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INTRODUCTION


Fascinating, endlessly fascinating. Other bands you discover, you get into, you hear all their music, check out their biographies, watch the documentaries, and then you move on. Not so with this bunch, this Liverpool band they call The Beatles. Even now, after months of research, writing about them, thinking about them, looking at them and hearing them, I wish to dig deeper – that is the hypnotic effect they exert. How so? Because not only was their music magical, not only was their story almost a fairytale, but their characters, in particular Lennon’s, remain highly compelling.


John Lennon, like so many major artists, suffered from mood swings, which rendered him an unpredictable entity. One never knew quite where one was when in his orbit, and this character twist kept everyone on their toes, including the other Beatles. Lennon was a pain to be with – but fascinating to get near to.


Lennon died aged 40 but he was a man who lived three lifetimes, as did all the Beatles. The band crammed more into their 13 years together than other bands do in a lifetime. And because their constant change and improvement was played out in public, they created one of the great artistic stories of the 20th century. The more success they got the more daring they became. This band went from ‘Love Me Do’ to ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’ in just three years, an astonishing artistic leap.


That The Beatles were a band from Liverpool is important. The town they hailed from post-World War II was viewed as a city of crime and vice. Liverpool and its people were not civilized in the eyes of the nation; they were on the bottom rung. The Beatles changed that through their warm personalities, their cheeky humour and their innate sense of style.


Liverpool shaped The Beatles – it toughened them up. Their teenage years were spent in the shadow of Teddy Boy gangs whose viciousness was no laughing matter. People died at their hands. Many early Beatles gigs erupted into frightening mob violence, and this aggression coursed through Lennon. He spent many years with anger bubbling just beneath the surface and treated people with absolute contempt. If the boy had not been able to write songs he would have not have got away with the dreadful things he did. And yet Lennon was able to go from a man who thought nothing of hitting a woman to becoming a male feminist. Quite a leap, again.


But Liverpool was not all trouble and violence. The city also gave them Beatnik culture, which instilled in them ideas they would play with their whole careers. One of those was the need for individuality at all times. Take the name. At the time, most bands were named after their singer, for example Cliff Richard And The Shadows. This band had to do things differently. They intuitively recognized the importance of all four members (which is why any member could veto any idea at any time) and so christened themselves The Beatles, one of the first bands to use an all-encompassing moniker.


This name spoke of their bond, the gang-like mentality that they built up and which got them through Beatlemania relatively unscathed, and which – as this book shows – lasts to this day. The Beatles were a gang of four distinct characters who created their own family. As only one of them – George – had been given a childhood in which both his parents played a part, this is not all that surprising.


The Beatles loved and fought in equal measure like brothers and that just added to the charm of the whole thing. John, Paul, George and Ringo were, respectively, the bolshie one, the cute one, the quiet one and the happy one. They moved as one. When asked about the Maharishi once, George, replied, ‘We haven’t decided yet.’


Of great importance to their story is the abolition in the late 1950s of national service. Lennon escaped the army by a few months, although the band’s manager Brian Epstein did not. The threat of national service hung over all those born during or just after World War II, so its abolition brought huge relief to an entire generation. It allowed the band to look ahead to the future without anything to drag them back. Unlike their parents, the horrors of World War II exerted no grip on the band. As Ringo once noted, the war to him meant the excitement of bombed-out buildings to play in – and the more the merrier.


The impact of this band is hard to imagine today. In 1963 Beatlemania began in Britain and swept the world. It was as if four gods had descended to earth. On their 1964 Australian tour the band looked out of their window and saw nearly 300,000 people waiting to get a glimpse of them. Absolutely phenomenal. And that was just one incident in three of the craziest years they would ever know. That they survived three years of such utter madness is actually a thing to wonder at.


Here then are 50 moments in their career. Taken together these moments are a celebration of The Beatles, still undisputably the world’s greatest rock band. Two of them are dead, the other two are approaching old age, but that doesn’t matter. They are The Beatles, and nothing’s ever going to change their world.


