, for the first time, he was writing and recording without his brothers’ support and input. 

			The album has not aged well, though, in retrospect, it has attracted some avant-garde support. Despite having rather grandiose (and some might say pretentious) ideas, Robin was never a strong lyricist – perhaps due to his limited formal education, though he was quite well-read. On a song like ‘Saved By The Bell’ where the melody was strong, he got away with it, but those which were weaker melodically suffered even more.

			Robin’s initial recording process began with playing an elementary organ or guitar backing track, quite frequently with an electronic drum unit. With the basic instrumentation laid down, he would add his vocal – sometimes doubling it to give more strength. Without the support of his estranged brothers, he occasionally added a harmony or stacked numerous vocals. The demo would then be sent to an arranger to write an orchestral score. In a few instances, the initial demo recording would be retained, and the orchestra added. 

			Much of the album features a Rhythm Ace drum machine made by the Ace Tone company in Japan. The company was founded in 1960 by engineer and inventor Ikutaro Kakehashi, who later established the Roland Corporation: one of the world’s premier manufacturers of electronic musical instruments. ‘Saved By The Bell’ has widely been recognised as the first major international chart hit that employed the technology: which was only a few years old at the time and was a rather remarkable innovation. It could play over a hundred rhythms, had 16 pre-set patterns, and four buttons that added separate sounds mimicking a cymbal, clave, cowbell and bass drum. 

			With the exception of the hit single ‘Saved By The Bell’, Robin produced the album with his new manager Vic Lewis: a British jazz guitarist and bandleader. Robin and Kenny Clayton co-produced ‘Saved By The Bell’. Unbeknownst to brother Barry at the time, Maurice bridged the separation between him and his twin by playing piano on ‘Saved By The Bell’ and bass on ‘Mother And Jack’.

			In summary, it’s an album that highlights Robin’s quirky-and-sometimes-brilliant eccentricity but fails to rise above the mediocre. 

			The cover designed by Hamish Grimes – with its bold two-inch yellow lettering over a blue background – leaves no doubt that it’s anything other than a Robin Gibb solo album. The album title appears below his name in marginally smaller lettering. Robin graces the front and back covers, dressed in a British military uniform that appears to be a mishmash of items gathered up for the photoshoot. The scarlet tunic is that of a Colonel on the Staff from the early 1900s. This rank was not attached to any regiment and was an administrative role within the Ministry of Defence. Navy blue tweed trousers with red lampasses (trouser stripes), and George boots complete the uniform. The accessories embellishing his outfit, which do not rightfully belong, are a maroon sash with two tassels normally worn by officers of the Foot Guards in full dress during ceremonial occasions, and an Albert helmet with a black and red horsehair plume, denoting it as being the headgear of the 3rd Dragoon Guards. 

			On the back cover, he wears the same uniform but sports a bearskin on his head. Without seeing both sides of the bearskin clearly, it is impossible to tell which regiment it is as the plume – or hackle, as it correctly named – is not visible. What can be determined is that it most definitely isn’t the Coldstream Guards who wear a red hackle, or the Irish Guards who wear blue – both on the right. It could, therefore, be the Grenadier Guards who wear a white hackle, or the Welsh guards who have a green and white hackle – both on the left. The other possibility is the Scots Guards, who wear a bearskin without a hackle.

			The photographs were taken by Robin’s personal assistant, Ray Washbourne. In Austria, the sleeve varied – the title typeface was radically different, and the bearskin photo on both the front and back. In Japan, a 1968 Tony Gale photograph was used: showing Robin in contemplative mood, wearing a tweed jacket and smoking a cigarette.

			‘August October’ (Robin Gibb)

			Recorded at IBC Studios, London: 10 October 1969 

			Chart positions: Denmark: 3, New Zealand: 11, West Germany: 12, UK: 45

			Released on 3 January 1970, this pretty waltz was the album’s third single. The lyric hints at lost love. But like most Robin lyrics, detail is scant, and the melancholy comes through more from the voice and production style. Robin also recorded an Italian version (‘Agosto Ottobre’), which was included on Rhino Records’ excellent 3-CD set in 2015. The single’s first pressing credited Anthony Browne as producer, while subsequent pressings corrected this to Robin Gibb.

			Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, budget record labels would hire session musicians to re-record the hit songs of the day. These sounded very close to the originals but were offered at a much cheaper price. The songs had to be produced very quickly to be for sale at the same time as the hits they covered. In 1969 and 1970, Elton John supplemented his income this way – his voice appearing (anonymously) on several of these recordings, including ‘August October’ which was released on at least four different albums – International Top 12 credited to The Tramps (Concert Hall SPS1315), International Top 12 (Orange 30-6001), in Germany on Love Grows And Other World Hits (Fontana 6434009), and Super Hits ‘70 (Maritim 47030FT).

