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W
hen Brian Smith first 
began toting his modest 
Ilford Sportsman camera 
around the music venues 
of Manchester in the 
late 1950s, he did so as 
a fan with no thought of 
publication or making 

money. To begin with he lacked the 
confidence to do much more than snap 
performers while remaining pinned to his 
seat in the auditorium, but as time went 
on he learnt to position himself by the 
stage directly under the performer, or to 
get something more informal by prowling 
the corridors and gaining introductions 
to the dressing rooms. He got to clasp 
hands with the likes of Little Richard 
and Howlin’ Wolf, and shake a pair 
of maracas with Bo Diddley, and even 
became friends with Carl Perkins and 
Screamin’ Jay Hawkins. 

But when Brian got engaged and 
finally married in the mid-1960s, he 
put the camera away and the prints and 
negatives were stuffed in bags. Though 
his photos began to appear in music 
magazines and on CD reissues in the 
1980s, the size and significance of this 
incredible visual archive – all the more 
remarkable an accomplishment given the 
poor light levels in which Brian generally 
had to work – was in danger of being 
overlooked. More recently, however, 
Mark Stratford, co-founder of the RPM 
reissue label, persuaded publisher Simon 
Robinson that this window on a bygone 
era was worthy of a bigger audience. 
Boom Boom Boom Boom (available from 
www.easyontheyebookswordpress.
com), enables us all to see Brian’s work 
– Chuck Berry tuning up backstage, Big 
Joe Turner and Bill Haley looking serene 
while they take a breather, and Carl 

The phoTographs of BRian SmiTh 
documenT an era when The gIanTs of 
blues and rock’n’roll Toured brITaIn. 
Jack WaTkinS Talks To The man known 
as ‘The fan wITh The camera”… 
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LOST & FOUnD
ScREamin’ JaY haWkinS
Brian Smith can claim a part in the musical 
rehabilitation of Screamin’ Jay hawkins. 

Dismayed by his failure to follow up his thrilling underground 
hit I Put A Spell On You with a real commercial breakthrough, 
by the early 1960s Jay had sunk to being the mc and playing 
piano at the tourist club The Forbidden Planet on honolulu. 
Old fans wondered what had happened to him and the Uk 
magazine R&B Scene ran an ongoing ‘quest for Screamin’ Jay’ 
campaign. it was Brian’s quizzing of Don ‘Sugarcane’ harris, 
who as part of Don & Dewey supported Little Richard on one 
of his Uk tours, that enabled him to discover the reclusive 
singer’s whereabouts. When Brian’s fan letter reached the 
highly responsive Jay in honolulu it helped set in motion a 
sequence of events that led to a Don arden-promoted tour of 
the Uk and the cutting of an album in London for Decca, The 
Night And Day Of Screamin’ Jay Hawkins. Brian says Jay could 
be quite a cultured man off stage, but he was clearly larger 
than life and had a genuine interest in the supernatural. “he 
had lucky charms and bones, and i know he put some stock in 
a lot of this stuff.  in some ways he could be quite neurotic 
and paranoid. he didn’t even trust his manager. There was 
always something looking over his shoulder, you know?”

Perkins, Bo Diddley and the too-often 
overlooked T-Bone Walker performing 
before enthralled audiences.

The creator of these fascinating black 
and white shots is a lifelong Mancunian, 
a soft-spoken but gifted raconteur and 
mimic, with a memory like a steel trap. 
He wears his knowledge lightly though, 
as if mindful of his own early days when 
all the “new” music of the big beat was 
just rock’n’roll, before the purists and 
academically-minded got hung up on 
classifications, and arcane arguments 
about whether something counted as 
rock’n’roll, rockabilly, jump blues, R&B, 
or heaven help us, swamp rock. “We were 
all just beat fans in those early days,” he 
says of his earliest listening experiences 
in the mid-1950s. “It was guitars and 
bootin’ saxophones, all good blasting 
stuff. And the heavy backbeat. That was 
why Lonnie Donegan was such a release 
from trad jazz because the band pounded 
the hell out of it, and he always had really 
good guitarists. I still think his Frankie 
And Johnny is the best record made in a 
British studio in the 1950s. Gives me the 
goosebumps even now playing it loud.” 