Paolo Hewitt
February 2012




[image: ]


JOHN LENNON meets Paul McCartney


6 July 1957, Woolton Village Fete, Liverpool


John Lennon sat in the shadow of St Peter’s, and the heavens blessed him. Unbeknown to him, in a few hours he would meet Paul McCartney and so put in motion one of the 20th century’s greatest stories. The date was 6 July 1957, evening time, temperature at about 15 degrees Celsius. All day, hundreds of people had been milling around Woolton Village Fete, the men in turned-up trousers with shirts, the women in flowery dresses, some of them backless and very daring.


It was in every way a typical village fete. The Liverpool police had put on a display of dog handling; there had been a fancy-dress parade. This year’s Rose Queen had been named and crowned: step forward, please, Miss Sally White.


John Lennon – the genius, the wit, the bully, the beautiful poet, the angelic soul, the disturbed, capricious John Winston – was there. He wore a checked shirt and dark trousers. His hair was pushed upwards in public praise of rock’n’roll.


John had come to the fete to play some skiffle music with his band The Quarrymen. They had already done two shows that day, one on the back of a lorry and one in the church hall, where they were also scheduled for a final appearance at nine o’clock that evening. The band was now sitting in a circle talking, and Lennon was swigging beer.


John had history with St Peter’s Church. He had first gone there aged six, sent by his Aunt Mimi and Uncle George. He lived with them because his parents had abandoned him. His father had gone to sea and his mother Julia, Mimi’s sister, found herself in the arms of others. Julia settled with a man named Bobby Dykins, and they lived together, unmarried. It was 1946 and this was scandalous behaviour (although it does afford us a glimpse of the wonderfully defiant spirit that coursed through John’s veins his whole life).


Mimi would have none of Julia’s outrageous behaviour. She went to the authorities, signed papers and soon John was hers. But trauma would not leave him alone. A year later in Blackpool, with his mother looking on, John was asked by his father to decide which parent he wanted to live with. John was just six years old. John chose his father but then he felt his heart change and he ran after his departing mother. He did not see his dad again for 20 years. Nor did he see much of his mother. Of that, Mimi made sure.
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John and his mother Julia in happier days. Her defiant spirit would be passed on to her son although John’s separation from her as a child and her early death would haunt him all his life.





At St Peter’s, John discovered music and Jesus. He also met a gang of boys who carried names that would later embed themselves in his public history – Ivan Vaughan and Nigel Walley and, significantly, the gang’s leader, Pete Shotton. Within a month, Pete was leader no more.


‘Not only was he [Lennon] larger, stronger and more aggressive than the rest of us,’ Shotton said later, ‘he also seemed a lot wiser to the ways of the big bad world.’ For example, John was astounded to learn that the boys had been giving money to the church collection. ‘You idiots,’ he sneered, ‘you pocket the money and buy sweets with it.’ The boys looked at Shotton. He had never told them that. From then until 1968, John would be the leader of a gang.


‘Though I have yet to encounter a personality as strong and individualistic as John’s,’ Shotton sharply observed, ‘he always had to have a partner. He could never abide the thought of getting stuck out on a limb all by himself.’ In the gang, Shotton and Lennon became close and eventually got themselves excluded from church. No one was surprised.


Shotton remembered John as a cocky kid, who had little respect for authority and said what he liked, when he liked. There was only one worthy opponent in John’s life – his Aunt Mimi, a strong disciplinarian, a sharp-tongued stubborn woman. Uncle George, her husband, was different. He played the soft dad alongside Mimi’s stern mum.


Yet the relationship between John and Mimi cannot be cast in simple black and white terms. Both of them were complex characters and shared a great love of humour. And humour was often how John got himself out of trouble. It didn’t matter what he had done, he could see the funny side of things – and get others to see it, too. Many recall Mimi severely chastising John for some misdemeanour and John reacting with a joke, and the next thing you knew, the two were howling with laughter and the case was closed.


Whatever their history, Lennon knew he owed Mimi. She was the one who put a roof over his head and put food on the table. No one else did. A child never forgets that, even as an adult. When he was rich and famous he bought Aunt Mimi a house, took her on tour and made sure she wanted for nothing.


