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      For Richard, who gets it, and Neil, who got it but went too soon, and Liverpudlians everywhere, whose heritage this is
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      Every once in a while, life conjures up a genuine ultimate.

      It can be said without fear of hyperbole: this is what the Beatles were and are, and fifty-plus years after they leapt into view – fifty – there’s little hint it’s going to change. So many would-be successors have come and gone, there’s now an acceptance that no one can be bigger or better. John Winston Lennon, James Paul McCartney, George Harrison and Richard Starkey hold on strong, universally acknowledged as a cultural force, still somehow current and woven into the fabric of modern lives. John, Paul, George and Ringo, the four Liverpool lads who pumped the heart of the decade that also won’t shut up, the 1960s.

      If it was necessary to ‘sell’ the Beatles you could point to many achievements, but their music underpins everything: one game-changing album after another and one game-changing single after another, 214 tracks recorded in seven crowded years in a kaleidoscope of styles. This music is known, loved, respected, discussed, imitated, cherished and studied, it continues to inspire new artists and be reshaped impressively in every genre, it’s adapted for headlines in twenty-first-century media, quoted and folded into everyday vocabulary, chanted in football stadiums. Infused with the Beatles’ energy and personalities, this music still lifts the spirit and is passed joyfully from generation to generation.

      Clearly, something special happened here – but what? How? Consider too… 

      
        
          
            	
               

              •  

            
            	
               

              how the Beatles repeatedly married cutting-edge originality with immense mainstream popularity, when for almost anyone else these are mutually exclusive; and why (and how) they ditched their winning ideas every time the world raced to copy them;

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              how they did everything with down-to-earth humour, honesty, optimism, style, charisma, irreverence, intelligence and a particularly spiky disdain for falseness; how they were articulate, bold, curious, direct, instinctive, challenging, blunt, sharp, polite, rude, prickers of pomposity, rule-breakers never cowed by convention; 

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              how they created a profound and sustained connection to their public, and how they resisted branding, commercial sponsorship, corporate affiliation and hype; the Beatles were free of artifice and weren’t the product of market research or focus groups or TV talent shows – they were original and developed organically when everyone was looking the other way. 

            
          

        

      

      I’ve been waiting for the book this sweeping story demands, one that stares unflinchingly at how it happened and what it was all about; a book to shoot adrenalin back into extraordinary events crushed under the weight of fifty years’ telling (and not always very good telling at that). I’ve wanted a history of deep-level enquiry where the information is tested accurate, and free of airbrushing, embellishment and guesswork, written with an open mind and even hands, that unfolds lives and events in context and without hindsight, the way they occurred, and sets the Beatles fully among their contemporaries – they never existed in isolation and were always part of musical scenes with friends and rivals, young turks together in clubs and night-clubs.

      I’ve also wanted a book that explains how the society that shaped the Beatles first received them and was then shaped by them, that looks at how John, Paul, George and Ringo dealt with each other as bandmates, and how they so deftly handled the media and such phenomenal celebrity. I’ve wanted it shown how they transformed the worldwide music industry, and shook global youth culture awake, and induced a revolution in listening to and playing music. The Beatles didn’t invent the electric guitar and weren’t the first ‘guitar group’ but every rock band since 1963 is fulfilling their legacy, especially if they write their own songs.

      In 2003, I decided to have a go. As a professional historian-researcher working around (and sometimes for) the Beatles for thirty years, I could draw on long periods of access to the right people and resources. Beyond that, I was aware that mountains of unfound knowledge – vibrant colour, vital details – were out there if you knew where to look.

      But, one book? Way too much of relevance and interest happened in and around the Beatles to fit into one book. This is a richly epic tale, and cramming it into a single volume would mean cutting reams of material essential to the understanding. This book, Tune In, is the first in a trilogy titled All These Years that I hope will do the subject justice. (It is, at any rate, my best shot.) It’s an objective and independent three-volume series that begins at the beginning and will go on until it comes to the end. Primary sources are central: an array of research discoveries, every conceivable form of archive document found in private and public hands – letters, contracts, photos, recordings and so much more, and this story has a fantastically rich paper trail – augmented entirely by direct quotes. I’m tracking whatever was said by the Beatles (and those close to them) to anyone at any time – and there are hundreds of frank and revealing interviews unused since they were done. I’ve also traced and talked to hundreds of authentic witnesses, many of them overlooked until now. George Harrison’s cautionary words are a constant companion – ‘In their bid to tell what they know, sometimes people tell more than what they know’* – but fictions fall quicker through the sieve.

      It’s been a continually surprising experience. I’ve likened the challenge (which still goes on) to assembling a multi-million-piece jigsaw puzzle of lives and moments – the more pieces you have and can place right where they belong, where they really fit, the clearer becomes the picture both in close-up colour and broadly detailed context.

       

      Tune In takes the Beatles from before their beginnings up to the final night of 1962. After packing several years into the previous three, they know success is theirs to grasp, but have no clue they’re on the cusp of a whole new kind of fame, a white-hot and ever-royal celebrity. These then are the formative years, the less visible years, the pre-madness years – and in many respects the most absorbing and entertaining period of them all. (This can also be claimed for the others, of course.)

      What the research yells loudly is that the Beatles didn’t begin to be remarkable when they upped and took over Britain or (all the more amazingly) America and the rest of the world, and that they didn’t suddenly become funny when they filmed A Hard Day’s Night or beguiling when recording Rubber Soul. It shouts that their compelling urge to move on fast, to innovate and progress, didn’t start with Revolver or Sgt Pepper – or even when, in the last chapters of this book, their first record came out. Everything was revved up and running in the halls, houses and streets of an exceptional city, the only place these people and those events could have happened: Liverpool, that great Anglo-Celtic alchemy.

      From the bombsites of the Second World War rose a thriving live music scene the like of which existed nowhere else, a scene in which the Beatles were sharper-smarter-faster-funnier than their many rivals – and where they also polished, well before they had hits, that tightly engaged relationship with their public. In other words, those later world-changing Beatles are these Beatles, just lesser known, local not global. They’re the same blokes with the same instinctive, intuitive originality and humour, the same bluntness and abhorrence of sham, living the present to the full… and sowing seeds that would flower later.

      Again, though, how? I’ve tried to thread the lives and relationships of John, Paul, George, Richy, Stuart, Pete, Brian Epstein, George Martin and other crucial players. Everyone is in their context and worlds run on parallel and sometimes interweaving tracks before properly connecting, characters creating the circumstances to dictate their outcome. The Lennon and McCartney partnership is one among many deep explorations, told thoroughly in their words and deeds. George and Ringo were essential to the Beatles but John and Paul drove the bus and wrote the catalogue, and theirs is an especially fascinating tale – two needle-sharp grammar-school boys and then young men steeped in post-war British culture but with a passion for America and its great music, close friends with a deep admiration for each other’s talent and understanding of each other’s moods and personalities. Their determination, their egos and their creative rivalry made them the greatest songwriters of the age, and I’ve tried to show how.

      The Beatles manifestly rejected labels and categories in all they did, so it doesn’t matter if you call them the ultimate rock band or the ultimate pop group or whatever else – they just were, and theirs is the best story. Every performer, band, producer, impresario has one, and many of them are great and worthy of fine biographies, but there’s nothing like the Beatles story to legitimately go everywhere and strongly connect everything to everyone. It’s a blockbuster history with surprises at every turn, many heroes, a few villains, unparalleled triumphs, great joys and genuine tragedies, the ebbs and flows of human lives – plus an avalanche of fortuitous chances and coincidences that defy the laws of probability.

      From the project’s conception I’ve seen it as the Beatles in their times – them in their world and the world right about them. And now it’s all this… 

       

      Mark Lewisohn

      England, 2013
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      Britain’s long history gave it a monetary system archaic in comparison to the latterly introduced decimal method. Until switching in 1971, the currency was pounds, shillings and pence, often abbreviated in print as L.S.D. or l.s.d. – from the Latin librae, solidi, denarii. (The £ sign derives from Libra, the basic Roman unit of weight.)

      A pound – £1 – was broken down into twenty shillings, and each shilling had twelve pence, so instead of today’s decimal 100 pence to the pound there were 240. An old shilling is equivalent to five decimal pence (5p); ten shillings is 50p, and so on.

      Amounts with both shillings and pence would be spoken as, for example, eight and six – eight shillings and sixpence (8s 6d; 42½p). The perennially popular retail price that is one penny short of a pound was 19s 11d, said as nineteen and eleven. Some items (in business transactions especially) were priced in the old form of ‘guineas’. A guinea was £1 1s (£1.05). The £5 and £10 notes were known as ‘a fiver’ and ‘a tenner’.

      Just as the pound had nicknames – e.g., a quid – so a shilling was a bob. A record might cost six bob (30p). Ten shillings (50p) was ten bob. £1 10s (£1.50) could be written as 30s and said as thirty bob. Coins took on these and other nicknames: the 3d was threppence or thruppence, the 6d (sixpence) was a tanner, two shillings two bob, and the large silver coin worth two and six (2s 6d) was half a crown or a half-crown. Two pence (2d) was known as tuppence, and fractions of a penny were known as the ha’penny (half-penny) and farthing (quarter of a penny, phased out in 1960). Something costing just pennies – e.g., 4d – would be known as four penn’orth, short for ‘four pennies’ worth’.

      There were several ways of writing shillings and pence, so eight and six could be 8s 6d or 8/6 or even 8/6d. Unless quoting original documents that had it differently, this book adopts one style – 8s 6d.
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      Jim McCartney would no more let Paul skip school than allow that boy in the house, so subterfuge was vital. Afternoon sessions, two till five, ended with a hurried wafting around of smoke and washing of dirty dishes… though by then they’d often written another song.

      ‘He’ll get you into trouble, son,’ Jim warned Paul. Parents had been saying that about John Lennon since he was five – and rightly so, because he did. But this hadn’t stopped a solid gang of pals – intelligent grammar-school boys, as he was – idolising him as their leader, and what high and hysterical times he gave them in return.

      In 1956–7, when John was 16, he turned his gang into his group, the Quarry Men, and for a while they rode the skiffle craze, up on stage belting out rhythmic prison songs of the American South. John sang and played guitar, forever the front man. But he was – first, last, always – a rocker, and his group was now charging headlong in that direction; newspaper ads for the dances they played were already calling them Rock ’n’ Skiffle, though actually it was rock all the way. And later, when John Lennon – 17 and clearly the coolest kid on the block – generously invited Paul McCartney to join them, the 15-year-old was so keen to make himself indispensable that deceiving Dad was but the flimsiest of obstacles.

      Paul was conscious of the age gap. To him, John was ‘the fairground hero, the big lad riding the dodgems’,1 a grown-up Teddy Boy who swore, smoked, scrapped, had sex, got drunk and went to college, who strutted around with Elvis Presley sideburns, upturned collar, hunched shoulders and an intimidating stare (which Paul would soon learn was born of insecurity and acute short-sightedness). John radiated a life-force that turned heads everywhere: he was wickedly funny and fast with it, he was abrasive, incisive and devastatingly rude, and he was musical, literate and beguilingly creative. Whether painting, conceiving strangely comic poems, or committing cruel drawings and odd stories to the page, he was a boy beyond convention and control, a lone ranger. He was everything his friends wanted to be and said everything they wanted to say but wouldn’t dare. John Lennon always dared.

      John had long dispensed with one of the taboos of childhood, befriending whoever he liked even if they were younger. One of his closest pals, Ivan Vaughan, was born the same day as Paul McCartney in June 1942 (and this same Ivan had introduced them). Age didn’t matter to John if the friend brought something interesting to the table. If anyone had a problem with a 17-year-old college student hanging around with a 15-year-old schoolboy it was theirs alone to deal with, though if they chose to voice it near him they were risking a thump. As for Paul, at their first meeting six months earlier he’d felt too young to be John’s friend, the wrong side of ‘the cusp’; he’d impressed the hell out of him though, and now, invited in, wasn’t going to let it slip. He would be – and was – sharp, sure and impressive enough to hold John’s attention.

      Paul had only recently sung in a church choir, arrived home wet from scout camp, and been allowed to wear long trousers to school – but, instantly, such things were history. From late 1957, he grew up fast. ‘Once I got to know John it all changed,’ he’d recall a decade later, ‘I went off in a completely new direction.’2 Paul had much to offer, and John had seen it. He had a great musical talent, an instinctive and untutored gift; he played piano and was a confident and characteristic guitarist who always knew more chords than John and was much better at remembering words. At 13, before rock and roll changed his life, Paul composed two catchy piano tunes, dance-band numbers like those his dad had played around Liverpool ballrooms in the 1920s with his own Jim Mac’s Band. Then, when the guitar came along in 1957, Paul was hooked.

      He was also a funny storyteller and mimic, a cartoonist and able caricaturist. The eldest son of particular parents, Paul knew how to behave socially. John, who’d also been brought up well, bothered less with social niceties. Paul liked to create the best impression and say the right things, exuding a breezy confidence and wanting people to think highly of him. He was charming, sharp, mentally strong and rarely outmanoeuvred. John saw it all and welcomed it: though he had to be dominant, he respected no one who didn’t stand up to him. Paul did, despite being twenty months his junior; but John also knew that if Paul ever challenged his natural supremacy, at least before he was ready to abdicate it, he’d see him off.

      The more hours John and Paul spent together the more they found these things out, uncovering humour and harmony right down the line. They’d both read Alice In Wonderland and Just William, though Paul had read Alice once or twice whereas John still feasted on it every few months and had folded Lewis Carroll’s vocabulary into his own. They also shared a strong interest in television, and knew BBC radio personalities and northern comedians, quoting current and vintage catchphrases. Both were consumed by The Goon Show and talked the talk familiar only to those who imbibed the lingo; John and Paul made each other laugh all the time and began to develop an attuned shorthand humour beyond others’ comprehension.

      Then there were girls. Paul, despite the age gap, matched John in his ceaseless lust; John was already a sexual adventurer, Paul wasn’t far behind. Both had shed their virginity and were eager for whatever action they could get. Bird-spotting was a way of life and often now a combined quest. They also shared the same goddesses, the fantasy figures who kept men awake at night in the late 1950s, like Anita Ekberg, Juliette Gréco and Brigitte Bardot. The Parisienne Bardot, an actress as well as a model, was the ultimate in pin-ups. When And God Created Woman and Mam’selle Striptease were in the local cinemas, Liverpool could have been powered on the heat generated in the stalls. John and Paul were there. On the ceiling above his bed, John had the original French poster of Et Dieu… Créa la femme, a drawing of the topless Bardot, long blonde hair cascading over ample breasts.

      But top of their hit parade, always, was American rock and roll music – hearing it and playing it. Two years earlier it wasn’t known to them, now it was what they lived and breathed for. There weren’t yet a hundred recordings to cherish but John and Paul knew them all, and when they weren’t listening to or playing them they were talking about them, thrilling to the minutiae. ‘Worshipping’ is the word Paul has used.3 They both revered Little Richard, the dynamic singer from Macon, Georgia, who, according to the weekly British music papers, had just given it all up and disappeared into the Church. But they would always have Long Tall Sally, Tutti Frutti, Slippin’ And Slidin’ and Lucille, and John was floored by Paul’s uncanny ability to mimic that screaming and hollering voice. Everyone was amazed by it. Ian James, Paul’s best friend before John came along, says Paul would often break into it without warning, as if Little Richard was trapped inside and occasionally surfaced for air.