In the 1950s, pickings for a young music 
fan were pretty slim; you had to take what 
you were served, and Brian grew up in a 
household where dear old Gracie Fields, 
the American crooner Tony Martin and 
Irish tenor Joseph Locke were the order 
of the day. But around the age of 11, Brian 

had a friend who lived round the corner 
with a jazz-loving elder brother who’d 
take them with him to the Manchester 
Free Trade Hall. It was here they first 
saw Donegan who, as a member of Chris 
Barber’s Jazz Band, was permitted his 
own skiffle interlude. 

“People forget that all of this stuff was 
‘our music’, says Brian. “Now you’ve got 
this demarcation where people say “Oh 
no, skiffle was just three-chord rubbish” 
and “we don’t like that British stuff – 
none of them sang as well as the people 
they were copying”. But at the time we 
didn’t differentiate much. The Donegan 
shows were the most exciting things I 
saw on stage. They were electric.”

Another artist to make a deep 
impression on Brian at this early stage 
was Charlie Gracie on his 1957 British 
tour. “Once the rock’n’roll performers 
started appearing, they often came as 
part of a variety bill. A lot came to the 
Palace in Manchester, where there were 
two shows a night, six days a week, and 
they couldn’t always fill the place. But up 
in the gods, the exit door was this single 
staircase leading straight down into the 
streets, and what they often did early in 
the week when the crowds weren’t big, 
was open the door at the interval… and 
you’d get in for free. 

“Someone had been to see Charlie 
Gracie on the Monday and absolutely 
raved about it and the noise he made on 
his Gibson guitar, or whatever it was, 
so a bunch of us went in on the Tuesday 
and again later in the week. Although 
Bill Haley was the big thing at the time, 
with Franny Beecher playing a very 
loud, amplified guitar, there was nothing 
like Gracie, and he could play as well. 
So seeing this little fellow in his baggy 
suit, standing up there on his own – the 
orchestra on the tour was playing in the 
pit in the old fashioned way – cranking 
out these high speed, ridiculously loud 
guitar boogies, well… for a 13 year-old, the 
sound of that banging round the Palace 
was something else.”

A tape of Gracie’s performance on that 
tour at the Stockton Globe turned up 
years later, Live At The Stockton Globe 
(Rollercoaster Records). “I wondered if 
it would stand up, because your memory 
tends to paint a glowing picture of a lot 
of these things,” admits Brian, “but when 
I bought the record it was exactly as I 
remembered it, his version of Arthur 
Smith’s Guitar Boogie especially being the 
one that had stuck in my mind.” 

Without a lot of ready money to 
splash out on buying records, Radio 
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carl Perkins, 1965

Bill haley
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Luxembourg was also important in the 
late 1950s. “You could only get it at night, 
and it had to be dark. I had this ancient 
Marconiphone radio next to my bed, and 
the reception was so good that even with 
the volume turned down to zero, I’d still 
get my mother banging on the wall. That 
was where we could listen to the Alan 
Freed shows.”

Despite the inclusiveness of the time, 
young rock fans did have their own minor 
demarcations and turn-offs, and one of 
them was the sound of trumpets. A dislike 
of brassy arrangements is a common 
theme when you talk to rock’n’roll fans 
of that era; it’s something of a curiosity to 
those of us who came to the music in the 
late 1970s and ’80s and also derived an 
accompanying pleasure from discovering 
the music of the big swing bands of the 
1940s. Was it because, by the late 1950s, 
that brassy sound was square and old hat? 

“It was a bit,” admits Brian. “Alan 
Freed’s Rock’n’Roll Dance Party album 
from around then was great, there was 
an element of brass about it, but the sax 
players like Big Al Sears and Sam ‘The 
Man’ Taylor played good, bootin’ stuff. 
But when Freed brought out a Volume 2, 
that was very ‘big bandy’ and went down 
like a lead balloon. I’ve listened to it since 
and it’s not at all bad, but at the time it 
meant nothing, absolutely nothing. 

