Rock and Roll Saves the Planet

The long strange story of Rock Music and Philanthropy

By Paul Pelkonen

The eight globe girdling concerts that made up 2005's massive Live8 festival were the culmination of rock and roll's efforts to be a legitimate, unifying cultural force. With its roots in both blues and folksong, rock is the natural medium for social change. Its music is simple and driving. Its rhythms take listeners back to the primal beats of Africa. And the quintessential spirit of the fifties and sixties lives on in the music—even if what is being played is very, very different. 

Rockers old and new participated in the eight Live8 concerts. Pink Floyd reunited—for the first time in 23 years. Newer acts like REM and Coldplay rocked Hyde Park in London. Hair metal and hip-hop got equal time in Philadelphia. Shows in Barrie, Ontario, Tokyo, Japan and Rome, Italy were graced by the likes of Bryan Adams, Björk, and Duran Duran. The entire enterprise was the brainchild of Sir Bob Geldof, ex-leader of the Boomtown Rats, founder of BandAid, LiveAid and motivating force between the development of rock music as a voice for justice and social change. 

Nothing grows in a vacuum, and Sir Bob's titanic efforts were the result of a long history, a history of rock musicians who wanted to make a change in the world—to do good works for their fellow men and women who didn't even own a record player. 

Rock music's long association with giving to good causes begins with one man—and it's not Bob Geldof. It's ex-Beatle George Harrison. Following the Beatles' breakup, Harrison had just recorded and released "All Things Must Pass," his third solo album and a massive success, anchored by the single "My Sweet Lord." 

In the summer of 1971, Harrison's good friend and fellow musician Ravi Shankar approached him. Shankar, who is of Bengali descent, was concerned with the poverty and famine that had struck refugees from Bangladesh, who had been caught in a war between India and Pakistan.

Over the next five weeks, Harrison worked to assemble a lineup for a concert at Madison Square Garden. First, he attempted to reunite the Beatles for the occasion. However, Paul McCartney refused the invitation—he was bitter about the legal problems that had come up following the dissolution of the Beatles empire in 1970. John Lennon accepted, but then Yoko Ono found out that Harrison had specifically asked her not to participate in the Concert. Following an argument with his wife, John left New York. However, Ringo Starr agreed to play drums in Harrison's band, and can be heard on the recording of the concert leading his party favorite, "It Don't Come Easy."

Although there was to be no reunion of the Fab Four, promoters of the show billed it as "George Harrison and Friends", and concertgoers arrived at Madison Square Garden with the vague hope that perhaps they were about to witness the reunion of the Beatles. What they got was an all-star affair, two concerts, (one in the afternoon, one in the evening) which eventually became known as The Concert for Bangla Desh. 

Ravi Shankar opened the concert with an all-star ensemble of Indian classical musicians. George Harrison played hits from "All Things Must Pass" and Beatles songs. Eric Clapton, who had just finished touring with Derek and the Dominoes and was struggling with a heroin addiction, collapsed in the middle of his set but recovered. And Bob Dylan, who was the last act to join the roster, played five of his classic songs. He even played "Blowin' In the Wind" (albeit reluctantly) at Harrison's request. Leon Russell, Billy Preston and the members of Badfinger (a band which had been signed to the Beatles label, Apple) filled out the roster.

To promote the concert and raise awareness for the project, Harrison quickly recorded and released the single "Bangla Desh", giving birth to the idea that songs could raise money alongside events—an idea that would come into its own in the 1980s.

In 1984, Bob Geldof, then leader of the Boomtown Rats, conceived the idea of a charity single to raise 72,000 pounds for famine relief in Ethiopia. Working with Midge Ure from Ultravox, and producer Trevor Horn, Geldof put together "Do They Know It's Christmas?" The single, which featured forty artists under the banner name "Band Aid," was recorded on November 25, 2004.

The band was Ure on keyboards, Phil Collins on drums (his opening, distinctly African percussion rhythms were the first thing to be recorded at the 24-hour session, and Adam Clayton from an up-and-coming Irish group called U2 playing bass. Featured artists on the Band Aid single included all the members of U2, Sting from The Police (fresh off the "Synchronicity" Tour and about to launch his solo career), along with members of Duran Duran, Spandau Ballet and even American funk/R&B group Kool and the Gang.

That same year, Harry Belafonte had the idea to organize a benefit concert featuring African-American musicians, to raise money for people starving in Africa. Business manager Ken Kragen suggested that the idea be changed to a charity single. Lionel Richie who was one of Kragen's clients at the time, was contacted. This led to Richie working with Michael Jackson and producer Quincy Jones to produce an American version of "Band-Aid" under the banner of "U.S.A. for Africa."