      There were also other heroes – Carl Perkins, Gene Vincent, Eddie Cochran, Jerry Lee Lewis and more – but no one was ever greater, for either, than Elvis, who’d already cut the soundtrack of their youth. Elvis Presley was God, it was as simple as that. John and Paul listened to his records in the way only besotted fans do, catching and trying to analyse all the little inexplicable sounds, like the laugh he couldn’t stifle at the end of Baby Let’s Play House, and the muttered asides at the end of Hound Dog.4

      Just recently, the Crickets had burst into their lives too, a breakthrough almost as essential. Under their leader Buddy Holly, the Crickets introduced the group sound: vocal, electric guitar, bass and drums. Three singles – That’ll Be The Day, Peggy Sue and Oh Boy! – had arrived in Britain at the perfect moment, their easy-to-play music encouraging thousands of bored skiffle groups to begin making the switch to pop and rock. It was the start of everything. John and Paul loved the Crickets (even the name had their regard) and were inspired to write songs in Buddy’s vocal and musical style. Towards the end of 1957, John wrote Hello Little Girl and Paul came up with I Lost My Little Girl; the similarity in their titles was apparently coincidental but both were steeped in the Crickets’ sound.

       

      John and Paul’s passion for rock and roll wedded them heart and soul, and Liverpool Corporation’s education committee also played a part. Unless the Quarry Men had a booking somewhere, Jim McCartney’s disapproval of John meant Paul couldn’t see his friend at night. They had to be more shrewd. Situated up the hill from the city centre, Liverpool College of Art – where John, newly enrolled, was already proving himself a handful – happened to adjoin Liverpool Institute, Paul’s grammar school. The two buildings had been one, so with a quick dash through their respective exits John and Paul arrived together on the same stretch of street at the same moment and were truants for the afternoon, sagging off. John had his guitar ready.

      From a stop on Catharine Street, they boarded the 86 bus, a green double-decker like those driven by Harry Harrison, father of Paul’s young schoolfriend George. They found their way upstairs and had a smoke, strumming strings while the bus bounced them out to the southern suburbs, along Upper Parliament Street – Toxteth, with its immigrant West Indian ghetto – past Sefton General Hospital to the roundabout at Penny Lane and then beyond to Allerton. Within thirty minutes of sneaking out, they were inside Paul’s terraced council house at 20 Forthlin Road, empty in the daytime. The McCartneys had only been here six months when Paul’s mother Mary died, and now Jim, 55, was trying to cope alone with their two teenage boys and maintain his wife’s high standards and principles. His brothers and sisters rallied round – they were a strong, close-knit family, the women big on motherly advice, the men strong on Liverpool wit and repartee, characters all. Paul’s Auntie Gin and Auntie Mill came over to clean, iron and cook for them on alternate Monday afternoons; Paul’s sessions with John were only possible Tuesdays to Fridays. There was the irony. It was only because Jim wanted Paul to stay away from the troublemaker that he was sagging off school, courting trouble like he’d never done before. (So it was ‘Dad’s fault’.)

      They’d go into what the McCartneys called the front parlour, a basic standard 1950s front room: a sofa with antimacassars crocheted by Paul’s aunties, cotton covers hiding the broken springs of Jim’s armchair, a tiny black-and-white TV in the corner, a record player, a piano, and threadbare runners on the wooden floorboards that did for a carpet. John and Paul sat opposite each other by the fireplace. As Paul was left-handed so their guitars went the same way and each had the mirror effect of watching the other’s fingers shape the chords as if his own. Paul would later call these ‘eyeball to eyeball’ sessions, and he was treated to something few witnessed: John put his glasses on. Only rarely did they leave his pocket – even though, without them, he could barely see a thing. Almost in each other’s faces, John and Paul quickly gained an unusual closeness, little or nothing hidden. Paul noticed ‘John had beautiful hands’.5

      Paul was still weaning John off the banjo chords taught him by his mother Julia. He also had musical flair in his family line, but it was more rough and ready than Paul’s: John could play banjo, guitar and harmonica, often with more aggression than precision. Afternoons were whiled away playing guitars to records, singing, revelling in the joy of chords, finding out how almost every rock song they knew could be played with C, F and G or G7. They laughed over a sticker visible through the soundhole of John’s guitar: GUARANTEED NOT TO SPLIT it said, and by ’eck it ’adn’t. They toiled hours, weeks, trying to work out how Buddy Holly played the intro to That’ll Be The Day, before John eventually figured it, celebrating with a puff on Jim’s spare pipe. They’d no tobacco, but a quick raid of the tea caddy produced a few pinches of Twinings or Ty-Phoo; the pipe passed between them, each pulling hard while agreeing on its terrible taste.

      Buddy Holly was the springboard to John and Paul’s songwriting. As John later said:

      
         

        Practically every Buddy Holly song was three chords, so why not write your own?6

      

      Stated so matter-of-factly, it could seem that writing songs was an obvious next move, but it wasn’t. Teenagers all over Britain liked Buddy Holly and rock and roll, but of that great number only a fraction picked up a guitar and tried playing it, and fewer still, in fact hardly anyone, used it as the inspiration to write songs themselves. John and Paul didn’t know anyone else who did it, no one from school or college, no relative or friend… and yet somehow, by nothing more than fate or fluke, they’d found each other, discovered they both wrote songs, and decided to try it together. Paul recalls the method: ‘We’d sit down and say “OK, what are we going to do?” and we’d just start off strumming and one or the other of us would kick off some kind of idea and then we’d just develop it and bounce off each other.’7

      Their first song was Too Bad About Sorrows. It was never properly recorded, possibly never completed, and John and Paul only ever let out the first couple of lines:

      
        
          
             

            Too bad about sorrows, too bad about love,

            There’ll be no tomorrow, for all of your life.8

          

        

      

      They sang the vocal in unison, as they did most of these songs. It had taken seconds to discover not only that both had strong and distinctive voices for rock – in all its styles and tempos – but they also sounded great together. They could blend in perfect harmony, with Paul tending to take the higher key and John holding the lower. The Crickets’ influence was again strong, and so too were the crafted melodic harmonies of the Everly Brothers – whose first record, Bye Bye Love, was issued in Britain the day before John met Paul, 5 July 1957. (Throughout this history, the timing of everything is always perfect.) Now, in the last week of January 1958, the bestselling chart produced by Liverpool’s newest record shop Nems – published in The Record Mirror the same day John and Paul led the Quarry Men through some rock ’n’ skiffle down the Cavern – had Peggy Sue by Buddy Holly at number 1, Oh Boy! by the Crickets at 2 and Great Balls Of Fire by Jerry Lee Lewis at 3. Here was inspiration on a stick.

      They called their second song Just Fun.

      
        
          
             

            They said our love was just fun / The day that our friendship begun.

            There’s no blue moon that I can see / There’s never been in history.

          

        

      

      They knew the final line was a stinker and left the song unfinished after failing to come up with anything better. Paul had a tendency to perfection but John was always restless to move on, keen to try something new.

      Another number seems to have been called Because I Know You Love Me So. The words were about someone who wakes up feeling blue because his lover doesn’t treat him right, but then reads her letters and finds she does care. It had appealing Holly-like changes and John and Paul sang it together in harmony like the Everlys, each encouraging good music from the other.9

      These were not songs they played with the Quarry Men. The group’s three other members (Eric, Len and Colin) never knew much about them; a rift had taken place, the front two getting together without their bandmates. Only certain people heard these new songs – select friends, Paul’s dad, brother and a few relatives. John may not have played them to anyone but Paul liked to play them, enjoying the resulting praise. Their harshest critics were always themselves. Paul has said that the two of them never reckoned any of these early songs, not even at the time; they knew they were unsophisticated, just a step.10 John in particular was never slow to say if something was crap, even if it was his own.

      John’s first two attempts at songwriting, a year earlier, had already vanished from his memory, never to return, so he and Paul knew they had to keep proper track of their ideas. They’d no means of recording them and neither could read or write music, so Paul appropriated a Liverpool Institute exercise book, maybe forty-eight feint-ruled pages, in which every new song had a fresh page. In his neat left-handed script, generally using a fountain pen, he wrote the words (they were always words, never lyrics) with chords shown by their alphabetical letter. Unable to describe the melody, John and Paul decided early on that if they couldn’t remember something the next day, they could hardly expect it to stick in the mind of anyone else, in which case it was crap and deserved to go. But sometimes Paul wrote atmospheric directions. For one song it was ‘Ooh ah, angel voices’.

      And on the top of every new page, above the song title, Paul wrote:

      
         

        ANOTHER LENNON-MCCARTNEY ORIGINAL 

      

      The influence here wasn’t rock and roll so much as the great American songwriting teams of older generations. The idea for Lennon and McCartney came from Rodgers and Hammerstein, Rodgers and Hart, Lerner and Loewe and the other famous combinations who wrote for Hollywood and Broadway musicals.11

      The name order was decided here at the start. Lennon came before McCartney alphabetically, and he was almost two years older, and it was his invitation, and, surpassing any other consideration, it was simply the way of things: John always came first. While equal in terms of contribution, Paul had to accept that one of them was just a little more equal than the other. Second billing wasn’t in Paul’s nature – he accepted it from his fairground hero and positively no one else.

      
         

        We were really looking at being Rodgers and Hammerstein, and famous writing duos always had their name the same way. You didn’t hear ‘Hammerstein and Rodgers’, it just didn’t sound as good. So we always wanted to have people say, ‘Oh, that’s a Lennon-McCartney song.’12

      

      From the outset, John and Paul settled on Lennon-McCartney as a partnership. Neither planned to do anything with these songs (to send them off to singers, publishers or record companies) but they agreed – by actually discussing it, albeit briefly – that each could continue to operate independently, writing songs on his own and then bringing them to the other for approval and the joint Lennon-McCartney credit. ‘We decided on that very early on,’ says Paul. ‘It was just for simplicity really, and – so as to not get into the ego thing – we were very pure with it.’13

      Competition was an ever-essential component. John had complete admiration for Paul’s facility with harmony and melody, his musicianship and invention; Paul respected John’s musical talent and envied his original repartee. Yet while combining their talents as a team, they remained competitive as individuals, each trying to outdo the other. It became a vital artistic spur: John would call it ‘a sibling rivalry… a creative rivalry’, Paul spoke of ‘competitiveness in that we were ricocheting our ideas’.14 Each tried to impress the other out of sheer fear of what he might say in return. Both were rarely less than candid, and the thought that a new song might be branded crap was usually more than enough to continually raise standards.

      John and Paul had an abundance of ambition, and top of their lists was to be rich. John’s Aunt Mimi, his surrogate parent since five, told him ‘possessions don’t bring happiness but they make misery a lot easier’, which was one comfort, but mostly John wanted money to avoid work.15 Art college was only a means of delaying the inevitable another four or five years, though he was unlikely even then to have a clear idea how to earn a living. He could only ever see himself as a painter or poet or writer or musician and they didn’t give out those jobs down the Labour Exchange. John Lennon and conformity were ugly bedfellows – he’d no discipline or desire for office or factory work, and had his own dismissive phrase for such jobs: brummer striving.

      Before she died, Mary McCartney had wanted Paul to become a doctor; Jim hoped he’d go to university and become a teacher or writer… but Paul wanted to be a star and had the confidence and talent to shoot for it. With stardom he’d be rich. About £75,000 would cover what he wanted. As he later said, ‘If you’d asked me for my fantasies when I was sixteen years old, standing at a bus stop waiting to go to Garston on the 86, I’d have said “guitar, car and a house”, in that order. That was it – the entire thing.’16

       

      These would have been among the thoughts crowding Paul’s mind as he walked from Allerton to Woolton to visit John. By road it was one and a half miles, but on foot or by bike there was a short-cut across Allerton Municipal Golf Course, emerging from the greens on to a bank above Menlove Avenue, diagonally opposite John’s house. Both boys rode bikes to get around, but usually walked if carrying their guitar, not having cases. A long way from streetlamps, the golf course was pitch-black after dark: when Paul was heading home on late winter afternoons he’d try to steady his nerve by playing guitar and singing at the top of his voice. If anybody came along he’d immediately stop and pretend it hadn’t been him, but on one occasion he was halted by a policeman; Paul felt sure he’d be arrested for a breach of the peace but the cop asked him for guitar lessons.17

      John’s house, on a busy dual-carriageway, was a semi-detached suburban villa given the name Mendips by its previous occupants. Paul came here less frequently than John’s covert visits to Forthlin Road, turning up mostly on weekends. Conditions at Mendips were different: there was no need for stealth but Mimi made clear what could and couldn’t be done in her house. After the first visit, Paul knew not to use the front door but to walk down the side and knock at the back, which led into the kitchen. (The front was rarely used.) Mimi would call upstairs, ‘John, your little friend’s here.’ She had always been patronising about his friends, telling him in plain language if she considered them lower class or in some other way not good enough for him. When Mimi said this the first time, John assured Paul, ‘That’s just the way she is, you mustn’t be offended.’18 Paul watched the two of them with a curious fascination.

      
         

        I thought John and Mimi had a very special relationship. She would always be making fun of him and he never took it badly; he was always very fond of her, and she of him. She struck me as being an honest woman who looked after John’s interests and would take the mickey, but she would also say these [belittling] things, purposeful put-downs. I never minded it, in fact I think she quite liked me – out of a put-down I could glean the knowledge that she liked me.19

      

      Mimi’s husband (John’s Uncle George) had died, and as the combination of a modest rental income and her state-widow’s pension was barely going to fund John’s feeding and raising, she took in lodgers, students from Liverpool University. There was always at least one in residence, sometimes three or four, and their need for quiet study meant that Mimi frequently had to remind John to keep the noise down. Also, like her nephew, she was a gluttonous reader and relished peace and quiet.

      Mimi didn’t deny John and Paul space to play their guitars, but insisted they use the porch. It was standing room only in here, another breath exchange, one boy with his back to the front of the house, the other with his back to the internal front door.20 (Despite Mimi’s ‘little friend’ jibe, Paul and John were the same height, almost fully grown.) The porch was no hardship because – with its high roof, art nouveau leaded windows and black-and-white-check tiled floor – it provided highly prized echo. Budding rock and rollers would do anything for that reverb, to be at least close to the heavenly slap echo sound of the great Elvis records. But for the traffic noise from Menlove Avenue – buses and cars speeding past – they could have been in Sun Studio, Memphis, Tennessee.

      It was in the porch (‘vestibule’ in Paul’s vocabulary) that John and Paul cracked the chords to Elvis’s Blue Moon, one of his first and best Sun records. In a sudden moment of joy, they found it was the same as Paul Anka’s recent hit Diana, C–A minor–F–G, known to them from this point as ‘the Diana chords’. Presley’s cover of Rodgers-Hart’s Blue Moon was an eerily minimalist blues and lent itself perfectly to the tiny echoing space. The porch was also good for whistling; Paul, who whistled well, appreciated anyone else who could do it tunefully and John was one of the best around. He often blew as accompaniment to Paul’s singing or playing.

      When Mimi went out shopping they would steal up to John’s little bedroom – the ‘box room’ over the front of the house – and play records. By early 1958, John had amassed a fair collection (some bought, others stolen) of Elvis and Lonnie Donegan. Paul remembers how they spent time trying to anticipate the next music trend, so they could write a song in that style. Convinced that rock and roll would die at any moment, Corporate America was trying to kill it, to save time, by kicking off the next kooky craze. John and Paul gave it some thought too, conjuring odd fusions like Latin-rock and rock-rumba and… then gave up. They learned that forcing an idea never worked, that songs had to come naturally. Plenty did: they hoped to write at least one in every session, and in this early period amassed perhaps twenty.