“It was a similar case with Little 
Richard. Once they ran out of material 
to release, they decided to put out his 
pre-Speciality recordings. I didn’t like it 
to begin with. These days I think it’s some 
of the finest stuff he ever recorded, but at 
the time it had trumpets and we weren’t 
sure about that.”

In the early days of taking his camera to 
the package shows, Brian quickly realised 
that he could get in for free. “With a 
little reverence, downright grovelling 
and doing as we were told, we could be 
in there all night,” he recalls. “In those 
days, the rulers of the roosts were the 
theatre managers. It’s not like today 
where if you go to any show you’ve got to 
go through some PR company and a lady 
called ‘Linzi’ who’s never even heard of 
the artist, but has been given a list of the 
people she can pass though.”

One of the artists Brian is proud of 
capturing on camera is T-Bone Walker, 
who came to Britain in 1962 as part 
of the first, somewhat oddly named, 
American Folk Blues Festival. “We went 
to see him because we’d heard he played 
riffs like Chuck Berry – how’s that for 
circularity?” he laughs. “So he came out 
and played like Chuck – of course 
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Bo Diddley at The Twisted 
Wheel in manchester
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he did, because Chuck had modelled his 
guitar style on him. He did certain antics, 
larking about, playing the guitar behind 
his head and lying down. The jazz purists 
hated it and really gave him a hard time. 
In the French concert on that tour they 
were booing him.” It was on that tour that 
Brian also first saw John Lee Hooker, 
who made such an impression his book 
title has been inspired by his biggest hit. 

When Little Richard came to the UK 
for the first time in 1962, Brian was there 
for his show at the Sheffield City Hall. 

When he came back two years later he 
played an unscheduled date “at a dump” 
in Rochdale, and after the show Brian 
and a few others were invited back to the 
star’s hotel for a chat and an autograph 
signing session. “Richard was fussing 
about, saying ‘Now sit down there, 
boys,’” Brian recalls, doing an excellent 
Manchester-via Georgia approximation 
of the performer’s prissy intonation. 
“I don’t think we twigged his gayness, 
although he was a bit on the camp side. 

That was another world to us back then. 
So he told us: ‘You sit there boys, I’ve got 
to talk to Mr Don Arden.’ After much 
song and dance, he got through to him 
on the phone and said: ‘Mr Arden, this 
is Richard. I’ve got to say, you’re a liar. 
You told me I was going to play a tour of 
beautiful theatres. Tonight, I played this 
dirty, stinking, motherf**in’ hole in the 
wall.’ And he went on and on. Then he 
came back to us and he said: ‘I have to 
apologise to you boys for my toilet talk, 
but that man makes me mad!”

A much gentler soul was Carl Perkins, 
who came over as support to Chuck 
Berry in 1964. It was the first time both 
men had come to Britain, but by then 
the creator of Blue Suede Shoes had 
almost disappeared from view. This tour 
would help kickstart his career. “He was 
wonderful, such a nice bloke – so was 
Berry for that matter. Before he got his 
reputation for being a badass, Chuck 
was always great with us as long as you 
stayed in your place. But with Carl, when 

me and my mate Dave Waggett said to 
him that it was a shame there was no 
British fan club, he replied that he’d like 
one. The note he signed authorising us 
to run the club is now on the wall of the 
Hard Rock Cafe in Memphis, alongside 
a picture that Dave – who was a decent 
artist – drew of him. 

“We had this bright idea of getting Carl 
to sign 50 matchboxes for the first 50 
members of the club. All went well until 
our first ad went in Record Mirror. Beside 
it were two more, because other people 
had got the same idea. One of them was 
‘Breathless Dan’ Coffey, who ran the 
famous Boppin’ News publication. So for 
two years we had this embarrassingly 
acrimonious rivalry – I cringe at some of 
the things I wrote. Eventually we buried 
the hatchet and merged with Dan.”