As time passed, John’s artistic impulses began to make themselves felt, to shape his slant on things. ‘Life to him was a never-ending stage play,’ Shotton revealed. ‘He would discover something even in the most mundane event … whether as an active participant or simply an observer.’ John thought differently, acted differently.


Under Lennon, the gang trespassed, vandalized, stole from shops and indulged in petty arson. At school, they let off alarm clocks in class, squirted black ink on to teachers’ backs and rigged the blackboard to collapse. Within the gang, John was the comedian, the leader and the star. Note that last word. John now added a new weapon to his armoury, developing an acid tongue that he used to cut down all in his way. He got this from Mimi for she too had the same characteristic. It was a defence mechanism; attack before they attack you: that was the tactic.


In 1952 he and Shotton started at Quarry Bank School together. One day Lennon started mercilessly teasing his mate about a girl. Shotton reacted by ending the friendship on the spot. Lennon played it tough, but inwardly he was absolutely distraught. Days later he brought about a reconciliation, then told Shotton how shocked he had been by his belligerent actions. ‘I knew you were in awe of me,’ he told his friend, in one astounding remark. This knowledge of his power explains why Lennon would read newspapers and genuinely wonder why they had not featured him. The fools, couldn’t they see his genius? The fact that he had not yet made a record or written a book seemed to have passed him by.


From an early age, John was drawn to books. The authors he admired growing up were Richmal Crompton (the Just William series), Edgar Allan Poe, James Thurber, Edward Lear, Kenneth Grahame, but, above all, Lewis Carroll. Carroll’s strange dream-like worlds and fantastic characters had a huge impact on John’s imagination and wonderfully prefigured the many LSD trips he would take in later life. Lennon was not just a bully, he was a dreamer too. It was a strange combination of conflicting traits – toughness tempered with sensitivity. And, according to Shotton, John himself nursed an ambition to write his own Alice.


At secondary school Lennon was disruptive because he hated authority, hated the discipline. He sneered at the swots who did their homework, and he became a feared figure of both pupils and teachers. In 1955 John was severely shaken when Uncle George passed away from a liver haemorrhage. It was a stunning blow to the young man. John loved George, who had always treated him if he was his own son. It had been George, after all, who taught him to read, to draw and to paint. And it was George who bought him his first mouth organ (it is fitting that John’s first chart single, ‘Love Me Do’, was dominated by that instrument).


After George’s death, John began moving away from Mimi and drawing closer to his mother who, he had discovered, was living not far from him. Pete Shotton recalled hanging out at Julia’s house, where she organized sing-alongs and games and told them not to worry about a thing because everything was going to be all right. It was Julia who taught John the banjo and it was Julia who bought him his first guitar – because by then, rock’n’roll had changed his life forever.


The first rock’n’roll record to spin John’s head was Bill Haley’s ‘Rock Around The Clock’. But Bill was 30 years old, a little bit paunchy and not nearly sexy enough. Then, in January 1956, Elvis Presley’s ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ hit the airwaves and from that moment on, John placed music at the very core of his being. Nothing would take its place until 1968. John loved everything about Elvis: his sneer, his swagger, his voice. He would adopt the very same attitude in The Beatles, certainly during the early years. He had never heard a record quite like ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ before – no-one had – and he was taken by its doomy bassline and echoey vocals. The sound of that record alone changed lives.


And then there was Lonnie Donegan’s ‘Rock Island Line’, a folk song from the 1930s that Donegan performed in a skiffle fashion. Skiffle, like punk a generation later, was a limited musical style that would fade out quickly, but that encouraged hundreds of teenagers to form bands while it lasted. All you needed to play skiffle was a washboard and a banjo …


And so John formed The Quarrymen, put his mate Pete Shotton in the band and started hustling for gigs – hence his presence at Woolton Village Fete. And one of the people watching The Quarrymen that day was Paul James McCartney.