      Few are known beyond their title. I’ve Been Thinking That You Love Me, If Tomorrow Ever Comes, That’s My Woman, and Won’t You Please Say Goodbye. A song called Years Roll Along (‘It might have been winter when you told me…’) was never completed. One that was, which they both recognised as the best of this first batch of Lennon-McCartney Originals, was Love Me Do. Paul would recall it as a 50:50 effort with John, written in the front parlour at Forthlin Road, but John said it was almost entirely Paul’s. No recording of Love Me Do exists before the song changed shape and musical direction after four years had rolled along, but John and Paul both said how everything they wrote in this period was heavily influenced by Buddy Holly, including the vocal style.21

      A further early number – written mostly by John – was I Call Your Name, which he would describe as ‘my effort at a kind of blues’.22 It went down in the book as ANOTHER LENNON-MCCARTNEY ORIGINAL but Paul’s contribution may have been confined only to constructive criticism; he remembers working on it in John’s bedroom.

      Mendips was a window to another world for Paul. John used a portable typewriter to hammer out song words and also his poetry, and because he was a punchy and impatient typist, keystroke errors inevitably added to the jokes.23 John had been writing for years, creating his own cartoons, comics and newspapers with wild wordplay and ideas; songwriting was merely a recent addition to his locker. He ran the two on parallel tracks with no crossover – it was these ideas and words for the printed page and those ideas and words for the songs. Paul, who knew no one else with a typewriter and counted no other poet among his friends, was heavily impressed. John was deep, and there were few higher compliments. Paul would never forget (and always laugh at) the final lines of ‘The Tale Of Hermit Fred’, a poem John let him see, published in the Quarry Bank school magazine just before he left.

      
        
          
             

            I peel the bagpipes for my wife

            And cut all negroes’ hair

            As breathing is my very life

            And stop I do not dare.

          

        

      

      The McCartneys had always lived in council houses, cheek-by-jowl with the working classes. It gave them a usefully solid grounding in that particular reality, although Paul’s strongly aspirational mother made sure they considered themselves a cut above. By Paul’s personal definition, John was middle-class, and though there was much about his friend’s domestic situation he didn’t yet know or understand, this was how Paul saw and admired it. ‘John’s family was rather middle-class and it was a lot of his appeal to me. I’m attracted to that type of person, particularly in the British. John had relatives up in Edinburgh and one of them was a dentist – none of us knew people like that. So I was attracted to that. It wasn’t a social climbing thing, it’s just that I find it attractive.’24

      Paul spotted several other signposts to indicate John’s higher standing. In Mendips’ front room was a full bookshelf that included Sir Winston Churchill’s four-volume A History Of The English-Speaking Peoples and six-volume The Second World War, ten leather-bound folio editions John said he’d read, and had. They didn’t just have cats, they had pedigree cats. Paul had aunties but Mimi was John’s aunt. Then there was Mendips itself – ‘a house with a name, that was very posh; no one had houses with names where I came from, you were numbers’.25

      It was all irresistibly magnetic, but Paul’s predicament never changed: his dad didn’t approve. This wasn’t going to stop him, but he loved his dad and valued his own good reputation too much to openly rebel like John. It made John mad, and all the more determined to be the troublemaker Jim said he was.

      
         

        Paul always wanted the home life. He liked it with daddy and the brother… and obviously missed his mother. And his dad was the whole thing. Just simple things, [like] he wouldn’t go against his dad and wear drainpipe trousers. He treated Paul like a child all the time, cut his hair and telling him what to wear, at seventeen, eighteen. I was always saying, ‘Don’t take that shit off him!’ I was brought up by a woman so maybe it was different – but I wouldn’t let the old man treat me like that.26

      

      Through sheer force of personality, John Lennon changed others’ lives and many went willingly on the journey. For Paul McCartney, who had a fundamental need to be noticed, stepping forward with John was a natural move – he was aligning himself with someone people couldn’t avoid, and who thrust two fingers up to things in a way he envied but would rarely do in full view. At the same time, Paul could apply gloss, where needed, to minimise John’s trail of damage. Their musical group was formed in John’s image and driven ever onward by his restlessness, but without Paul he would have upset too many people too many times to make the progress they both craved. Paul’s other strengths were his great talent, his burning ambition and his high self-regard… and when John felt them becoming overbearing he’d pull him down a peg or two, as only he could.

      And so Lennon-McCartney stood shoulder to shoulder as equals, connected at every level, their considerable talents harmonised, their personalities meshed, their drive unchecked, their goal in focus. They were a union, stronger than the sum of their parts, and everything was possible.
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      The significance of the location was unknown to those present that murky day in 1962 when four lads stood in front of a huge tea warehouse by Liverpool’s dock road, having photos taken to publicise their first record. John Lennon certainly had no idea that the clearing of land on Saltney Street on which he was standing was where his family began their life in Liverpool, just a few among the hordes of starving and mostly illiterate Irish fleeing the potato famine in their homeland.

      At least one and a half million stricken Irish men, women and children sailed into Liverpool between 1845 and 1854. Plenty travelled on again, to America, Canada, Mexico and Australia, but a vast number stayed and few of those went very far: Saltney Street was hard by the docks of this great global seaport, ocean liners steaming up and down the River Mersey right at the end of the street. It’s still there today, though the horrors of its cholera-infested housing have been swept away. In Liverpool, history is everywhere you look.

       

      Mass emigration from Ireland didn’t begin with what came to be called the Great Famine. It had started a century earlier, when young generations sailed for a fresh start in the New World. Nor was this the first time a blight on the potato had caused widespread suffering, yet the consequences of the enormous failure of 1845, a natural disaster that lasted at least five years, caused the greatest upheaval of all. Potato was the staple and often only food of the country’s mass labouring classes; it kept the people fed, and ruled. As much as two-thirds of the Irish population of just over eight million – about 90 per cent of whom were Roman Catholic – toiled on tenant farms owned by the rich absentee landlords of England. The only crop that could be grown in sufficient quantity to feed them was the potato. Without it, people starved.1

      John Denvir, in The Irish In Britain, published 1892, pointed the finger of responsibility for the blight’s one-million death toll squarely at London. ‘With a government in sympathy with the people,’ he railed, ‘not a single human being in Ireland would have starved. The British government then, ruling in spite of them, stands charged with their murder.’2

      Denvir wrote too of the great hardships suffered by the refugees in transit, with ship accommodation ‘not so good as that for cattle’, how those fugitives carried the famine-fever, and how Liverpool, as the principal emigration port, saw the horrible results most intensely; three hundred thousand sick and poor Irish landed in Liverpool in 1847 alone. The number was confirmed by a local magistrate who also declared that within twelve hours of disembarkation the Famine Irish were to be ‘found in one of three classes – paupers, vagrants and thieves’.3 Although the Irish-born population in this corner of Lancashire was already sizeable, the city’s mercantile class was appalled by what was suddenly pouring into their midst. The Liverpool Mercury newspaper declared, ‘We have no right to sit still and let pestilence walk in amongst us,’ while the Liverpool Lion noted the arrival of ‘Irish Pauper, Esq. and family, attended by his suite, including Messrs Fever, Starvation, Taxes, Impudence and Knavery, etc.’

      These immigrants met with poverty the equal of any back home. Families lived twelve or more to a room; thirty thousand were housed in cellars below street level, without light or ventilation. Infection was rife.4 Locally, typhus was known as ‘the Irish disease’ on account of an outbreak in 1847 when 5845 of them died in just a few weeks.

      Such were the numbers of Irish pouring into Liverpool that records of arrival could not be kept, but once in Britain there’s a paper trail of census returns and birth, death and marriage certificates. James Lennon, born in or about 1829, was the son of Patrick Lennon, a farmer in County Down, one of the nine counties to form the province of Ulster. Their poverty- and blight-stricken smallholding held no future for the young man, so he fled across the Irish Sea to Liverpool where he managed to find work as a warehouseman and lived amid the cramped squalor of Vauxhall Road, a mile north of the city centre. In 1849, in St Anthony Chapel on Scotland Road, the slum-ridden heart of the new immigrant Catholic community, James Lennon, aged 20, married Irish-born Jane McConville, aged 16 to 18, and moved into Saltney Street with her family. She was illiterate – her mark was an X – and, inevitably, babies rapidly followed: Jane Lennon had at least eight before dying in childbirth aged about 36. Probably the third of these, born in 1855, was John Lennon, grandfather.

      When John Lennon was born, his family lived near Lime Street train station (opened 1836). Documents show an itinerant clan, every infant born somewhere different, but always ‘at home’, as was the way (the few hospitals were expensive and disease was rampant). James Lennon is usually described in these papers as a ‘Labourer’, and times were doubtless very tough indeed. The 1851 census shows he and Jane living with their first child at 51 Saltney Street with eleven others. Period maps show nine public houses in the immediate vicinity – one on every street corner and more halfway along. The Irish had brought Ireland to Liverpool. What few pennies men earned from whatever work they could get typically went on the ale or spirits, despite their families starving and shivering a few yards away.

      And what wretched homes too many of them had. Saltney Street was full of what were known as ‘court houses’, as described vividly in a Borough Engineer’s report of the time:

      
         

        The houses are generally built back to back; one end of the court, as a rule, is closed either by houses, or, which is worse, by the privies and ashpits, and the only air supplied to the inhabitants must pass over their foul contents, liquid filth oozing through their walls, and pestiferous gases flowing into the windows. In the borough there are 3273 courts, containing 18,610 houses; that the average number of houses in a court is 5.86, and the average number of inhabitants to a house is a fraction more than six, it will be found that upwards of a fifth part of the population of Liverpool is condemned to live in these morally and physically unwholesome dwellings.5

      

      Such shocking conditions, such moral and physical pollution, were usually the only kind within the means of the labouring and casually employed poor, and yet families had to pay rents (to private landlords) of between 2s 6d and 6s a week to abide in such decay. And with no means to pay it, families moved on, on and on again, their barefoot children and meagre possessions carted over the cobblestone streets on backs of barrows.

       

      
Who Do They Think They Are?

       

      
i. John Lennon, paternal background*


      John Lennon, the grandfather, born 12 January 1855, led a life of mysteries, intrigue, dead-ends and deceptions just as one might wish for a Lennon. Legal documents, the ones he couldn’t help but complete, show how no job lasted long:

      
         

        Warehouseman, bookkeeper, miller’s bookkeeper, railway clerk, brewer’s clerk, sugar warehouseman, grain warehouseman, freight clerk, stevedore master, dock labourer, shipping clerk, freight clerk, dock labourer, freight clerk, shipping clerk, freight clerk, dock labourer, freight clerk.

      

      John (sometimes Jack) Lennon was a character. He first married in 1879 to Annie Skalley, daughter of an Irish labourer and his Scots wife. What happened next is disappointingly foggy, but – calling himself a bachelor – he married again in 1888 to Margaret Cowley; the wedding was held at the Chapel of the Immaculate Conception in West Derby, formerly a separate town north of Liverpool but by this point one of the suburbs. Immaculate Conception was stretching things a bit: Margaret was six months pregnant, and surely by the conventional method. At least two children resulted from this union, one of whom lived long: Mary Elizabeth Lennon, born 1888, who settled in Australia. A boy, Michael, died eighteen days after Margaret perished in the act of his delivery, in 1892.6 John then raised Mary with the aid of a housekeeper, Mary ‘Polly’ Maguire, and by 1894 Polly was pregnant.*

      So many are the tales of John Lennon as the life of every party, he was evidently a happy-go-lucky soul who sang loud and often in ale-houses. One anecdote takes place in a pub called the Flat Iron on Walton Breck Road, just along from Anfield football stadium. Lennon would have been here because, by the 1890s, his dad was running a business, James Lennon and Co, car proprietors, and the garage – also their home – was two doors along from the pub.† The Flat Iron victualler was one Thomas Jagger, and the Lennons were regular customers. One tale has Polly, wearing the shawl then typical of Liverpool Irishwomen, bursting into Jagger’s packed and boozy hostelry on a Christmas Eve to find John Lennon standing on a table, in full voice. ‘Here entereth the woman now!’ he roared, to which she screamed, ‘Get home with your bloody wages.’7

      This same family also included a priest: John’s younger brother William, born 1857. He was preordained, sent to Roman Catholic boarding school as prep for his calling, and led a fascinating life and career. His longest stint (1890–1905) was at St Joseph’s church in Blundellsands, an immense and handsome Gothic construction in this rural seaside hamlet north of Liverpool. To raise funds, he organised an ambitious Grand Bazaar, held in the Town Hall in neighbouring Waterloo in October 1899. So noteworthy was this event he received a very special missive:

      
         

        Telegram

        from His Holiness the Pope, Rome 

        To Monsignor Lennon:

        ‘The Pope blesses Blundellsands bazaar, promoters and supporters’

      

      The surname being what it is, what little has been reported up to now of Father William Lennon has also had the whiff of scandal. One of his nephews, Charles Lennon, rather incoherently remarked, ‘My dad’s brother was a priest in Birkenhead until he started playing around with the women. He lost all his vows.’ It’s also been said that Father Lennon was dismissed from a ministry in Wallasey over a relationship with his housekeeper.8 This is possible but unprovable: Lennon lived for many years with the same unmarried servant, an Irishwoman named Lucy Kavanagh, but census returns describe him as celibate, and while Catholic records indicate nervous breakdowns and a possible drink problem, there’s no mention of misdemeanours.9

      The longest relationship in the life of John Lennon was with Mary Maguire, his housekeeper ‘Polly’. From this union came Alfred Lennon, father of John. Polly was almost seventeen years younger than her man, and of strong Celtic, Protestant stock. Her father was an Irish-born horse-keeper, her mother (maiden name Porteous) a blend of Scots and Irish; they lived in the dreaded court housing and were illiterate: Polly too could only scratch her name as an X. Still, she had the bravery, bravado and bosom of so many of her kind. Short, solid, muscly, her hair packed tightly into a bun, she had an earthy wit and claimed a psychic ability, saying she could see ghosts. There were plenty around. Her life with Lennon was full of incident: while he, an inveterate drinker and gambler, was ever hopeful of winning a fortune, telling Polly she’d soon be ‘farting against silk’, she seemed to be eternally pregnant or grieving. These were their comings and goings:

      
         

        child 1 birth: John Lennon, 4 September 1894

        child 1 death: John Lennon, died of diarrhoea and convulsions, aged thirteen months, 2 October 1895

        child 2 birth: Walter Lennon, 9 November 1896

        child 3 birth: John Arthur Lennon, 8 November 1897

        child 2 death: Walter Lennon, died of bronchitis and convulsions, aged eighteen months, 15 May 1898

        child 3 death: John Arthur Lennon, died of diarrhoea, aged eight months, 10 July 1898

        child 4 birth: Catherine Lennon, 1 March 1899

        child 4 death: Catherine Lennon, died of convulsions, aged twenty-three days, 24 March 1899

        child 5 birth: Beatrice Lennon, 24 May 1900

        child 5 death: Beatrice Lennon, died of meningitis, aged seven months, 3 January 1901

        child 6 birth: William Lennon, 9 December 1901

        child 6 death: William Lennon, died of teething convulsions, aged nine months, 26 August 1902

        child 7 birth: Leonard Joseph Lennon, 15 March 1904*

        child 7 death: Leonard Joseph Lennon, died of epidemic diarrhoea, aged five months, 10 August 1904

        child 8 birth: George Lennon, 14 August 1905

        child 9 birth: Herbert Lennon, 18 April 1908

        child 10 birth: Sydney Lennon, 26 June 1909

        child 11 birth: Harold Lennon, 12 November 1910

        child 11 death: Harold Lennon, died of epidemic diarrhoea, aged nine months, 21 August 1911

        child 12 birth: Alfred Lennon, born 14 December 1912

      

      … at which point, a bizarre thing happened – they got married. They said they were married on all those birth and death certificates, and also in the 1901 and 1911 censuses, but this was false. They weren’t, although why they weren’t is frustratingly unclear. There appears to have been no impediment beyond the usual (considerable) problem of mixing Catholic and Protestant. (What happened to John Lennon’s marriage to Annie Skalley isn’t known, but it hadn’t prevented him marrying Margaret Cowley nine years later.) The fact remains that on 27 January 1915, having already borne twelve of his children and put eight of them into the ground, a heavily pregnant Polly finally tied the knot with John Lennon at West Derby Register Office. For obvious reasons, this was some distance from Toxteth, where they’d lived sixteen years.10

      After this, two further children were produced… 

      
         

        child 13 birth: Edith Lennon, born 21 March 1915

        child 14 birth: Charles Lennon, born 25 November 1918

      

      … before, with Polly 47 and John 63, nature finally decreed the breeding cease.