Invitations to interested artists were sent out, with the strict admonition to "check your egos at the door." In January, 1985, right after the American Music Awards in Los Angeles, the invited artists, forty-five in all, got together in an LA studio and laid down the vocal tracks for "We Are the World," the song which had resulted from the Jackson/Richie collaboration. As with Band-Aid, the casting call for "We Are the World" was impressive, with soul greats like Ray Charles and Diana Ross appearing alongside rock stars like Bruce Springsteen, Tina Turner and Paul Simon. Unexpectedly, Canadian comic Dan Aykroyd (who had visited recording studios before as half of the Blues Brothers) also sang on the session.

Together, "Band Aid" and "U.S.A. for Africa" raised millions, and more importantly, increased awareness on a global level as to just how bad things were in Africa. They also spawned other charity efforts. Canadian rockers came together in May, 1985 as Northern Lights. The lineup included Gordon Lightfoot, Joni Mitchell, Burton Cummings from the Guess Who and Geddy Lee from Rush. The result--a hit single: "Tears are Not Enough." 

Back in the states, heavy metal bands, (who felt, perhaps excluded from all this philanthropy) decided to get into the act. Long Island-born singer Ronnie James Dio (formerly of Rainbow and Black Sabbath) organized "Hear'N Aid" in November 1985. The record featuring an all-star cast of metal musicians performing the Dio-penned single "Stars", as well as a handful of live tracks contributed by the participating bands, was easily the loudest contribution to the fight against hunger in the 1980s.

In the months following the release of "Do They Know It's Christmas" and "We Are the World," the money that was raised for famine relief began to flow to Africa in the form of food shipments. Midge Ure accompanied that first shipment. Back in England, Ure and Geldof were working on their next project, the gigantic "global jukebox" concert that became LiveAid. 

On July 13 at 12:02pm (British Summer Time) Status Quo hit the stage at Wembley Stadium with "Rockin' All Over the World." (The British rockers were scheduled to be on the Band Aid single—but producer Trevor Horn deemed their vocal tracks unusable.) Highlights of the concert that followed included Queen, giving the performance of their career, U2, solidifying their reputation as one of the best live bands in the world, and Sting. The soon-to-be-ex-Police-man  sang duets with Phil Collins and Dire Straits. The last artist to go on at Wembley was Paul McCartney, and the concert ended with a reunion of the Band Aid lineup, performing (what else?) "Do They Know It's Christmas?"

The American concert took place at JFK Stadium. It opened with Bernard Watson, Joan Baez and hometown heroes The Hooters. Later on in the afternoon, Madonna, Neil Young and Phil Collins (fresh off the Concorde) were among the highlights. Three bands reunited at the Philadelphia show. Mick Jagger and Keith Richards—who had been famously feuding—came together to play a couple of songs with Tina Turner. Duran Duran (which had split the year before into Arcadia and The Power Station) played a set with the original lineup—the last one until a reunion n 2003. And Led Zeppelin came back together for the first time since the death of drummer John Bonham in 1980. Robert Plant, Jimmy Page and John Paul Jones turned in a short, memorable set, with the drum chair filled by both Phil Collins and The Power Station's Tony Thompson. The U.S. part of Live Aid ended, almost fourteen hours after the U.K. concert began, with Lionel Richie leading the choir in "We Are the World."

More than 1.5 billion viewers saw LiveAid. The main concerts took place in London and Philadelphia, with satellite shows staged in all over the world. Bands in Austria, Moscow, and the former Yugoslavia made video feed contributions. And there was a charity single to go with the concert. David Bowie and Mick Jagger had planned to perform an intercontinental satellite-linked  version of "Dancing In the Street". When that proved technologically unfeasible, they released it as a single instead. Initiated with the hope that the concerts would raise 1 million pounds for famine relief, LiveAid netted 150 million pounds, or $245 million for Africa.

Charity concerts were organized for other events besides famine relief. Roger Waters, bass player for Pink Floyd, began working with the Leonard Cheshire Foundation, which was started as a humanitarian effort by former British serviceman turned philanthropist Leonard Cheshire. To raise money for the Memorial Fund for Disaster Relief, as it became known, Waters staged a massive concert performance of his album The Wall on the Potsdammerplatz, right where the Berlin Wall used to cut through the city. 

The Wall is a backstage drama—the story of a rock singer who is afraid of his audience. He builds a mental barricade—and a real one is constructed across the stage at the same time, finally obscuring the musicians from view. (Ironically, the 1982 movie version of the album Pink Floyd: The Wall featured Bob Geldof in the title role of Pink.) In Berlin, the album was transformed into a multimedia extravaganza featuring singers, characters, inflatable cartoon figures, massive props and a 600-foot-long wall built across the stage between the band and the audience. It was an impressive achievement—made more impressive  when the Wall collapsed at the show's climax.