Paul was exactly like John and yet nothing like John. He was a musician, a guitar player of substance and he had the same huge ambition, yet he carried none of Lennon’s anger or deep-seated bitterness.


Paul’s musical talent came from his grandfather via his father, Jim McCartney. A bit of a gambler, Jim McCartney taught himself some piano and then formed a band – The Masked Melody Makers. They wore masks on stage, but later dropped the gimmick and changed the name to The Jim Mac Band. The group played ragtime classics – such as ‘My Pretty Little Poppy’, ‘The Birth Of The Blues’ and Jim’s personal favourite, ‘Stairway To Paradise’. Jim also wrote his own song, ‘Eloise’.


Jim met his wife Mary Mohin, a nurse, through his sister. On the night they first spoke, German bombers were flying over Liverpool so they retreated to an air-raid shelter, talked and fell in love. Mary was Catholic and Paul was her first child, born on 18 June 1942 in Walton Hospital. Mary gave up nursing to tend to him but later took up work as a health visitor.


During the war, on 7 January 1944, Paul’s brother Michael arrived. It is his book The Macs: Mike McCartney’s Family Album (1981) that provides us with the best picture of the young Paul. Mike recalls playing ships in the bath with Paul, sees the pair of them listening to Dick Barton – Special Agent on the radio. He remembers them playing conkers and marbles, collecting cigarette cards, dropping turnips on to train drivers’ heads from a bridge. He recalls they were the first family to get a black-and-white TV in their road, and that they watched the Queen’s coronation on it in 1953. There are memories of him and Paul stealing apples, joining the Scouts, breaking limbs and other adventures. But there are also significant reports of the young Paul wandering alone into the forest, shunning all company, trying to figure out his place in this world.


Something that is absent from Mike’s trip down memory lane is his mother’s utter determination to better the family. It is striking how many people who came into contact with Mary always remember her desire for the family to improve themselves. Wherever they were, for Mary it was never good enough: there was always another rung to climb, a better house and area to live in. This need to push forward and upward is something that McCartney would take with him into The Beatles.


Not surprisingly, Paul and Mike were good students – they both passed the 11-plus and sailed into The Liverpool Institute High School For Boys. Paul did well but then suddenly his world was turned upside down. His mother fell ill, was diagnosed with breast cancer and passed away within a very short period of time. It was October 1956 and the family was adrift. Paul’s answer to his grief was to pick up a guitar and from that day onwards, he was a different man altogether. ‘It was useless talking to him,’ Mike McCartney recalled of this time. ‘In fact I had better conversations with brick walls around this period. He even took it with him to the bogs …’


Paul was highly sensitive to his father’s position. He was able to see that his father was a man who had lost his wife and now had two boys to bring up on his own. Paul vowed not to cause Jim any unnecessary bother. Even when later Lennon would be urging him to tell his father to sod off, Paul resisted. If he wanted to rebel in any way, Paul would do it subtly and gradually. He had his trousers altered inch by inch, and his hair would be slowly massaged with Vaseline over time so as to acquire the necessary look without shocking his father.


Paul was drawn to the guitar. It was his route to better places. As soon as he started playing it, the world with all its tragedies and ills fell away and he was in a kind of heaven. And, of course, the better he was on the guitar, the better the places he could inhabit. John Lennon made the exact same discovery. When his mother Julia was killed in a road accident in July 1958, one of the first things John did was to fetch his guitar and sit on the front porch playing for hours and hours.


In later interviews both men attributed their closeness to the common loss of their mothers. But it was also down to the fact that music was the most important thing in the world to the pair of them. And there was another, all-important reason for their closeness – a deep and mutual admiration.


That admiration was present from their first encounter, at that fete in July 1957. As Paul watched, John forgot the words to a song and ad-libbed his way through. (At one point John spotted Mimi walking towards the stage and began singing, ‘Here comes Mimi …’) McCartney fell for Lennon’s ability to be so spontaneous. In later years Lennon’s artistic courage would be passed on to the more timid Paul. In return, McCartney would give his songwriting partner the musical stability he needed.