      While the fact that John Lennon produced twelve children with an unmarried woman was not known to the authorities, nor surely to friends and neighbours, his family did know. And, for obvious reasons, Father Lennon was appalled at his brother’s immorality. Worse, after a number of her babies died, Polly decided she’d had enough of calling them Catholic.11 Every child afterwards was baptised Protestant, at St John the Baptist church in Toxteth. This was all too much for Father Lennon. One day he marched on the Lennon family home at 57 Copperfield Street,12 as Sydney Lennon’s daughter Joyce describes:

      
         

        He accused Polly of ‘living in sin’ and said the children were bastards. He must have been a brave man. The front door here opened on to the street and she opened the door and suggested he leave. He said no, he wouldn’t, he was waiting for his brother to come home, so she helped him leave. My dad witnessed this – she took him by his collar and the seat of his pants and threw him out into Copperfield Street and made him stay out there until John came home. When he did, John said, ‘If she’s thrown you out then you’d better stay out.’13

      

      The eventful Liverpool life of the first John Lennon, grandfather to the second, came to an end on 3 August 1921 when, at the age of 66, his body gave out to cirrhosis of the liver, a frequent cause of death in this hard-drinking community. (His priest brother then died twenty-three days later, from pneumonia.) According to custom, his body would have been laid out in the parlour prior to burial, with pennies on his eyes.* Pennies were about all Polly had to manage the family. No prospect now of farting against silk. The six surviving offspring – known as George, Bert, Syd, Alf, Edith and Charles – often went hungry. For discipline, Polly kept a cane hanging on the back wall in the kitchen and certainly wasn’t afraid to apply it to arses. For entertainment there was music: it’s said that all the family were musical, and though they couldn’t afford a piano they all played harmonica, were naturally tuneful whistlers, and Alf – like his father – was a keen and accomplished singer.

      All the Lennon boys, Alf included, were educated at Upper Park Street School in Toxteth. Typical of the time, George, Bert and Syd left at 14 and went straight into work or the unemployment queue – but one of the brothers proceeded to receive a far superior education. Alf, it seems, was always held to be the lucky one. Having inherited his dad’s looks and endless joie-de-vivre – if there was a song to be sung, he sang it, just like his father – he also seemed blessed with his notion of good fortune. As Polly once said to her twelfth child, ‘If you fell down the khazi you’d come up with a rope of pearls around your neck.’14 This was said despite the fact that malnutrition had visited rickets upon the lad – a common condition among the poor – and Alf wore leg-irons for what was probably a considerable part of his young life.

      Yet Alf did derive direct, charitable benefit from their poverty. In April 1924, when he was eleven and Edith nine, Polly could no longer afford for them to live at home and they were accepted as boarders at the Liverpool Blue Coat School (aka Blue Coat Hospital) in Wavertree, the city’s oldest foundation for the free maintenance and education of orphans and fatherless children. There was one proviso: Protestants only. Several certificates were hastily sought to prove a half-truth.

      Alf received a fine education at the Blue Coat. Handwritten letters from later in his life exhibit a confident command of English grammar and vocabulary; he was also properly fed, benefited from free medical attention and, along with every other Blue Coat boy, was regularly marched along Church Road to Bioletti’s, the barber’s shop at the nearby Penny Lane roundabout, for a severe haircut. There was no mistaking the children in their regulation uniform: top hats, cassock-like blue coats with silver buttons and tails, silver waistcoats, blue trousers.

      Discipline at the Blue Coat was inevitably harsh and this was never more tellingly experienced by Alf Lennon than on the occasion he ran away. Perhaps at the end of a school holiday when he was about 13, Alf was taken by his brother Syd to a local Variety theatre. The show they saw was Casey’s Court Circus, a riotous jamboree that constantly toured Britain, masterminded by the impresario and entertainer Will Murray. He himself appeared on stage as Mrs Casey, supposed mother of thirty juveniles who performed a wild entertainment, its ‘bill matter’ on posters being A Laugh! A Yell!! A Scream!!! It was standard for Murray to come front-of-cloth at the end of each show and ask if any nippers in the audience were good and able to join the merry throng. Such an appeal was never more received by eager ears than at this very time because Charlie Chaplin, the era’s single greatest international film star, had once been a pal in the Casey’s Court gang. Who wouldn’t wish to follow in his waddling footsteps to unimagined wealth? Alf Lennon, in his leg-irons, certainly did, and eagerly he stepped forward.

      It’s said that he impressed at an on-the-spot audition with a stout turn of I Do Like To Be Beside The Seaside. A place was offered, but papers had to be signed by the boy’s parents, sanctioning his removal from school and the termination of his education. With dad dead, and Polly incapable of performing a signature, it fell to Syd (the most sensible of all the Lennon boys) and he would endorse no such escapade. Stories have it that Alf promptly ran away with the Circus, spending a week with the revue in Glasgow, and further have it that he was then dragged back to the Blue Coat and humiliated by the headmaster in front of everyone.15 He was probably reminded of the school motto, Non sibi sed omnibus, ‘Not for himself but for all’, and he was mocked about his height – at this time Alf stood no more than five feet nothing, possibly less, and was reputedly sensitive about it. No matter what shame was heaped upon him, though, the ember of enthusiasm for performing was never extinguished in Alf Lennon, who would always cherish the idea of becoming an entertainer and always sang or whistled when the moment was right… and just as often when it wasn’t.

      Alf’s years as a whistling Blue Coat boy came to an end in August 1929.16 The school gave two new suits to departing pupils and found placements for them; Alf was handed an office job with Eills and Company, a shipping concern in Hanover Street owned by one of the city’s most prominent families. Three weeks later, while ambling with his slightly unsteady gait along the Broad Walk in Sefton Park (‘Sevvy’), a popular romancing spot known to its users as the Monkey Rack, the 16-year-old Alf Lennon met the 15-year-old Julia Stanley… 

       

      
ii. John Lennon, maternal background


      John Lennon’s maternal family was mostly Protestant. His great-grandfather William Henry Stanley, born 1846 in Birmingham and named after his father, had moved to Liverpool by 1868 when, at 21, he married Eliza Jane Gildea. She was born in Omagh, County Tyrone, another of the Ulster counties, and they set up home together in Everton, in the north end of Liverpool. In 1874 their third son was born, George Ernest Stanley, the ‘Pop’ John Lennon would know until losing him at the age of eight.

      William Stanley is variously described on documents as a bookkeeper, freight clerk (the same job as the elder John Lennon) and even as a musician, but additional information on the latter is non-existent. One source describes him as ‘a professional fiddler’, and though there’ll be some truth in that, it’s easy to accommodate the thought of an alternative meaning, for (as is being shown) not everything reported in legal documents was true.

      John Lennon’s grandmother, Annie Jane Milward (sometimes Millward), was born in Chester in 1873, the result of her mother Mary Elizabeth Morris’s marriage to the much older John Milward, of Flintshire, north Wales. He was described on their marriage certificate as a gentleman; other papers have him as a clerk in a Law Stationer’s Office, and a merchant’s clerk. It was later said that Mary ran away from art school to marry him, causing her family to cut her adrift.17 Quite what took her daughter Annie Milward to Liverpool isn’t clear, but the city always provided a magnetic pull for the citizens of the north-west, and especially Wales. Twentieth-century Liverpool became a unique blend of Lancashire, Cheshire, Irish and Welsh, with plenty else thrown in besides… this in turn becoming the basis for the accent spoken by many (though never all) of its citizens, a dialect that resides nowhere beyond the city’s boundaries. The recipe has been written as:

      
         

        Take a Dublin accent, thicken it up, add adenoids, and a dash of Welsh, and you have Scouse.

      

      Annie Milward and George Stanley, by now a merchant seaman, came together by 1898 and began to produce children. For reasons unknown, and as inexplicable as John Lennon and Polly Maguire’s position at the same time, they did this outside of marriage. Again, there appear to have been no encumbrances, and their tragic experiences were also much like the Lennons’… 

      
         

        child 1 birth: Charlotte Alice Stanley, 17 July 1899

        child 1 death: Charlotte Alice Stanley, died of convulsions from pneumonia, aged nine months, 11 April 1900

        child 2 birth: George Ernest Stanley, 12 January 1903

        child 2 death: George Ernest Stanley, died of dyspepsia, aged eleven weeks, 9 April 1903

        child 3 birth: Mary Elizabeth Stanley, 24 April 1906

      

      … at which point, seemingly with no alteration of circumstances, George Stanley and Annie Milward did finally marry, and before God, in Liverpool Parish Church, on 19 November 1906. Despite subsequent family talk of Annie’s mother coming into an inheritance and owning several properties, she and George seem to have been very much on the breadline – every time they had cause to register an address it was a new one, and all were desperate abodes.18 At least one was a court house, which might explain why tiny George Ernest Stanley, named in the image of his father, died merely of indigestion. When third child Mary Elizabeth Stanley was born – she was named after Annie’s mother, but would forever be known as Mimi – they were in a rented room on Windsor Street, just a shout from the Lennons on Copperfield Street.

      John Lennon isn’t known to have been aware that both his father Alf and his Aunt Mimi, key figures in his life, were, in the literally used word of the day, bastards. What he did know is that the Stanleys always believed they were several notches above the Lennons, that his mother’s family looked down on his father’s, proclaiming better breeding, education, nationality, religion, refinement, resources and aspiration. The last was certainly true, but the 1891 and 1901 census returns show that John Lennon’s great-grandmother on his mother’s side (Eliza Stanley) occupied the same rotten rooms at 15 Cornwallis Street in which his great-grandmother on his father’s side (Mary Porteous) had lived, a peculiar coincidence. Cornwallis Street is also where George, Annie and baby Mary (Mimi) were living at the end of 1906.19

      Once married, four more girls were born to the couple, all of whom lived long and so created with Mimi a posse of five sisters whose allegiances would prove strong in the decades that followed, and whose influence on John Lennon would be of great significance:

      
         

        child 4 birth: Elizabeth Jane Stanley, 29 November 1908

        child 5 birth: Annie Georgina Stanley, 17 November 1911

        child 6 birth: Julia Stanley, 12 March 1914

        child 7 birth: Harriet Stanley, 28 May 1916

      

      Born on the proverbial eve of the Great War, which began in August 1914, Julia was John Lennon’s mother.

      The intervals in the conception of George Stanley’s family were caused by his job as a merchant seaman, an occupation pursued by tens of thousands of Liverpool men as the one constant form of able employment. There was a long-established system whereby a portion of a seaman’s wage, wherever in the world it was being earned, could be collected back in Liverpool, and Annie would make a weekly trip to the Mercantile Marine Offices at Cornhill to receive whatever ‘family allotment’ he’d set aside for her, a sum she augmented by hand-repairing trousers and doing bits of general tailoring. Parenting was a job she did mostly alone, and she earned the adoration of her five daughters while doing so. They called her Mama, the Welsh form of address. The girls were all naturally intelligent, and keen readers; Mimi in particular had an insatiable appetite for books.

      Domestic clouds would darken whenever Dada returned home between voyages. With a strait-laced, firm manner and a deep, gruff voice, George Stanley frightened the girls. He typified the stern and stolid Victorian working man: children had to do as he said, mind their manners, be seen and not heard, wear ‘Sunday best’ on the Sabbath. On land, he was never out of his suit, not even when barking orders from the fireside or dinner table, expecting and getting first use of everything. Such was the domestic situation down, up and across Britain then, and these were the influences upon the generations that followed. In the case of the five Stanley sisters it seemed to define their attitude to men: under Mama’s influence they considered them mere blusterers, to be endured rather than enjoyed, suffered but dominated.

      Each of the five Stanley sisters was born in a different run-down house within sight and sound of the vast Anglican Cathedral, the building of which began in 1904 and took seventy-four years to complete, rising ever higher from its naturally elevated position above the city.20 They spent most of the 1920s at 23 Cedar Grove, just off Lodge Lane, Toxteth, and at least four of the girls attended the nearby Tiber Street Council School, having gone there from Windsor Street Wesleyan School.

      Later in life, Mimi took to calling her father ‘a wise old sea dog’, but such wisdom was not obviously evident on land. Though all his children looked alike, handsome with high cheekbones, on his first return home following the birth of daughter Annie he disowned her, irrationally claiming that with her golden-red hair she must be the fruit of another man’s seed. He called her a changeling and Plain Jane, and, probably as a result, she became sickly and withdrawn.21 Conversely, the next daughter in line, Julia, he adored from first sight – red hair and all. (The red gene was actually quite strong in this family, and John Lennon would inherit it to a degree.) In Dada’s eyes, Julia could do no wrong. Though all five daughters were raised strictly by Mama Annie, Julia was given licence as the wild one, the rebel, her free spirit and notable wit and pranks enjoyed by all. When the family played music – Dada could play the banjo, ukulele and guitar, Mama played piano – all the daughters would sing, but of the five Julia had the most natural talent and could pick up tunes by ear. Her father taught her how to play his banjo – he had a fine instrument backed with mother-of-pearl – and Julia was soon plucking and singing along to popular tunes of the day, songs like Girl Of My Dreams and Ramona. These came across from America in 1927 as sheet music and then via three inventions that progressed rapidly during Julia’s formative years: the wireless, the gramophone and the talking pictures.

      Mimi in particular was a headstrong young girl, quite sure of herself. She and her father would quarrel long and with some bitterness. Mimi was very good at standing strong. As the eldest, she was the first into employment – from 1927 she trained as a nurse at Liverpool Convalescent Home. For the first time, this takes the history deeper into the south of Liverpool, away from the back-to-back housing and smokestack grime and into the trees and green spaces of Woolton. Set in large wooded grounds, the convalescent home was one of several great Gothic buildings in the area providing healthcare of some kind, all constructed in the Woolton sandstone mined by local quarry men. Liverpool Convalescent Home set a stiff training for nurses but Mimi was a brisk, no-nonsense hard worker and the efficient environment was an entirely pleasant one, with concert parties coming regularly to the home to cheer up patients.22 At the end of each day, Mimi Stanley would catch the tram back up the central reservation of Menlove Avenue to the soot-encrusted streets of Toxteth and wonder if father had sailed home to test her mettle.

      Julia, meanwhile, left school around 1929 and promptly pitched her glasses into the dustbin. Acute short-sightedness had come on during her childhood and she’d been forced to wear spectacles. In an act of defiance that affected none but her, she now discarded them – and, it seems, never wore them again.23 Julia’s first job after school was with a firm of printers and stationers in Paradise Street, down by the docks.24 Soon afterwards, in about September 1929, she was walking through Sefton Park – one of Liverpool’s numerous, expansive green spaces – when she met Alf Lennon.