			‘Gone, Gone, Gone’ (Robin Gibb)

			Recorded at IBC Studios, London: 10 October 1969

			This is another desperately sad song, displaying the Robin trait of rhyming words without much concern about the lyrics actually making sense. Intriguingly, the chorus only employs a pair of ‘gone’s, opposed to the three in the song title. 

			‘The Worst Girl In This Town’ (Robin Gibb)

			Recorded at IBC Studios, London: 26 September 1969

			The use of the then-new electronic drum unit is very evident in this lyrically interesting song, and serves as its driving force. 

			‘Give Me A Smile’ (Robin Gibb)

			Recorded in London: December 1969

			This was first released as the B-side to Robin’s third single, ‘August October’. His manager Vic Lewis was credited as musical director, and Kenny Clayton was acknowledged for the arrangement and conducting the orchestra. The song refers to a girl named Heather at one point, which appears to be because it was the closest word Robin could find that tentatively rhymed with ‘pleasure’. The single’s first pressing carries the credit ‘Produced by Vic Lewis’. This was corrected to Robin Gibb on subsequent pressings.

			‘Down Came The Sun’ (Robin Gibb)

			Recorded in London: 1969

			With a powerful chorus, this was one of the album’s better tracks, and with an opening lyric mentioning the so the famous British naval commander Admiral Nelson, one could be excused for thinking this song might go to interesting places. Sadly, it doesn’t, and soon resorts to rhyming couplets such as ‘Boom goes the moon/We wonder why it happened so soon’. However, the engaging chorus does lift the song greatly.

			‘Mother And Jack’ (Robin Gibb)

			Recorded at Chappell Recording Studio, London: 10 March 1969 

			The B-side to ‘Saved By The Bell’ is a standout song in its own right. It’s one of Robin’s trademark story songs. Its protagonists receive a letter telling them their house is going to be pulled down, so they visit the emperor to see if he can help. Unfortunately, ‘they got no answer’. The lyric is a lot of fun, and – depressing subject matter aside – the music is very upbeat, with the drum unit set on a calypso rhythm. The melody to a couple of lines required an extra syllable to fit the metre – ‘Said he would think-ah, over his drink-ah’ – but it works very well. Maurice’s unmistakable bass-playing is heard on this track. 

			‘Saved By The Bell’ (Robin Gibb)

			Recorded at Chappell Recording Studio, London: 10 March 1969

			Chart positions: Denmark: 1, Ireland: 2, Netherlands: 2, New Zealand: 2, South Africa: 2, UK: 2, Yugoslavia: 2, West Germany: 3, Norway: 4, Australia: 9, Canada: 44

			Robin’s debut solo single had been released in June 1969, eight months before Robin’s Reign arrived. He co-produced it with arranger Kenny Clayton. Though Robin was officially alienated from his brothers, Maurice played piano, organ and guitar, and added vocals: much to Barry’s displeasure at the time. John Fiddy did the orchestral arrangement. 

			It’s very Bee Gees-like, with similar production values, an infectious melody, and an irresistible chorus. Regrettably, the lyric is rather banal, but its commercial appeal is undeniable. It was the most successful song of Robin’s solo career. To promote the single, he performed it on Beat Club in Germany, and on the BBC’s flagship pop programme Top Of The Pops. The song was also a popular part of his solo concerts in the 2000s, and appeared on his 2005 Live solo album recorded with the Neue Philharmonie Frankfurt orchestra. It was also performed occasionally in post-reunion Bee Gees concerts. ‘Saved By The Bell’ and Robin’s 1983 hit single ‘Juliet’ were the only two solo Gibb songs that The Bee Gees ever performed live. 

			‘Weekend’ (Robin Gibb)

			Recorded in London: 1969 

			‘Weekend’ first appeared as the B-side to ‘One Million Years’ in November 1969. This recording is a slightly more upbeat ballad than the A-side. Sometimes the intrigue of Robin’s songs was anticipating which rhyming word would be used. In this case, the words paired with ‘weekend’ were ‘good friend’ and ‘send’. In Robin’s view, it was the melody or the sentiment that was most important, and here it’s sweet and quite endearing. The recording’s musical director was his then-manager Vic Lewis, and arranger/conductor was Kenny Clayton.

			‘Farmer Ferdinand Hudson’ (Robin Gibb)
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