That day, before the band set up for its final performance, Ivan introduced Paul to the gang and there were typical teenage grunts exchanged, nods of heads. Paul and John chatted, and at some point Paul picked up a guitar and went into Eddie Cochran’s ‘Twenty Flight Rock’. Much to everyone’s surprise, he perfectly delivered every word of a song that contains three verses of six lines and four choruses of five lines. John instantly knew that Paul was not some fly-by-night boy. He had the feel for the song and was a man after his own dreams. John leaned over to Paul and demanded that he show him the chords. Paul smelled the beer on his breath, a moment he would remember forever.


And this is how it would now work between them. John would ad-lib, Paul would be word perfect; John would sneer, Paul would charm; John would attack, Paul would soothe. The one would balance out the other in absolute perfection.


Paul did not stay for the band’s last show that night. He had his father’s 55th birthday the next day to consider and so said goodbye. After he had gone, John drank more beer, performed the last show with the band and then, smart cookie that he was, he put the word out that he wanted Paul to join the band. Two weeks later, Paul McCartney was in The Quarrymen. He was now in Lennon’s gang.
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John Lennon meets STU, then CYNTHIA


1957–8, Hope Street, Liverpool


Of course, he failed his exams. John Lennon, the attention-grabbing, bolshie, dreamy John Lennon, passing his exams? Mimi went to see his headmaster when the results came through and pleaded John’s case. No doubt she brought up John’s fractured family, the errant father, the flighty mother, the terrible loss of the stable influence that was his Uncle George. And at some point during her speech a heartstring was heard to snap.


Both Mimi and the headmaster knew of John’s artistic talents, so a letter was sent to Liverpool College of Art asking them to take on this wayward boy. Surprisingly, the letter did the trick, and in October 1957 John Winston Lennon started life as an art student. His course included an introduction to architecture, the principles of perspective, natural forms, object drawing, anatomy and life drawing.


But as at school, Lennon refused to take his studies seriously. Instead, he played up in class, antagonized lecturers, chatted up girls and drank himself stupid in Ye Cracke, a nearby pub.


He also scared a lot of students by wearing Teddy Boy clothing. He did so deliberately. At the time, Teddy Boys caused panic and fear, especially among sensitive students. These young men were hard and violent – they really did take no prisoners. In August 1954 ten Teddy Boys assaulted two youths in Aintree, Liverpool. They kicked one boy so badly he was left unconscious. In 1955 a soldier and a sailor were attacked at a fun fair in North Park, Bootle. One of the men was left with several smashed teeth while his mate sustained a fractured skull and was then thrown head first into a paddling pool.


As teenagers all four Beatles would absorb gang culture. The Beatles operated as a true gang. They displayed loyalty to each other at all times, created their own language and codes, and shunned all outsiders, apart from a prosperous Jewish businessman, Brian Epstein, an ex-RAF officer, George Martin, and two Scousers, Neil Aspinall and Mal Evans.


In fact, the only difference between major Liverpool gangs such as The Falcons or The Bluebirds (a notorious gang in which members were required to have a bluebird tattooed on their wrist) was that The Beatles carried guitars and positivity, not Stanley knives and iron bars. The closeness and protective nature of the gang is something that John in particular sought. His dabbling in the Teddy Boy cult was symptomatic of this need.


For most Liverpool students, Teddy Boys were to be avoided at all costs. And yet here was one in their midst, flaunting himself and causing mayhem. But Lennon would sometimes surprise them by waltzing into college in Beatnik clothing instead. It was as if the two conflicting halves of his character – the thug and the artist – were competing for his soul on a sartorial battlefield.


Lennon’s behaviour and look both repelled and attracted. Although many people shunned him, there were those who eagerly flocked to him. They were, like so many to come, fascinated by his individuality, his style and his swift mood changes. Their interest in him allowed Lennon to form a new gang. Members included Ian Sharp, Geoff Mohammed and Tony Carricker. It was Sharp, who after witnessing Lennon deliberately agitating the drinkers in Ye Cracke to the point where he feared for their safety, prophesied to his friend, ‘You’ll either wind up in jail or be a great success.’