      All of 16, Alf was wearing one of the Blue Coat suits, to which he’d added, from his oh-so-cherished first wage packet, a cigarette holder and bowler hat. He was with a pal who claimed to know how to chat up girls, and who directed Alf to walk up and down in front of this attractive young redhead until he caught her eye. Perhaps he hadn’t intended to look comical, but Alf wasn’t the kind of young man to object if someone found him so. Creating an impression was the thing, even if he was being laughed at, which he was. ‘You look silly,’ were the first words said to him by the 15-year-old Julia Stanley, who liked to joke and found herself drawn to the daft. ‘You look lovely,’ he replied. An instant bond was formed when Alf asked Julia if he could sit beside her. ‘Only if you take off that silly hat,’ she replied, so he did – he flung his expensive purchase into the boating lake, they both laughed, and a relationship was born.

      At the start of the 1930s, Alf left his office job with Eills and Company and went to sea – his first position being bell-boy on the Canadian Pacific passenger liner SS Montrose, probably a cruise sailing out of Liverpool to Madeira. It was the start of a long and highly colourful nautical career for Alf Lennon, who was generally known to his shipmates as Lennie but who was now tending to call himself Freddie. He would later describe how the Montrose was very much his maiden voyage: the passengers included several girls of about 16 who leapt on him in a cabin and stripped him naked; his virginity was preserved only by the timely intervention of the chief steward.25 It was the first of a thousand happy seafaring scrapes for the eternally optimistic wacker.*

      Though he never learned to swim, and was terrified of drowning, such fears did not dissuade Alf from a life on the ocean waves. The comradeship of his sailor pals was too great an allure, there was a thriving black market to make a little extra on the side, he really did get to see the world, and the work was something he could do, well enough to earn a number of promotions – ships’ records show that he went from bell-boy to silver-room boy, saloon steward, assistant steward and other, similar positions.

      From the time Alf became a sailor, he was only sporadically back in Liverpool. He’d claim he was sexually loyal to Julia from the beginning to the end of their relationship – which, if true, means that he spurned the whores widely available to sailors in ports around the world, holding back where mates probably didn’t. Yet quite why he was saving himself seems hard to fathom. He would recall (remarkably without bitterness) how Julia was nonplussed about his repeatedly going back to sea, how she scarcely reacted when he left, and never went down to the docks to see him off; how though he wrote to her, she never wrote back; and how when he was home in Liverpool she treated him coolly. She loved dancing but Alf couldn’t manage it, perhaps because of the rickets he’d suffered as a child; when they went out she would dance with other men while he, small and diminished, would sit at the bar and drink, watching her have fun at his expense.26

      Reading such accounts, it’s hard to avoid the conclusion Julia toyed with Alf, that she saw him as a plaything, an amusing friend repeatedly coming back into her life and then going off again, at which point she – a free spirit with a strong allure to men and a playful, vivacious character – did whatever she pleased. For sure, her father took strongly against Alf. Though both were seamen, with shared experiences, George Stanley was adamant Alf wasn’t good enough for his special one, and there’s a strong suggestion this was the fuel for Julia’s even half-interest in him, to defy her father. With their higher opinion of themselves, most (or all) of the Stanleys saw Alf as low, and there was a religious schism, Protestant against Catholic. While Liverpool likes to portray itself as a great melting-pot, which indeed it is, the city was riven by this. ‘I or O?’ was the question gangs would demand of strangers – ‘Irish or Orange?’ A quick and correct reply was required to avoid a beating.27

      The 1930s found the Stanleys resettled at 71a Berkley Street, Toxteth. This was a road of impressive Georgian terraced houses built for wealthy Liverpool merchants at the end of the eighteenth century. It was downhill all the way from here to the Mersey, and it was downhill all the way for the houses, which, after the merchants moved further out into Liverpool’s greener spaces, were taken up by private landlords, sub-divided into flats, allowed to fall into a state of accumulated disrepair and be populated by far poorer occupants. Berkley Street was home to the Stanleys for about eight years and here it was that Alf would come to court the aloof Julia and where the Stanley girls grew up and left. Though Mimi never spoke of it herself, it’s been written that she was engaged to a young doctor in this period, perhaps one she met at the convalescent home. The relationship apparently ended in tragedy when her fiancé caught an infection from a patient and died, leaving Mimi distraught. Soon after this she went to live and work in north Wales for a while, as private secretary to an industrialist. On her visits back home she would occasionally meet a man who expressed interest in her, a dairy farmer from Woolton who delivered milk to the convalescent home. George Toogood Smith was willing and waiting for his moment.

      One can only imagine what George Stanley, that rigid Victorian bosun, said as his daughters threw in his face everything he’d demanded of them. Elizabeth, shockingly, married a wealthy divorcé fifteen years her senior, had a baby boy by him then decided she couldn’t cope and handed him over to Mama (and Dada) for raising until he was old enough for boarding school. The withdrawn one, Annie (calling herself Anne), didn’t marry at this time but became a career woman when to do so was gossiped as peculiar. Harriet married an engineering student at Liverpool University – who was, of all people for George to swallow, an Arab. (One can just picture the scene of him receiving that news.) She then had a baby with him and went off to live in Cairo. And all the while, on and off for all these years, Julia had that Lennon around when he was home.

      Dismissed from her job with the firm of printers and stationers – apparently because of her overactive sense of humour, and her poor eyesight can’t have helped – Julia became a cinema usherette. She worked for many years at the Trocadero, a sumptuous film palace in Camden Street in the centre of Liverpool, guiding patrons into their seats with her torch and emerging during intermissions to serve ice-cream and cigarettes (‘ciggies’ in Liverpool) from a tray. Staff at such cinemas were impeccably dressed: photos show managerial inspections of uniformed usherettes with little pill-box hats fixed at forty-five degrees.28 With her particularly lively personality, iridescent appeal to men, and a job that brought her into constant contact with a great many of them, it’s simply not credible (though it’s been said) that Julia resisted all male overtures because Alf was her one true love. She certainly wasn’t short of attention. One anecdote describes how she became the object of passion for the Trocadero’s manager, and how he tried to win her love by giving her pairs of nylons. Another story has a man – known locally as Francis the Umbrella Man because he always carried one (it doesn’t rain every day in Liverpool) – sunk down on his knees and vowing his undying love for Julia, saying he wouldn’t budge until she surrendered. This was in the middle of London Road, then Liverpool’s busiest shopping street, with electric trams trundling past and horse-drawn carts rattling over the cobblestones. There was no concept of stalking in the 1930s. Policemen – known to locals as ‘scuffers’ or ‘bizzies’ – had to drag him clear and send him on his way.

      And then, suddenly, Julia and Alf married. Typically for these two prickers of pomposity, it was a dare, a lark. Alf would later recall how Julia goaded him, claiming that through sheer cowardice he would never propose. That did it. Alf popped the question and Julia said yes, OK. Alf fixed the wedding for Liverpool Register Office on Saturday 3 December 1938, just before he had to sail off to the West Indies.*

      The Bolton Street register office was only open between ten and twelve on Saturdays and Julia failed to turn up as arranged, at ten outside the adjacent Adelphi Hotel. While he was waiting, Alf’s mind turned to who they could get as legal witnesses. He went to a phone box and called his brother Syd. ‘How much do you want?’ Syd asked. Alf was generally broke and tapping up his older brother – his sea pay going on the ale and living for the moment. ‘No, it’s not that, Syd, I’m getting married. Can you come down?’ ‘Trust you! No sense at all!’ replied Syd before heading out the door. When Alf got back to the Adelphi Julia still hadn’t turned up, so back he went once more and called the Trocadero to ask where she was. Eventually, very late, Julia came along with a girlfriend, and she and Syd served as witnesses to the union of Alfred Lennon and Julia Stanley.29 Then they went for drinks in the Vines (a huge Edwardian gin-palace known to locals as ‘the Big House’) where Alf did indeed tap his brother for some money. But after that, what? There’d be no honeymoon and there was no bed in which they could make love – apparently for the first time.

      So they went to the pictures. Across Lime Street from the Vines was the Forum cinema, and in they went. The titles were perfect – the main feature was The Boy From Barnardo’s, a light crime caper (starring Freddie Bartholomew and Mickey Rooney) set in an English orphanage not unlike the Blue Coat; the B-picture was Almost A Honeymoon, an awful comedy with Tommy Trinder. There were omens all around, in fact: the film Julia had been seeing continually all week at the Trocadero was Josette, in which, summarised the Liverpool Echo, ‘A tantalising little coquette talks herself into a pretty mix-up with her boyfriends.’30

      They made love in the stalls of the Forum, Alf would say. Unless they were especially gymnastic, he probably meant the original definition of the phrase, kissing and canoodling. Then he took Julia Lennon home to 22 Huskisson Street, to where the Stanleys had moved in recent months.*

      The news was poorly received at the Stanleys. Mimi later summed it up:

      
         

        We were all shocked. It was not as though she had to be married, nothing of the kind, just defiance against the family for refusing to accept him. No one in the family was at the wedding. Knew nothing about it until Julia came in with a marriage certificate, and that was that. This Lennon was not allowed in or near the house. A most unsuitable person in every way. My father forbade her to have anything to do with him. She just thought it was clever to defy the family. She soon regretted it when she realised it was not so clever. Julia was a beautiful girl, headstrong. I loved Julia. She was so witty and amusing, always laughing. We all make mistakes. Julia’s was not realising the seriousness of a defiant ‘prank’.

        The only good thing that came out of it was John.31

      

       

      
iii. Paul McCartney, paternal background

      McCartney isn’t an English name, but efforts to establish when this specific line of the family arrived in England have proved fruitless, so many are the possibilities. Genealogists ascribe the journey to a start in Scotland as the Mackintosh clan, then came a migration to Ireland, during the course of which they switched from Catholic to Protestant. The book More Irish Families says MacCartneys were well established in Ulster in the seventeenth century.32 MacCartney is also listed in Petty’s ‘census’ of 1659 as a principal Irish name in the barony of Belfast, prominent in the landlord class.

      A clear and traceable line in Liverpool begins in 1864 when – at the (Protestant) Parish Church in Liverpool – Paul McCartney’s great-grandfather James McCartney married Elizabeth Williams, he the son of an upholsterer who may have fled the Great Famine, she the daughter of a boilermaker. Both were officially classified as minors, under 21, and they lived on Scotland Road, that heaving thoroughfare with Catholic and Protestant immigrants packed into dingy properties, from airless cellars to gusty rafters, unturned cheek by bloodied jowl. It’s likely the McCartneys lived at the lower end of ‘Scotty Road’, not far from Juvenal Street – perceived as the border between the two factions and where the city’s worst religious riot would occur in 1909. James and Elizabeth’s first child was Paul McCartney’s grandfather, Joseph [Joe] McCartney, and by the time he came along, in 1866, they had the misfortune to be dwelling in the despicable court housing on the parallel Great Homer Street.

      From the leaving of school until the leaving of his life, Joe McCartney worked for one company, Cope Brothers & Co, importers of tobacco and manufacturers of all its related products: ten different kinds of snuff, thirteen makes of tobacco and nine varieties of cigarette. No health problems were associated with smoking and most adults took up the new and exotic habit. Cope produced beautiful Smoke-Room Booklets, sold by tobacconists, with pages of poetry, reflections on the joys of smoking, articles on accessories, and fine art illustrations commissioned for the pleasure of its consumers. The journals assured: ‘Cope’s Cigarettes Are Made By English Girls. Not made in Continental Prisons. Not made in the Slums of Cairo or Constantinople.’33

      These ‘English Girls’ laboured at Cope’s factory in Lord Nelson Street, just by Lime Street station, and formed the majority of its 1500 workers. The hard graft was done by the men: Joe McCartney was a journeyman cutter and stover for almost fifty years, hefty labour in hot conditions. Theft of tobacco was punishable, but few knew or cared about the shreds of shag that occasionally accidentally-on-purpose fell into Joe’s trouser turn-up, to be turned out on a copy of the night’s Echo and bartered in exchange for food. He was a quiet and likeable man, teetotal, who blew the huge E-flat bass tuba in his works’ brass band, warm and nurturing northern music played at church fetes and on park bandstands. Joe was the first in a still-continuing line of male McCartney musicians to perform in public.34

      Joe McCartney was 29 when he married a 21-year-old local girl, Florence Clegg, known as Florrie. Unless she gave birth prematurely, arithmetic indicates she was pregnant when, in May 1896, they stood before the altar of the Parish Church in Kensington.35

      Florrie, Paul McCartney’s grandmother, was born in Liverpool in 1874. Her family were from Onchan in the Isle of Man, off the north-west coast of England. Her father was Paul Clegg, a fishmonger; he’d fathered at least six children before his wife died, after which the difficult position into which he was thrown was alleviated by the hiring of a general servant, Jane Clague; nature then took the same course that would bring John Lennon and Polly Maguire together – Paul and Jane were married. Born in Douglas, the Isle of Man’s capital, she was twenty years his junior; they came to live in Liverpool at the beginning of the 1860s, lodging above a warehouse in Slater Street, in the city centre; Florrie was the second child they produced, by which point they’d moved to the northern district of Everton.36

      Here was where the McCartneys would call home until three decades into the twentieth century. Everton was atop a steep rise from the north banks of the Mersey, affording a panoramic view back over the city, but this was no vista for the rich. The ever-growing McCartney clan lived in desperate houses and there was the usual heartbreak:

      
         

        child 1 birth: Joseph James McCartney, 23 December 1896

        child 2 birth: John William (k/a Jack) McCartney, 12 May 1898

        child 1 death: Joseph James McCartney, died of meningitis, aged seventeen months, 24 May 1898

        child 3 birth: Ann Alice McCartney, 22 September 1899

        child 4 birth: Edith Kathleen McCartney, 14 February 1901

        child 3 death: Ann Alice McCartney, died of complications from teething, aged seventeen months, 24 February 1901

        child 5 birth: James McCartney, 7 July 1902

        child 6 birth: Florence Mildred McCartney, 23 September 1903

        child 7 birth: Annie McCartney, 2 June 1905

        child 8 birth: Jane McCartney, 31 March 1910

        child 9 birth: Joseph McCartney, 26 January 1912

      

      Paul McCartney’s father, James McCartney, known to all as Jim, was the fifth born but only the third to live beyond seventeen months. It was simply not expected that every child would survive. So arbitrary was life, and so fragile is history, that he was one of three James McCartneys born in this district at this time and the other two died in their infancy.

      With all these mouths to feed from one Cope’s pay-packet, there was little comfort for the McCartneys. Jim was born at 8 Fishguard Street and then, during his infancy, the family twice moved around the neighbourhood, to 35 Lloyd Street and 3 Solva Street, and all these houses suffered from rising damp and chronic subsidence. Though such buildings were unfit for habitation most were stuffed with large families and such was their poverty the youngest McCartney, Joseph, known as Joe, contracted rickets through malnutrition (the same affliction suffered by Alf Lennon) and had bowed legs. They stayed longest at Solva Street, at least fifteen years, ‘happy but hungry… though the houses on this cobbled street were so run-down the McCartney kids wouldn’t tell people where they lived’, the family’s historian Mike McCartney has written.37

      Above all else, the McCartneys were a no-nonsense, close-knit family, and would always remain so, and this became a strong and significant influence on the life of Jim’s son Paul. The Lennons and Stanleys were often falling out among themselves, factions and divisions inhibiting closeness, but the seven surviving McCartney kids – known as Jack, Jim, Joe, Edie, Mill (or Milly), Annie and Gin (or Ginny)38 – lived and looked out for one another and spoke with down-to-earth Liverpool wit and wisdom. All were educated first to last at Steers Street School, Everton; when a school doctor said the McCartney children looked ‘improperly fed’ Florrie marched up to Steers Street to give him a piece of her mind.39

      It’s said that Florrie was the more robust of the parents while Joe exercised a quiet dignity – he only made noise when rehearsing his E-flat bass, the deep sound of which must have reverberated around Everton. Encouraged to participate, several of the children were found to have fine singing voices. Jim could sing too but his favoured instrument was the piano. Around 1916, the McCartneys bought a secondhand Chappell & Co upright from a nearby music shop named Nems, and Jim, teaching himself, found he had flair.40 He had good rhythm and could work out how to play popular tunes, though without tuition he also picked up some bad habits, like crossing one hand over the other. At this time the main hindrance to his musical progress was the almost permanent loss of hearing suffered in one ear – he damaged his eardrum when falling off a wall in the narrow back alley (‘jigger’) running the length of Solva Street. After this, he would always organise the placement of furniture to have his ‘good ear’ to the room.