A crack ensemble joined Waters, including Van Morrison, Cyndi Lauper, Bryan Adams and Germany's own Scorpions. The biggest band in Germany at the time, the Scorpions filled in as the "Surrogate Band" in the song "In the Flesh?" substituting for the real artists when Pi nk (played by Waters) refuses to go onstage at the climax of The Wall. The concert ended with "The Tide is Turning", a hopeful song from the usually dour pen of Roger Waters, which he had written in the wake of LiveAid.

In the late '80s and into the '90s, the AIDS epidemic had become widespread, with death ravaging the gay and straight communities in North America and Europe, even as it decimated the poverty-stricken nations in Africa. In 1991, the disease claimed one of its most famous victims: Freddie Mercury (born Farokh Bulsara), lead singer of the British rock band Queen.

Although Freddie did not disclose that he had AIDS until the day before he died, the last three Queen records—with all the vocals recorded whenever he felt strong enough to sing)—were masterpieces. Additionally, following his death, the three remaining members of Queen got together with luminary artists: George Michael, Def Leppard, Metallica and David Bowie among them, to perform a special tribute concert to the lae singer. The backing band for almost all these tracs were Brian May, Roger Taylor and John Deacon—the three surviving members of the band. And the set list was mostly Queen songs, with George Michael leading a memorable "Somebody to Love," Metallica riffing through "Stone Cold Crazy" and David Bowie leading "Under Pressure," a song which he co-wrote with Freddie Mercury in 1982. Thus was born the Freddie Mercury Phoenix Trust—a huge concert of Queen songs (with the members of Queen on backing vocals) 

When the SARS epidemic hit Toronto, the reunited Rolling Stones decided to put together a concert to help the struggling businesses and low tourist numbers in one of their favorite cities. The result: Toronto Rocks, a concert which raised money and awareness, bringing people together from Canada and the United States and showing the world that the city of Toronto was again safe to visit. The concert featured the Rolling Stones (who have long thought of the Canadian city as their second home), AC/DC, Rush, and The Guess Who. The show drew 490,000 music lovers, and succeeded in revitalizing the economy of Canada's largest city.

Rock and roll disaster relief was the order of the day in Australia, where the WaveAid concerts helped those afflicted by the tsunami that had wiped out whole communities in Southeast Asia. Activist rockers Midnight Oil got back together for the concerts. They had broken up in 2002 after their lead singer, Peter Garrett, decided to quit music for politics. (He is currently a member of the Australian parliament.) In January 2005 at the Sydney Cricket Ground, the reunited Oils were joined by Powderfinger, Nick Cave, and Silverchair—who hadn't played on their home soil in three years. The concert raised almost two and a half million (Australian) dollars which was divided between Oxfam, Community Aid Abroad, UNICEF, Care Australia and he Australian Red Cross.

The year 2000 saw U2 frontman Bono join the Jubilee 2000 delegation, which visited with Pope John Paul II to discuss African debt relief. Two years later, the singer traveled to Africa with U.S. Treasury secretary Paul O'Neill, pointing out that it would be possible to build enough infrastructure in impoverished African countries, to provide safe, clean water to the people of these countries at a far lower cost than Western governments had anticipated.

Nations that struggle with poverty and infrastructure issues are often coping with national debt, brought on by bad government, bad credit, or simple bad management. In the years following the Jubilee, Bono became one of the leading spokespeople for Drop the Debt, DATA (Debt, AIDs, Trade, Africa) and Make Poverty History.

The announcement of the G8 Conference in Gleneagles, Scotland was what led to Live8. This series of concerts was a free event—not a fundraiser, but a raising of awareness and conscience on a global scale. And like the great events that had gone before it, the global show of Live8 was accompanied by a charity single with which to make money—a collaboration on "Sergeant Pepper's Lonely Hearts' Club Band" featuring Sir Paul McCartney joined by the members of U2. This performance was promptly available for digital download on I-Tunes. 

The globe-spanning concerts of July 2nd were followed by a massive 'push' orchestrated by Geldof and his old collaborative partner, Midge Ure. This final 'push' brought 50,000 supporters to Edinborough. They descended on the Scottish capital to make the message heard: that it was the turn of the world leaders—not the rock stars to solve the world's problems.

The thirty-five year marriage between rock and philanthropy has been a long one. With recent efforts to raise money for the victims of Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, the beat, and the doing of good works, goes on.