In class, Lennon played the bully, the loud one, the disrupter of silence and, of course, he failed his first-year exams. It was only through the intervention of a sympathetic lecturer named Arthur Ballard that he was allowed to stay on. Yet it could be argued that Lennon had already found a kind of success at college – because he had befriended fellow student Stu Sutcliffe, whose artistic influence and deep friendship would prove highly beneficial.


Like Lennon, Sutcliffe developed a highly individual look. He wore sunglasses, a quiff, jeans and a leather jacket. Many thought this style betrayed a love for the actor James Dean. Not so – Sutcliffe would never be that obvious. His passion was for the little-known Polish actor Zbigniew Cybulski, the star of the 1958 Polish film Ashes And Diamonds.


Sutcliffe’s background was just as colourful as Lennon’s. His parents, Charles and Martha, were Scottish and had started a relationship despite Martha already being married. This was quite surprising, seeing as Martha Cronin was deeply Catholic (at 18 years old, she had even joined a Franciscan order – her ambition being to teach in Africa). Charles Sutcliffe was a marine engineer whose work took him and his family to Liverpool.


Martha involved herself in local politics, canvassing for a local MP named Harold Wilson who would later play a minor part in The Beatles’ story. Charles had different views and enjoyed arguing politics with his wife. Yet unlike his contemporaries in the male-dominated city of Liverpool, he never sought to control or dominate his wife. Stu’s sister Pauline would later describe their father as, ‘a modern man, a couple of decades before it became fashionable’.


The children grew up surrounded by books, painting and music and this artistic background paid off where Stu was concerned. At his school, Prescot Grammar, his teachers described Stu as, ‘intense and studious, especially where art is concerned’. However, both he and Pauline were rocked by the break-up of their parents. Martha found herself bringing up the family on her own.


In 1956 Sutcliffe heard ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ and, like Lennon, his life did a back flip. He quickly became an Elvis fanatic. Pauline recalled her brother declaring that Elvis ‘was the greatest thing that had hit the universe’. Stu began developing a look to go with his passions. Pauline noted that she often cut and lacquered Stu’s hair, highlighting the sides and applying other feminine touches.


In 1956 Stu passed his exams and entered Liverpool College of Art a year before John. He soon made friends with Rod Murray and together the boys decided to look for their own digs close to college. They found a place on Canning Street, but after they moved in the landlady brought her own family to live there as well, so the boys headed home.


In his third year at college Stu moved out again, this time to 3 Gambier Terrace. At the same time Stu befriended John, and soon the boys were inseparable. Pauline recalled that, ‘they dressed the same, walked the same, talked the same, yet never lost their individuality’. John was animated, loud and dominating; Stu was intense and knowledgeable – it was a good pairing. If John exercised his acid tongue on Stu, his friend would fight back verbally. And both shared a deep sense of being outsiders. It is noteworthy that this major relationship was formed not long after the tragic death of John’s mother Julia, in the summer of 1958.


Pauline believes that John realized that there were gaps in his knowledge, gaps that someone like Stu could help fill. So, for example, John retained his distaste for anyone who buckled down in class, thinking them swots who obeyed authority. Yet after each class he would often go to Stu and ask him to explain and illustrate the day’s subject.


John respected Stu enormously. He told Pauline her brother was a genius. Stu had already described John to his sister in those exact terms. Arthur Ballard, the only college lecturer who saw potential in John, saw Stu as John’s mentor, a wise counsellor. In return, John gave Stu his humour. He once said of a Sutcliffe painting, ‘it is too good for hanging’. Yet not everyone appreciated John. Jean Francis was a fellow student and she found his behaviour disturbing and alarming. She recalled the day Lennon told a very funny joke in front of his all classmates. Everyone laughed except John himself; he simply glared at them until their laughter reduced itself to an embarrassed uncomfortable silence. Then John walked out of the class.