      Jim left Steers Street in July 1916, two days shy of his 14th birthday, while the Great War was raging in Europe. He’d already been working in his school holidays, his growing interest in public entertainment earning him a temporary position at the Theatre Royal on Breck Road. This was previously the Palace of Varieties, where the great Liverpool comedian Robb Wilton had made his stage debut; now it was a proper theatre with its own repertory company and weekly runs of twice-nightly melodramas. Jim sold programmes before the performances and would then race to the top of the theatre to be ‘limelight boy’, shining the lime on the players. After shows he would scan the stalls and dress circle for any discarded programmes and take them back to Solva Street where Gin or Mill would iron them; he’d sell them next performance and pocket the penny proceeds.41

      But Jim’s real work was not in the theatre, it was in cotton. With Liverpool the primary transatlantic port in Britain and Europe, cotton was long established as one of its most important trades. Conducting his life with the same quiet dignity and loyalty as his father, Jim would be in this trade and devoted to the same employer – A. Hannay & Co, cotton brokers – most of his working life. Cotton was indeed reckoned to be ‘a job for life’, possessing a prestige akin to banking, so Jim’s securing of a position as sample boy, paid six shillings a week, was a point of real pride for the 14-year-old and all the McCartneys. Hannay’s imported cotton from America, graded it, showed samples of it to prospective purchasers, and then sold it to the great weaving mills across the other side of Lancashire, in towns like Blackburn, Darwen and Nelson.

      Opened in 1906, the new Cotton Exchange building was on Old Hall Street, in the heart of Liverpool’s flourishing business district and down near the Pier Head where the Royal Liver Friendly Society opened in 1911 an imposing new headquarters, the Liver Building. On top of the building were statues of two tethered birds; local legend has it that they are male and female – the female looks out to sea, anxiously seeking the safe return home of Liverpool’s seamen, the male looks back towards the city, checking if the pubs are open.

      The Liverpool Cotton Exchange was run like the London Stock Exchange with its pillared trading hall and pandemonium of traders – ‘the bulls and bears’ – dressed in frock-coats and top hats, shouting and waving their arms.42 Trading began every day at ten and ended on the stroke of four when a smartly attired officer tolled an old handbell and the room fell silent. It was an exciting business to be in and Hannay’s was the premier brokerage, situated right around the corner on Chapel Street. Jim bustled proudly between the two buildings, ever the honest broker.

      It was at Hannay’s that Jim McCartney first performed music for the public. The year was 1919 and the latest musical explosion in America had crossed the Atlantic, landing first in Liverpool. This was ragtime, dance music that originated in the red-light districts of New Orleans and St Louis. It had actually been around a while – one of the first Edison cylinders, precursor of the gramophone record, was a rag entitled (without any sensation in its day) All Coons Look Alike To Me, which sold a million copies as sheet music. Ragtime was characterised by syncopated rhythm and its primary instrument was the piano. Jim McCartney was willing to have a stab at it, and he succeeded well enough to assemble a little dance band. He was just 17 when they played a Hannay’s staff soirée. Their first public performance was then at St Catherine’s Hall in Vine Street, up near Liverpool’s university. In search of a carnival gimmick (then prevalent at every dance) the band wore black masks and called themselves the Masked Melody Makers. They sweated so much the dye ran down their faces. The Masked Melody Makers were born and mourned inside one evening… but the band carried on beyond.

      Never had there been such a bountiful time for the performance of popular music. New trends and styles were suddenly pouring out of America, fed by and feeding a mass boom in dancing and supported by the evolution of the gramophone record into a standard format – typically ten-inch, made of shellac and revolving at 78 revolutions per minute (rpm), so harnessing the length of a song to about three minutes.* Still, few yet had the hardware to play discs at home, and as radio was some years away from mass distribution, movies were silent and television but a boffin’s distant pipe-dream, if you wanted to hear music you went to a dance.

      Liverpool people have long lived for the weekend, pursuing a good time with the abandon of a sailor on shore leave; all during the week but especially on Friday nights the front page of the Liverpool Echo would have two or three columns of dance ads for venues such as Aintree Institute, Knotty Ash Village Hall, Holyoake Hall and the Grafton, while on the other side of the River Mersey – over the water as it’s always called – locals could jig around the Grosvenor Ballroom in Liscard (Wallasey) and trip the light fantastic at the glorious Tower Ballroom at the New Brighton amusement park. All of them were venues of significance to a subsequent generation in this history, where music would be performed that was the same incomprehensible racket to those from the 1920s as 1920s music was to preceding generations. Jim McCartney’s love of the popular music coming out of America was certainly anathema to his dad, the Victorian brass bandsman Joe. He decried it as sounding ‘like a load of old tin cans’, and when Jim played his piano at home (or trumpet, at which he was also passably good) Joe would complain, ‘What’s this tin-can music you’re playing, son?’43

      Yet Jim had support. The Masked Melody Makers no more, his combo had become Jim Mac’s Band (and varieties of that name) and they played around Liverpool for about five years, until ending around 1925. Were they any good? Jim had a pat and typically self-deprecating answer. ‘Band?’ he’d say. ‘Band? I’ve seen better bands around a man’s hat.’

      
         

        Liverpool Echo ads:

        19 Oct 1923. To-night at Durning Hall, Grand Cinderella. Jim Mac’s Syncopated Band. Dancing 7.45–12. Admission 1/6

        20 Feb 1924. Wilkinson’s, Great George-st (top Bold-st). To-night (Wednesday). Grand Carnival. Dancing 8 to 11. J. Mac’s Jazz Band

        28 March 1924. Grand National Carnival To-night. Durning Hall. 7.30 to 11. Adm 1/6. Jim Mac’s Band

      

      The players in Jim Mac’s usually numbered six to eight, including Jim on piano or trumpet and his elder brother Jack on trombone. Sisters Edie, Milly, Annie and Ginny didn’t play but were usually around to lend a hand, and Annie’s boyfriend Bert Danher was in the band. Liverpool’s suburban weekly papers regularly ran photos from dances – the band and the dancers, everyone together, squatting or sitting on the floor in their best suits and dresses, and one such image features Jim Mac’s Band. In spite of their poverty-stricken lives, the leader and his musicians are in smart dinner-jacket suits with bow-ties. Appearance was everything; few knew the shirt-fronts and cuffs were made of paper on sale in Liverpool at a penny a dozen. And their suits belied another dimension to performing in public – especially in Liverpool, where an evening out can become a little boisterous. A news item in the Walton Times & North Liverpool Times caught the flavour in December 1925 (though it could also have been from every other decade):

      
         

        Drunken fighting inside and outside a dance at the Gordon Institute, Stanley Road. 

        Magistrate: What kind of a dance was it?

        Defendant: A select private dance.

        Magistrate: Select, and people roll all over the floor?

      

      Like every other band, Jim’s played music for the popular dance crazes of the moment – the Valencia, the picador and the Babette waltz held sway for a while, and the tango and Charleston fizzed in the mid-1920s – but for Jim it was always the melody in the music that held true appeal. Though some British songwriters were hard at work in London, the real deal was coming from New York and especially from a cluster of buildings on West 28th Street (between Fifth and Sixth Avenues), tiny cubicle offices with pianos, occupied mainly by immigrants or sons of immigrants from Eastern Europe, mostly Jewish. These people were pumping out the rhythms and rhymes that held unchallenged supremacy in the world of the popular song, forming a fantastic industry of characters, charlatans, crooks and companies. The area had gained a nickname, Tin Pan Alley, and musical gold was being mined here.

      Jim Mac’s Band performed such new Alley tunes as Chicago (That Toddlin’ Town), After You’ve Gone, Stumbling, Amapola, and Jim’s favourite, I’ll Build A Stairway To Paradise, words by Buddy DeSylva and Ira Gershwin, music by George Gershwin. The Gershwins were among an elite group of American songwriters whose melodic music would dominate the first half of the twentieth century, their compositions thrilling in theatres and on screen, delighting at home on shellac discs, and enticing people on to dance floors the world over. At the very other end of the scale, in the front parlours of Everton and the public halls of Liverpool, Jim McCartney would be modestly performing a little piece of music he’d made up, the first ever McCartney composition, an instrumental piano shuffle for the dance band which he called Eloise.44

      All in all, life was fine for Jim Mac. Though his father died in October 1927, aged 60, that tobaccoman to the last, Jim too had a ‘job for life’ – and now a better one too, because at 28 he was promoted to cotton salesman, paid £250 a year. Also, his immediate family was multiplying in size, as his beloved brothers and sisters married and had children. He was soon Uncle Jim to many: admired, respected, eternally well considered. A wife for Gentleman Jim himself, however, was not so rapidly forthcoming. He went through his teens, twenties and almost all his thirties before finding her.

       

      
iv. Paul McCartney, maternal background


      Paul McCartney’s mother, born Mary Patricia Mohin in Fazakerley (north Liverpool) in 1909, was of strong Irish stock, Roman Catholic on both sides. Though she married outside of her kind, it remained significant in her life.

      On Mary’s father’s side, the genealogy is almost comical, undergoing three changes of a similar-sounding surname in rapid succession. Her father, Owen Mohin, was born Owen Mohan, and his father before him was Owen Moan.

      Paul McCartney’s grandfather Owen Mohan, born about 1880 and known as ‘Ownie’, was one of nine children in a poor farming family in the tiny hamlet of Tullynamalrow in County Monaghan, Ireland. At 12 the boy escaped from what little education he was getting and journeyed to Scotland, where he lived in a Glasgow inner-city tenement and worked as a coal delivery boy, which must have been an exceedingly rough existence. When, thirteen years later, he married Mary Theresa Danher* in a RC church local to her home in Liverpool, his residential address on their marriage certificate was still Glasgow; how they met isn’t known.

      Mary Theresa, born 1877, was the daughter of John Danher, written as Danaher on census forms, who arrived in England from Limerick (on the west coast of Ireland) in the 1860s. As a fitter of gas lights, he seems to have been an itinerant worker, collecting a wife, Jane Baines, while in Dudley, Worcestershire, then having a family in Middlesbrough and Bradford before settling in the Kensington district of Liverpool around 1874. Here, Danher became a manufacturer of gas meters and then a tallow chandler, making candles from animal fat for use in homes. This was an occupation that fizzled out when electric lighting came into common use, so he became an ironmonger. John Danher was also a bull: by the time Jane was no longer capable of conception she’d given birth to at least fourteen.

      The April 1905 marriage of coal merchant Owen Mohin and Mary Danher brought four, almost five, children into the world, and Paul McCartney’s mother, Mary Patricia Mohin, was the second. A possible clue to Owen’s lack of education and Irish/Scottish accent can be surmised from his registration of the birth of their firstborn. When he gave the infant’s chosen name the registrar heard Winifred and, accordingly, followed it with ‘girl’. The birth certificate still shows the amendments to ‘Wilfred, boy’. Owen did no more registering of births after this, and Mary gave birth to four… 

      
         

        child 1 birth: Wilfred Mohin, 3 October 1908

        child 2 birth: Mary Patricia Mohin, 29 September 1909

        child 3 birth: Agnes May Mohin, 26 May 1915

        child 4 birth: Owen Michael (k/a Bill) Mohin, 15 July 1917

        child 3 death: Agnes May Mohin, died of diphtheria, aged two years eight months, 6 February 1918

      

      … after which, on 18 January 1919 – while giving birth to their fifth, her third in under four years – she succumbed to pneumonia and died, aged 41, along with the baby.

      For Mary, then nine, the distress of losing her mother was compounded by her father suddenly taking her and her two brothers to Ireland, where he attempted to get back into farming. The venture failed, perhaps through his addiction to gambling, and they returned to Liverpool about 1920 where Owen tried to resurrect his coal work.45 On a subsequent return visit to Ireland it’s said he was offered £100 by a man trying to marry off his widowed sister. Owen took the money and returned to Liverpool with not only the woman, Rose, but her two young children. Now in their early teens, Wilf and Mary Mohin were strongly opposed to their dad’s second marriage. They couldn’t abide his new wife, and Mary literally wouldn’t. At the age of 13 she left home and went back to her mother’s family, staying with her uncle Ambrose Danher at his chandlery shop in Wavertree.

      It was around this time that the Danher and McCartney families first came together. The first of what would eventually be two separate, strong connections came in 1925 when Mary’s cousin Bert Danher, who played in Jim Mac’s Band, married Jim’s sister Annie McCartney. Jim and Mary – the eventual second connection – would surely have met at the wedding, at which Jim was one of the two legal witnesses, yet it would be another sixteen years before they got themselves together. What’s clear is that Mary Mohin enjoyed the McCartney family and knew them all well during the course of the 1930s. Now in her twenties, the daughter of an uneducated man, she was determined to elevate her station in life, set truly on the path of self-improvement and fulfilment. Perhaps motivated by the death of her mother in childbirth, she entered the nursing profession, spending her long training years first at Alder Hey and then Walton hospitals.* Midwifery was Mary’s specialty and by the end of the decade this seemed to be not only her vocation – she was now a ward sister – but her life. She reached 30 still a ‘spinster’.

       

      
v. George Harrison, paternal background

      The Harrisons – down the male line, at least – were a Liverpool English family through and through. Census returns and official documents as far back as the mid-nineteenth century are all Liverpool and all Protestant.

      They were of the labouring class, and towards the end of that century settled in the suburb of Wavertree. Though latterly folded into Liverpool, Wavertree was then a self-governing authority and so had a number of municipal buildings – heavy, solid constructions and also impressive Victorian Gothic architecture.46 The area also reflects its location: on one side is the industrial landscape of Edge Hill, on the other the leafier districts of Childwall* and Mossley Hill, and Wavertree seems to have a foot in both. Though much of its housing was drab and basic, there were plenty worse places to live in Liverpool than this.

      Despite being illiterate – in common with so many others, he could only scratch an X as his mark – Edward Harrison, George’s great-grandfather, was an artist with his hands, practising the trade of stonemasonry on public buildings in Liverpool. In 1868, aged 20, he married 16-year-old Manchester girl Elizabeth Hargreaves (who was already pregnant) and they went on to have a substantial family. Henry Harrison, George’s grandfather, known as Harry, came along in 1882, and he had a younger brother, George Harrison, born about 1886.

      Following his father, Harry went into the building business. Though he described himself merely as ‘Bricklayer Journeyman’ on a later document, within the family his legend loomed large. As his grandson George Harrison would recall, ‘My father’s father, who I never knew, was a builder. He built all these great Victorian, or maybe Edwardian, houses in Prince’s Road in Liverpool, which used to be where all the doctors lived. And in those days they knew how to build: good masonry, good bricks, good timber.’ Another building Harrison helped cement into Liverpool was the barracks and Drill Hall on Wellington Road in Wavertree, still standing.47

      Harry Harrison died in the Great War. He served with the 1st Battalion of the Loyal North Lancashires, a regiment that participated in virtually every theatre of conflict, including the defence of Ypres, and the battles of Neuve Chapelle, Aubers Ridge, the Somme and Passchendaele. Not that Harry Harrison saw all of this – he was killed in action in 1915. His death didn’t only deny the continued Harrison imprint on Liverpool’s public architecture, it widowed a wife, robbed seven children of a father and caused them all great financial hardship.