Brian’s friendship with Carl lasted up 
until his death, and he travelled to see 
him in countless shows whenever he was 
in the country. “My mum was always a 
bit ambivalent about Carl, because of me 
going off for days at a time to see him,” he 
says. “So eventually I took my mum and 
dad to see his show at the time of their 
wedding anniversary, and he read out 
this thing on stage which said: ‘To Brian 
Smith, who’s helping his folks celebrate 
their anniversary, this one’s for you.’ Oh, 
after that she completely changed her 
tune. From then on Carl Perkins could do 
no wrong in her eyes.” 

While the great eccentric Screamin’ Jay 
Hawkins was another performer Brian 
was able to befriend, most encounters 
didn’t get far past formalities. There are 
some good photos of an immaculate-
looking, bespectacled Bill Haley in the 
Smith archive, and the photographer 
recalls him as “a perfect gentleman, who 
called you sir, very pleasant with no 
edge. Most of our questions when we got 
to meet these people were stilted, like 
“when did you get started?” “who were 
your influences?” “did you ever play with 
so and so?” They must have been driven 
barmy by all our questions. But when we 
met Bill at the Carlton in Warrington, 
Dave was unwise enough to ask him 
about The Jodimars and he was very curt. 
He just said “No, I don’t know anything 
about that” in a way that said I’m not 
answering any questions about that.”

But if Bill Haley was courteously old 
school, Big Mama Thornton, the original 
Hound Dog lady, was more intimidating. 
“We were backstage at the Free Trade 
Hall and there she was in this wonderful 
check coat, looking like a lumberjack. 
She had one of those scarves wrapped 
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“Carl perkins was wonderful, and 
Chuck Berry was great with us… as 

long as you stayed in your place”
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round her head, with her processed 
hair underneath. I was about to sneak a 
photograph when this bloody arm flew 
out and grabbed my wrist. “Not with no 
head rag on,” she growled. I thought I 
was going to get pinned to the floor, but 
she just reached over and put on this 
wonderful hat, and that was the only 
photo of her I ever took.”

Despite the excellence and warmth 
of his images, Brian, who worked for 
the Inland Revenue from 1961 until his 
retirement in 2007, says that he doesn’t 
regard himself as a photographer. “I was 
never technically very good, and even 
now haven’t lost my ability to mess things 
up. My standard framing shot was down 
on one knee looking up at them when 
they were on stage. Often it worked and 
you got this lovely shadow behind them. 
Sometimes the shadow looked like a 
growth on the head.” 

Possibly the care evident in the framing 
and timing of the photos might have arose 
from the fact that photography in those 
days was an expensive business. Print 
film and the development process cost 
money: it made you think about what 
you’re seeing before you pressed the 
shutter because you didn’t want to waste 
film. This was in contrast to the digital 
age where the technology has allowed 
the endless snapping of thousands of 
seemingly meaningless images, and it is 
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why in the Smith archive you’ll only see 
one shot of, say, Helen Shapiro, Dion or 
Bobby Rydell. 

Brian remains loyal to film. “I’ve got a 
digital camera, but I’ve never mastered 
it, and then the music festival will come 
round and I don’t want to risk losing 
a shot, so out comes the old camera 
again.” But this summer his daughter 
is getting married and, with perhaps a 
note of reluctance, he says he is going 
to force himself to make the change. 
Perhaps there is a new generation of 
photographers out there today taking 
pictures on their iPhones of rock stars 

with a similar degree of diligence, but 
thanks to the nature of modern media, 
the novelty of a good close-up has gone. 
Brian Smith’s images remind us of more 
innocent times when the performers 
really did seem like idols, and when to see 
them in less guarded moments truly was a 
like glimpse into another world. ✶

Little Richard

Screamin’ Jay hawkins
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For more details about the book 
and page spreads, visit Easy On The 

Eye Books website. The book will be 
available this summer. See 

easyontheeyebooks.wordpress.
com/forthcoming/boom-boom-

boom-boom