Lennon and Sutcliffe yearned for the artistic life. Their heroes were singers, writers and painters, many of them dissolute or debauched creators. John warmed to the Italian painter Amedeo Modigliani who had once burnt his entire work to date because he said it had been made when he was a ‘dirty bourgeois’. Modigliani afterwards dedicated his life to art, alcohol and hashish. (This process of reinvention is something Lennon would employ throughout his career.)


This was exactly the kind of artist that Lennon and Sutcliffe admired: someone who would challenge society, break artistic conventions and then die shockingly young due to huge alcohol or drug abuse. At college, Lennon would acquire bohemian ideas and principles that would firmly embed themselves in his artistic consciousness. At various points in his life he would bury these ideals but they would always resurface at some point.


Lennon and Sutcliffe were also huge fans of the BBC radio programme The Goon Show. Amid the stultifying conservatism of British radio in the 1950s, The Goon Show was a real anomaly. Featuring four performers – Spike Milligan, Peter Sellers, Harry Secombe and Michael Bentine – the show consisted of surreal stories and sketches, crazy sound effects and entertaining puns. All of the leading participants had served in the army during World War II and the craziness they had witnessed as soldiers was now channelled back into their radio work.


The show began in 1951 and by 1954 was a huge hit. Its influence was enormous – without The Goon Show, there would be no Monty Python. The Goons’ humour also affected The Beatles. On stage, Lennon often employed Goon-like barks and whoops to puncture McCartney’s pleasant announcements to the audience.


Lennon and Sutcliffe laughed themselves silly over The Goon Show. Humour, as well as art and a shared view of the world, made them the best of friends. Such good friends, in fact, that when they clashed over a woman, Lennon hit out at her rather than at Stu.


That woman was Cynthia Powell, a demure middle-class girl who entered Liverpool College of Art in 1957. Her father had passed away a year earlier and her brothers had left home. To enable her daughter to go to college her mother took in lodgers. Cynthia responded to her mother’s sacrifices by becoming the model student, always on time, always completing the work demanded of her.


In her second year Cynthia moved on to graphics and it was in this class that John first introduced himself to her. At the time he was dressed as a Teddy Boy and moved around with his hands deep in his pockets. Cynthia was surprised to see him on the graphics course, as it involved painstakingly detailed work and Lennon did not look or act like a man with infinite reserves of patience. Cynthia later discovered that John had been moved there because no other teacher would take him.


John spent much of his time teasing ‘Cyn’ about her accent and clothes, annoying the teacher, and drawing disfigured forms. At first, Cyn did not fancy him although she did later state, ‘I had always been in awe of authority, and anxious to please and do well, but John was the opposite. He was aggressive, sarcastic and rebellious. He didn’t seem to be afraid of anyone.’


John often brought a guitar into college and as soon as he began playing, Cynthia noted the automatic and transformative effect music had on him. ‘As soon as he began to play I saw a different side to him. It was plain that he loved his music: his face softened and he lost his usual cynical expression.’


On their first date, John took Cyn to Stu’s room at the Gambier Terrace flat and they made love. John was not a virgin (ex-girlfriend Barbara Baker had seen to that) but Cynthia was, and for John it must have felt like more proof of his power to make people bend to his will. After all, there were not many young men who could persuade a middle-class girl to make love at a time when doing so was not only viewed as morally deficient but also highly dangerous, as you could end up pregnant and be faced with having to choose between an illegal abortion or fronting up to outraged parents and authorities.


They were now a couple but Cynthia’s happiness was soon restricted when she got up close to John’s conflicted character. She was surprised by his jealous and possessive nature. Wherever he went, he demanded that she go with him. Lennon’s mood changes and the inability to know what mood he was in were major problems.


‘It was neither an easy nor a comfortable relationship,’ she later confessed. ‘There was an air of danger about John and he could terrify me … Not only was he passionately jealous but also he could turn on me in an instant, belittling or berating me.’


In remorse, John could be highly romantic, writing Cynthia a succession of cards and love poems, declaring his love for her, recognizing his faults and swearing to try better. In fact such was the depth of their relationship, marriage already looked a possibility – and it was agreed then that Cynthia’s mother and John’s aunt should meet.