      Harry Harrison had married Jane Thompson in 1902 at the Holy Trinity Church in Wavertree, though it seems incredible this was allowed considering she gave birth to their first child a mere two days later. Jane’s father was Scottish and her mother was from the Isle of Man but Liverpool was already the Thompsons’ home, and she and Harry settled near his Drill Hall construction on Wellington Road. Liverpool is a big city and also strangely small. Harrison lived around the corner from where Mary Mohin would be living with her uncle, across a park (Wavertree Playground) from the Blue Coat school Alf Lennon would attend, and just along from a cul-de-sac of back-to-back houses curiously named Ono Street.

      Harry and Jane were admirably rhythmic in their conception of offspring:

      
         

        child 1 birth: Elizabeth Annie Harrison, 19 August 1902

        child 2 birth: Henry Harrison, 18 October 1904

        child 3 birth: Edward Harrison, 21 August 1906

        child 4 birth: Harold Hargreaves Harrison, 28 May 1909

        child 5 birth: James Harrison, 28 September 1911

        child 6 birth: William Harrison, 22 January 1913

        child 7 birth: Jane Harrison, 13 April 1915

      

      Harold Hargreaves Harrison – like his father, known as Harry – was born at home, 26 Wellington Road. Losing his father at the age of six altered everything. There was no assistance for bereaved families, just struggle, so everything was threadbare. Likely as not, a major part of the family diet would have been scouse, a thick stew made from onions, carrots, potatoes and cheap cuts of lamb. Much of Liverpool ate it. As explained in the book Liverpool Colonnade, scouse came in three varieties:

      
         

        ‘A pan of good scouse’, when you are just poor; ‘a good pan of scouse’, when you are on your beam-ends; and, when you are absolutely on the rocks, ‘blind scouse’, a concoction of any available vegetables containing no meat whatsoever.48

      

      As an adult Harry would be quiet by nature but with a dogged strength and wry sense of humour, and as a youth he was probably little different. The young Harry left school at 14 and took a job with a mangle manufacturing company. He dragged a handcart around Wavertree, trying to sell mangles to poverty-stricken housewives with the spiel that this great labour-saving device would lighten the load on wash-days (Mondays, always Mondays in Britain, for decades). For this soulless graft, the young boy earned 7s 6d a week and gave most of it to his mother.

      What Harry really craved was to join the Royal Navy: to wear a crisp uniform and sail out of soot-stained Liverpool and into the wide blue yonder. Having just lost her husband in battle, Jane Harrison wouldn’t hear of it. People had endured four hellish years of what was called ‘the war to end all wars’ but did anyone actually feel assured there’d never be another? As a concession, though, because Harry kept on at her, she let him join the merchant navy – a position he achieved twelve months ahead of time by lying about his age, adding a year to become 18 instead of 17.49 From 1926 Harry was a steward with the White Star Line, finally in uniform and sailing out of Liverpool. These were ships of comfort, with passengers not only wealthy enough to travel but give tips too. Like Alf Lennon, who had pretty much the same steward’s job and would soon be plying essentially the same routes, Harry Harrison loved the sunshine, the comradeship, the laughs and the opportunities of being a sailor.* It was hard work, but he wasn’t shy of that.

      His first voyage, or at least his first trip to the United States, came in April 1927, when, still 17, he worked aboard the RMS Celtic. The unadulterated thrill of seeing New York – New York! – was something Harry would never forget, no matter that he experienced it almost twenty times, sailing in on the Celtic, the Doric and the Britannic. Even in the Depression, America was seen enviously by the British as ‘the land of plenty’. The Harrison household, relocated within Wavertree to 24 Ash Grove, began to accumulate American gear, including a radio, a gramophone, records and a guitar. As he travelled so Harry also filled the pages of a photograph album; George would recall his dad showing him snaps of Pacific islands and Bondi Beach in the 1930s – told with stories of the Sydney shark nets and how he’d seen a shark amputate a swimmer’s leg.50

      With such long voyages Harry Harrison spent little time in Wavertree in the last years of the 1920s, but on one visit home he had a chance encounter with an 18-year-old local girl, Louise French. She worked as an assistant in a greengrocery, and they met, so it was said, in the street. Another young man, also a seaman, was asking her address on the promise of mailing her some perfume from his travels. She wrote it down but Harry grabbed the paper and refused to share it. Instead of foreign scent, Louise began to get drily entertaining and considerate letters on the stationery of the White Star Line. A relationship followed, and by 1930 their lives were entwined.

       

      
vi. George Harrison, maternal background

      George Harrison’s sister, Louise, firstborn of Harry Harrison and Louise French, makes this vivid observation of her parents: ‘My father was like George, quiet. Well, it wasn’t so much that he was quiet as that my mum was so rambunctious. She was bright and funny and witty, vital, alive. I always imagine her like a firework on Bonfire Night, exploding, the fun, the sparkles that go across the sky. And I imagine my father as a lighthouse, standing on the rocks, strong and firm, saving you from the roughness of the sea.’51

      The backgrounds of George Harrison’s parents reflected their personalities and fashioned his in turn. And every bit as much as his father’s Liverpool life steadied the ship so his mother’s was full of pitch and toss.

      Predominantly, the influence is Irish, and the known history stretches back a very long way indeed – back to the Norman knights who sailed from France to Ireland in or after 1169. They settled as powerful Catholic landowners in the south-east, County Wexford – it’s said they had all the land from the tower of their castle to an area about sixty miles south of Dublin. The peasant locals called them French and over time it came to be written as Ffrench, a misspelling.*

      Whether there was one f in French or two, the landowning family would receive a brutal shock. It’s the quintessential Irish history lesson. Wexford was a Catholic stronghold during the Irish Confederate Wars of 1641–53, when Protestants were brutally despatched from the town; Wexford ships were a continual menace to those of the English Parliament; and in 1648 the Confederates and Royalists actually joined forces, such was their hatred of the English. As a consequence, it became a key target for the imminent Parliamentarian invasion from London. In October 1649, two months after the launch of Oliver Cromwell’s Irish conquest, his New Model Army took Wexford, destroyed the harbour, set fire to buildings and massacred many of its citizens. (Such claims were contested.) The Sack of Wexford, as it became known, remains an atrocity infamous in Irish history.

      Cromwell’s entrenched hostility to the Catholics was such that when the conquest was complete, and Ireland a British colony, he confiscated huge tracts of Catholic-owned land and handed it to the victorious soldiers, and to the elite in London who’d financed the campaign. Stripped of their castle and land by the English brigand, the Ffrench family were forced to toil in the soil they’d owned, and so it remained for generation after generation for the next 250 years. It’s said that even with a good harvest they often struggled to meet the rent.*

      George Harrison’s grandfather, John French, born in 1870, was the fifth of seven from the union of James French and his wife Ellen, née Whelan. James was a farm labourer at Corah, Ferns, in County Wexford. Though by this point the double-F spelling had largely vanished, the registrations of his seven children were inconsistent – the last born was recorded as Ffrench. At this point the family doesn’t appear to have been as destitute as those around them, nor even stricken by the potato famine. They had their own farm, and when it was put up for auction in 1913 it was described as ‘an exceptionally well-finished slated dwelling-house, cow house, car house, fowl house and piggeries etc, in perfect repair’.52 All the same, something caused John French to leave Ireland and head for Liverpool.

      French landed on Merseyside in the 1890s. The precise order of his employment remains unclear, though it may have begun with a post as commissionaire at the Eiffel-like New Brighton Tower.† He then shows in the 1901 census as a barman at the Black Horse pub/hotel in Lower Heswall, a delightful rural district on the Wirral which will reoccur in this history. There exists a photograph of French – moustachioed and wearing a bowler hat – astride a horse and trap outside a hotel, as if running its taxi service; bar hours were tightly controlled so it’s reasonable to assume he was also the Black Horse’s runabout, with his black horse. And it was probably while working in Heswall that John French, the Irish barman and cabbie, met the woman with whom he would spend almost the next forty years.

      Louise Woollam – the grandmother George Harrison knew – was Protestant, not Catholic, and hers was not a Liverpool family but a Shropshire one, the name variously spelled Wollam, Wollum and Woolam on early documents. They came from St Martins, close to the border with Wales, and they too worked the land, first as farm labourers and then as gardeners. John Woollam (George Harrison’s great-grandfather) was a gardener all his working life.* He left Shropshire and moved to Widnes – an industrial town just south of Liverpool – where he married, had two children, became a widower and, in the old, old familiar tale, married again to a servant – not his own this time but her sister, Jane Daniels, the daughter of a labourer at one of the town’s alkali factories.

      John and Jane Woollam lived in Virgins Lane, Little Crosby, north of Liverpool, among farmland, green fields, stone walls and horses, an idyllic spot; they had three children together, and the last, in 1879, was Louise. Crosby remained their home for years, with John working as a local gardener until his death in 1890, and Jane making ends meet as a dressmaker.

      While John French was working in the pub/hotel in Heswall, Louise Woollam was 21 (nine years his junior) and a maid-servant at a similar hostelry in nearby Birkenhead – the Ranelagh Hotel, close to the Woodside terminal for the Mersey ferry. Precisely how they came to meet isn’t known but it’s no stretch to imagine it happened in this period. The bigger issue is what followed, because although John French and Louise Woollam spent the rest of their lives together and had seven children, they never married.

      
         

        child 1 birth: Kathleen Ellen French, 17 February 1905

        child 2 birth: Maria Elizabeth (k/a Cissie) French, 28 May 1907

        child 3 birth: John French, 6 December 1908

        child 4 birth: Louise French, 10 March 1911

        child 5 birth: George French, 27 December 1914

        child 6 birth: James French, 5 May 1919

        child 7 birth: Edmund French, 16 January 1924†

      

      Mr and Mrs French, respectable folk of Wavertree, their seven children raised as staunch Catholics, were the proverbial dark horses. For certain, their marriage – Catholic man, Protestant woman – would have been problematic, but it was achievable. They just seem to have sidestepped it and called themselves married.* Though it isn’t clear if this situation was known to their offspring, their efforts to keep it secret had ramifications well beyond the point where its origin was remembered. So concerned were the Frenches that their sham status not be exposed, they maintained a marked suspicion about ‘nosy neighbours’, guarding information about themselves, their antennae sharply attuned to people’s questions. Their fourth child, Louise – George Harrison’s mother – would maintain for life all these strong feelings about anyone knowing more about her and her family than she wished, and she passed them on in turn to her children. As her eldest, Louise, recalls, ‘Mum’s favourite expression was “the nosy neighbours”. She always hated that – “Keep away from the nosy neighbours.” We weren’t curious about other people’s lives and felt strongly that they didn’t need to be curious about ours. If someone did pry, she would get very, very upset – and it was something which really got into George’s psyche.’53

      By the time Louise came along, in 1911, the family had moved into a new terraced house at 11 Albert Grove, adjacent to number 9 which would be their home for decades to come. For the French family, until the 1940s, everything happened entirely within this little enclave behind the huge Lamb pub on Wavertree High Street: they were baptised at the RC church Our Lady of Good Help just down the street, attended regular mass, confessions and Sunday School there, were educated start to finish in its attached school and bought their daily milk from cowsheds across the street, carried home in a jug. Some, after marrying, stayed within touching distance.

      For most of these years, John French was a lamplighter – he lit the street gas-lamps for the city’s governing body, the Liverpool Corporation (known to locals as ‘the Corpy’). But before settling on this occupation he had an intriguing interlude as an Irishman serving in the British police. Research material is disappointingly non-existent about this except for a photo that shows him stout in a bobby’s dark-blue uniform and helmet. Every man in the photo has a moustache, and the physical resemblance of French to his grandson George Harrison about sixty years later is quite fantastic. According to family talk, this employment came to an end in spectacular fashion when John French was sacked – along with the entire local force – during a union dispute known as ‘the Liverpool Lock-Out’, a strike that went on so long the policemen were banned from entering their own stations, and then dismissed. Thorough research has so far failed to uncover factual evidence of this, but it was certainly emblematic of the chronic trade union relations that would cripple Liverpool time and again during the twentieth century, a long litany of collective and individual traumas that dragged the great seaport to its very knees and kept it there too long.

       

      In all the decades that followed, Harry Harrison and his wife Louise would say they married in 1930, putting what they felt was proper distance between this and the 1931 birth of their first child, Louise. Actually, the interval between the two events was three months and no doubt the circumstances were heavy. Again, the oil and water mixture of Catholic and Protestant was a major problem, to say nothing of the fact that there was clearly sex before marriage and that the bride had only just turned 20. After their wedding – on 20 May 1931 at the register office in Liverpool – the new husband and his six-months-pregnant wife had nowhere to live except with Harry’s mother (perhaps there wasn’t enough space at 9 Albert Grove). This remained the case until after baby Louise was born on 16 August – another ‘home’ event.

      Home was now 47 Cecil Street, Wavertree, and the young wife was not at all impressed with her mother-in-law: she charged them a hefty rent, and extra yet towards the cost of utilities. Not long after they’d moved in – with Louise still in bed, nursing her baby – the house received a visit from the priest at Our Lady of Good Help. He’d known Louise closely all her life yet he hadn’t come to offer any of that good help, he’d come to scream at Louise for marrying out, for marrying in a register office, and for pre-conceiving a child. He pronounced her a sinner and called baby Louise a bastard. Harry Harrison had a long fuse but detonation was not unknown – in best Polly Lennon fashion, he grabbed the priest by the scruff of the neck, marched him out of the bedroom, down the stairs and put him out on Cecil Street. As if Louise’s personal difficulties weren’t already great, Jane Harrison then added insult to injury by having her granddaughter christened in the Protestant church. Louise wouldn’t get her baptised a Catholic until she was three.

      Harry, of course, went back to sea – this was his job and his means of income – and Louise was marooned with her baby in Cecil Street. It was a period that tested her natural good humour and reinforced her feelings about nosy neighbours and the need for people to know nothing more of her family than she wanted.

      Though Harry and Louise put their name down on the list for a Liverpool Corporation house, it was clear they’d have to wait, so in the meantime they scrimped and saved and after a while were able to rent a house at 12 Arnold Grove, the adjacent street to Albert Grove (and identical to it). This was a terrace of tiny houses defining the British ‘two-up-two-down’: downstairs was a front room (used maybe three times a year) and a kitchen, upstairs were two small bedrooms. No heating, no bathroom, and no toilet apart from the privy in the minuscule back yard.* Rent was paid to a private landlord – once a week a Mr Miller would knock on all the doors and hold out his hand for ten shillings, always a considerable chunk of Harry’s income. Frugality had been a constant factor in Louise’s life and was central again to the responsible, make-do-and-mend way she ran the family, watching every penny. It was at 12 Arnold Grove that Louise gave birth to her second child, Harold James Harrison, born 20 July 1934, yet another Harry, one who would be ‘me big brother’ to George. The four-strong family now comprised Harold, Louise, Louise and Harold.

      As his children grew so Harry despaired at spending so much time at sea and too little in Liverpool; deciding he would leave, they entered a period of even greater saving in case he should find it tough to get a job. He did. After quitting the White Star Line in 1936, Harold struggled almost two years to find any work, and times grew very tough for the Harrisons. Unemployment pay – ‘dole money’ – was just 23s a week and terminated after twelve months. Harry had to pawn his guitar and never got it back.