The meeting took place at Cynthia’s house. It started pleasantly enough but soon ended in tears, with Mimi openly telling Cynthia’s mother that her girl simply wasn’t good enough for John. At this point, John bolted from the house. Cynthia found him outside, tears streaming down his cheeks. Mimi being so critical of his chosen girl had hurt and humiliated John, as did all her sharp comments about those he loved or admired.
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Cynthia Lennon, the middle-class girl who John fell in love with at art college in 1958. They married four years later, on 23 August 1962, when she was pregnant with their son, Julian.





One night at a dance John arrived late and was told that Stu and Cyn had danced together. The next day John followed Cyn into the college toilets and punched her full in the face. He then walked away without a word. Cynthia immediately ended the relationship. Three months passed. Cynthia saw other guys, John ignored her.


Then came the phone call, the begging for forgiveness, John swearing he would never strike her again – and he didn’t. Reunited, John started opening up to Cynthia about his past. And as he spoke of the future, Cynthia quickly realized that music was at the centre of his dreams.


‘By the time John and I got together, he talked, ate and breathed music,’ Cynthia recalled. ‘When he wasn’t playing guitar he was writing lyrics or talking about the latest Lonnie Donegan, Buddy Holly or Chuck Berry record.’ He was also rehearsing with The Quarrymen most lunchtimes, with his mate Paul McCartney and a new band member, a young lad named George Harrison. It was this endeavour, driven by his obsession for music, that would take Lennon out of college. He would leave as an angry bohemian Teddy Boy with artistic tendencies and become one of the greatest artists of his century. Unwittingly, art college had done its job.
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GEORGE HARRISON joins The Quarrymen


6 February 1958, Wilson Hall, Garston, Liverpool


George stood out in The Beatles for one reason – he was the only member to be raised in a two-parent family. All the others had seen parents die or disappear from the family home. And that is why the idea of the gang exerted such a strong influence on them. In the gang one finds acceptance, honour and a shared vision of the world. Gangs replace then become family. The flip side – as we shall see – is that the gang can also be a very heartless monster.


George joined The Quarrymen in 1958 thanks to the prompting of his friend Paul McCartney. McCartney had befriended Harrison on the bus to their school, the Liverpool Institute for Boys, but had done so out of a sense of duty.


One morning George’s mum had paid a penniless Paul’s bus fare and he now felt obliged to acknowledge her son. It was hard for him to do so. George was eight months younger than Paul and at that age such a gap can mean a lot. Age was not their only difference. McCartney was a top-level student while Harrison was an anonymous pupil, a youth that teachers struggled to remember when The Beatles exploded into life, and the media came a-knocking for information.


Yet George had distinguished himself at school in one way. In early teenage years, clothes became George’s passion, and he would often take his school uniform to a tailor to be altered to his own specific instructions. He also wore pink shirts around town (very daring for the time) and visited many Liverpool cobblers asking if they could make him shoes out of corduroy. He was laughed out of their shops but was proved right eventually.


Both boys owned guitars, and so it happened that music brought George and Paul together. It allowed them to overcome considerations of intelligence and age. Guitars made them equals, and their friendship grew out of exchanging musical knowledge. One night George cycled over to Paul’s house to ask for advice on a challenging Django Reinhardt musical exercise. Paul was good at explaining theory but he was astounded by George’s technical ability. As a fully fledged Quarryman, McCartney now set about easing Harrison into their ranks.


Paul liked George. For a start, he was quite a balanced young man. Born on 25 February 1943, Harrison grew up in working-class Liverpool, with two brothers and one sister. By his own account he had a happy childhood, protected and loved in equal measure by a large extended family. His first musical exposure was typical of a Liverpool upbringing at that time. George loved music hall, dance-band music, Bing Crosby, Josef Locke and Hoagy Carmichael. Later on there would be country artists such as Jimmie Rodgers, Hank Williams and Slim Whitman, and blues musician Big Bill Broonzy to astound him. Guitarwise, he became a devotee of Chet Atkins whose singular guitar lines George would ape in The Beatles.
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