      It wasn’t until the end of 1937 that he was able to find work, and at a starting wage of £2 a week it didn’t pay much better than the dole. But he was with the Liverpool Corporation Passenger Transport department (LCPT), and this was a steady job, one he could stick at for years and be offered promotions with better salaries. Initially, he worked as a conductor on the buses, collecting fares from all the passengers aboard Liverpool’s distinctive apple-green double-deckers – what would one day amusingly be described as ‘big green jobs’.54 Soon after starting, though, Harry began taking lessons to pass the driver’s test, and by 1939, at the outbreak of another world war, he was behind the wheel – a quiet, rock-steady, punctual character flashing an appealing lop-sided smile at those he met.

       

      
vii. Richard ‘Richy’ Starkey, paternal background†


      Around the beginning of the nineteenth century, Alexander Brown, in his Stranger’s Guide To Liverpool, described the Dingle as ‘a sweet romantic dell, a delightful treat extending to the river’.55

      Then came industry, and everything changed. On the streets that take the hill from the Mersey, above the last docks in Liverpool, the Harrington and the Herculaneum, came petroleum stores, gas works, factories, chimneys and a hundred different manufacturing eyesores. These were swiftly accompanied by block after block of narrow streets and alleys, packed tight with cramped terraced houses built to particularly poor specification.

      Not everything in the Dingle was bad – there was a strong sense of community, people pulling together, taking care of their own; and many women were as house-proud as could be, polishing the red-brick front steps as if in competition. Yet there was no hiding the problems: the infestation, damp, decay, subsidence, the malnourished and barefoot children, the sheer echoing relentlessness of it all. While the image of Britain as perceived overseas was stately homes, royal palaces, tea parties, rose gardens and croquet on the lawn, the Dingle – and too many places like it – was a shameful and truer aspect of the nation in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Things here looked shabby very, very quickly, and a high proportion of the Dingle’s adult population – generally Protestant, few Irish, and entirely working-class – was jobless and penniless, drinking and singing their lives away in its many pubs. In Liverpool, where you’re never far away from a run-down area, the Dingle – the ‘South End’ – had a reputation for roughness and alcoholism all its very own.

      Richy Starkey’s family were Dingle through and through. Dot an old map with the addresses of his forefathers and they’re all contained within a square mile. On official documents this isn’t ‘the Dingle’ at all but Toxteth, or Toxteth Park, and all these places are within the same precinct of poverty as the Lennons on Copperfield Street and the Stanleys on Berkley Street… but the Dingle is just a bit further south and definitely more depressed. That word Toxteth wasn’t used in everyday conversation here. Lads were Dingle boys, a phrase that could spark fear in others, such was the violence and vandalism of its gangs of deadbeat kids. Other Liverpudlians – as Liverpool people were known at this time – generally kept well away.

      A key distinction between Dingle men was those who were unemployed and those who were unemployable, the work-keen vs the work-shy. Richy Starkey’s family, on both sides, were workers, and generally had some. His paternal grandfather, a journeyman boilermaker, was born John ‘Johnny’ Parkin in Merlin Street in July 1890. At some point between 1903 and 1910 his mother took up ‘living in sin’ with a married man named Starkey, a situation considered so sordid that to avoid difficulties and gossip Ma Parkin switched her surname to that of her new man… and her son, to maintain the illusion, changed his too. Johnny Parkin became Johnny Starkey overnight, just like that.

      Johnny Parkin’s father was a seaman working on a lightship (a floating lighthouse) at Formby, just up the coast from Liverpool. He was also named John Parkin, born in 1865, and in turn he was the son of a seaman born about 1823 in Hull, across the other side of England. This man, yet another John Parkin (so there were at least three generations of them), was married to a Hull woman and they moved to Liverpool, to Park Street (Toxteth/Dingle), about 1862.*

      The young man who suddenly changed his name from Johnny Parkin to Johnny Starkey married in 1910. He called himself John Parkin Starkey on the certificate, and when asked for his father’s name gave Henry Parkin Starkey. His bride was Annie Bower, Richy’s grandmother, born 1889, whose father was a tinsmith and whose mother was the daughter of one.56 They then had four children:

      
         

        child 1 birth: John Alfred Parkin Starkey, 2 September 1911

        child 2 birth: Richard Henry Parkin Starkey, 1 October 1913

        child 3 birth: Annie (k/a Nancy) Starkey, 29 September 1922

        child 4 birth: May Starkey, 1 May 1927

        child 4 death: May Starkey, died of pneumonia and measles, aged twenty-three months, 19 March 1929

      

      Born at 68 Toxteth Street in 1913, Richard Starkey, known as Richy, was the father of the boy born twenty-seven years later to whom he gave his name… and who, against inconceivable odds, would force his way out of a dreary dead-end Dingle destiny in the most spectacular fashion.

      Johnny Starkey, who’d play a crucial role in the raising of his grandson, worked most of his life for J. W. Pickering & Sons, a ship repair company on Sefton Street (the dock road) with a foundry on Parliament Street. By all accounts, he seems to have been a real wacker: a drinker, a gambler and a brawler. His wife Annie was taller though, and would stand up to her husband’s anger and swearing. She’d roll up her sleeves, raise her fists in the boxing stance and demand, ‘Come on, Johnny! Don’t you talk to me like that – get over here, you little bastard.’57 Johnny loved betting on the ‘gee-gees’ (horses) and had to face the violent wrath of his wife if he lost their living money. For her part, Annie was something of a twentieth-century witch, invoking the name of the devil and concocting her own remedies and potions when tending the sick. The Starkeys was quite a household – noisy and poor.

      Little can be found to research his son Richard ‘Richy’ Starkey’s young life because records of his schooling have not been retained. Unlike his older brother, though, who followed Johnny Starkey into the trade of boilermaking, he became a confectioner, baking sweets and cakes. There were many such manufacturers in Liverpool, several in the south end alone, so there was usually work to be had. And it was while toiling in one such bakery that Richy Starkey, aged 22, met the woman he would marry, a doughty Dingle girl by the name of Elsie Gleave.

       

      
viii. Richard ‘Richy’ Starkey, maternal background

      The Gleaves had been in the Dingle over fifty years before Elsie’s birth. They lived in the same poverty-stricken streets and her family line was also steeped in boilermaking, that dirty but vital ancillary industry in a city of ships. Her father was one, his father likewise, and his, by which point the documents have stretched back to the middle of the nineteenth century. Her father, John Gleave, was born in 1891 in Moville Street.

      On Elsie’s mother’s side there was a little more variation. Though Catherine ‘Kitty’ Martha Johnson (also born 1891) was of Dingle parents, one generation further back the circumstances changed. Her father – first a merchant seaman and then a flatman* – was the son of a mariner born in the Shetland Islands, off the north-east coast of Scotland, and her mother was the daughter of a gardener from Mayo, the only trace of Irish in the genealogy of the younger Richy Starkey.† While it’s unclear if these were Roman Catholics, what’s in no doubt is that the Gleaves were staunchly Protestant, and this prevailed.

      Elsie was the firstborn of John Gleave and his ready-conceived bride Kitty, who married in April 1914. The baby lived, but this was a family with more than its fair share of sorrow:

      
         

        child 1 birth: Elsie Gleave, 19 October 1914

        child 2 birth: Catherine Martha (k/a Kittie) Gleave, 3 February 1916

        child 3 birth: Evelyn (k/a Evie) Gleave, 16 April 1917

        children 4 and 5 births: John Andrew and William James Gleave (twins), 19 January 1919

        child 5 death: William James Gleave, died of congenital starvation, aged seventeen days, 5 February 1919

        child 6 birth: William James Gleave, 3 December 1920

        child 6 death: William James Gleave, died of nutrient deficiency, aged nine months, 13 September 1921

        child 7 birth: Henry Leslie Gleave, 28 January 1925

        child 7 death: Henry Leslie Gleave, died of pneumonia and enteritis, aged fourteen months, 30 March 1926

        child 8 birth: Dorothy Elizabeth Gleave, 4 January 192758

      

      Elsie was born at home, which was 4 Hurry Street, one of several in the Dingle to have trains rumbling just under the foundations. Known to all in Liverpool as ‘the Dockers’ Umbrella’, because the men would walk and shelter under its great iron gantry, the Overhead Railway was the world’s first all-electric elevated line, extending along the Mersey from Seaforth Sands in the north to Dingle in the south, taking dockers – on special workmen’s tickets, cheaper than third-class – to and from their jobs, and also providing sightseers with an incredible view of the shipping. The last half-mile of line, as trains pulled slowly into and out of the Dingle, was the only part that went underground, just beneath these houses.

      Life was grim for the Gleaves. Elsie’s father variously described himself on documents as a tin works labourer, Dock Board labourer, boilermaker’s helper and plater’s labourer (shipyard), and there were times between jobs when he had no means of providing clothes or food for his family. This was before the Great War broke out when he was drafted to fight for King and Country, one of the ‘lions led by donkeys’, front-line fodder. He served as a bombardier with the 8th Battalion Royal Lancashire Garrison Artillery and as a private with the 3rd Battalion King’s Liverpool Regiment. He survived too, but nothing is known of how he dealt with such horrific, shattering experiences. History doesn’t tell whether John Gleave suffered what people were calling ‘shell-shock’, a condition unaided by any subsequent welfare. If he did, the trains rumbling underneath his very floorboards can only have caused him acute distress.

      On top of all that, the death of three of his babies must have been particularly hard. Their second to die, in 1921, did so in Liverpool Workhouse, on Brownlow Hill.59 In the 1930s this place of infamy was sold by the City Council to the Catholic authorities as the site for its proposed Metropolitan Cathedral. It was a decision that caused such uproar in Protestant Liverpool as to induce the rebirth of the Protestants as a local political force.

      Elsie Gleave was certainly one for the Protestants. For her, as for so many, the biggest day of the year was 12 July – ‘King Billy’s Day’* – when thousands of Orange Lodge members descended on Liverpool city centre from all the suburbs, marching through the streets and heading along to Exchange station for a day up the coast at Southport. Dressed in full regalia, carrying banners and parading to pipes and drums, they were cheered all the way through the Protestant parts of town and jeered through all the Catholic – precisely the opposite of when the Catholics marched through Liverpool every May to celebrate ‘The Crowning of Our Lady’. There could be sectarian violence, with stonings. Drinking was a huge part of it too – there’d be great unsteadiness as the marchers, well drunk (‘bevvied’ in local slang) from the high spirits, weaved their way back up the hills at the end of the long day.†

      Amid all the upheaval, Elsie was in the care of a grandmother for at least part of her childhood, and as soon as she turned 14 she was out of school and into work, helping put bread on the table.‡ She held a variety of jobs, one of them, most usefully, in a bakery, and it was here that she met Richard Starkey.

      In the throes of a chaotic time in her life – she lost her grandfather and father in the space of eighteen months – Elsie was receptive to Richy’s offer of stability through marriage, and on 24 October 1936 the bells rang out at St Silas Church. He was 23 and she 22. With nothing set aside, they moved into the cramped and boisterous Starkey household at 59 Madryn Street, and, like all the generations before them, struggled to make the best of things.
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      Seasoning the stew of English, Irish, Scots and Welsh, and the Catholic–Protestant tensions, Liverpool was a little League of Nations with divisions all its own. As a great seaport, visited by sailors from around the world, it was bound to be – Liverpool was the ‘second city of Empire’ and only London (the first) could match its mix.

      Yet while the hindsight view is one of laudable cosmopolitanism, the truer and more realistic one is that immigration is rarely welcomed by incumbents at the best of times, and the 1930s was not the best of times. Chinese and black communities grew in the dockside areas early in the twentieth century and both were viewed with suspicion and hatred. The Chinese did their best to take care of themselves, but the so-called ‘coloured community’ – sailors from West Africa and soldiers from the British West Indies who’d fought in the Great War – received brutal hostility. No one would employ them, they were verbally and physically abused, and at least seven hundred were imprisoned by the police in June 1919, allegedly for their own protection – an episode referred to in black Liverpool’s history books as ‘the Round Up’. Chinese and black people were associated in the public mind with vice, violence, sedition and drugs (hemp and opium), connections sown and fertilised by the tone of newspaper reporting. Intolerance was inevitable.

      In Liverpool as everywhere else, Jews were also treated with a great deal of suspicion and antipathy – yet, primarily because they had fewer obvious physical distinctions, they stood a chance of assimilating. Jews first arrived in Liverpool at the end of the eighteenth century when it was little more than a small fishing town of under twenty thousand inhabitants.* For a century or more, they were accepted by Liverpool to a degree that was possibly uncommon elsewhere, and they made a mark on local life. Liverpudlians have a special relationship with their department stores, and the city’s best-loved, Lewis’s, was opened by David Lewis Levy in 1856, swiftly establishing a niche for affordable, high-quality goods for the working classes, with refunds offered if customers weren’t satisfied. Levy’s philanthropy then funded many social and charitable projects in Liverpool under the name David Lewis – hospitals, sports grounds, libraries, a workman’s hostel, a club and theatre, and a home for epileptics. Liverpool liked this, so even when anti-Semitism raised its inevitable head there were unusually laudable attempts to stamp it out. In 1874, the Conservative newspaper the Liverpool Courier, perhaps with David Lewis Levy in mind, went so far as to state,

      
         

        The Jews, as a people, are loyal citizens of the state in which they dwell – certainly they are so in England. Their religion has no political bias, and all they ask is permission to practise their creed in peace and quiet; nor is their religion of an aggressive turn – they rather discourage than seek proselytes, and it is no part of their ambition to convert the world to their belief. In social habits, too, they are orderly and self-reliant, and themselves bear burdens which other sects cast upon the State… In no sense is the prejudice against them founded in actual truth.

      

      … which must rank as one of the most jaw-dropping British newspaper editorials ever.1

      All the same, such robust defences melted away after the great influx of the 1890s. This was when a Russian programme of ethnic genocide, known as the Pogroms, propelled mass emigration of a poverty-enslaved Jewish people across Europe. Around two million fled for their lives, most of them passing through Liverpool and going on to America – where they settled primarily on the eastern seaboard, especially in New York. Of the 150,000 who stayed in Britain the great majority lived in the East End of London, but all the major cities saw some immigration. A vile editorial in the Manchester Evening Chronicle in 1905 had Jews in mind when it decried ‘the dirty, destitute, diseased, verminous and criminal foreigner who dumps himself on our soil’. Times were changing.

      Born in 1877 in Konstantinovo† in Lithuania, Isaac Epstein sailed into Liverpool at the age of 19, speaking only Yiddish and praying life would be better here for his children, if he should be so lucky. His first job was in a drapery, and by 1900, when he married Dinah Hyman (parents from Poland), he’d opened up his own furniture shop on Walton Road. It served the impoverished suburbs of Walton, Anfield, Everton and Kirkdale, but took off rapidly. Customers’ money here was hard-earned, and Epstein’s (so called) had a reputation for honest value. Isaac understood the power of marketing and placed attractive ads in the local press for ‘Epstein’s – The Modern House Furnishers’. He had a good sense of his customer-base – an Epstein’s ad ran in the 10 September 1921 issue of the Liverpool Catholic Herald alongside the obituary of Father Lennon.

      Epstein’s flourished despite the Depression and ever-present anti-Semitism, and in 1929 Isaac bought the neighbouring business when its owners decided to sell. This was Nems (an acronym for North End Music Stores), which had been established in 1886 to sell pianos, organs and sheet music.* Jim McCartney played a Nems piano. The running of the two companies, Epstein’s and Nems – they’d remain distinct until 1962 – was in the hands of Isaac and his sons Lazarus (known as Leslie) and Harry. Born in 1904, Harry was bright and gentlemanly, educated at one of the city grammar schools, Liverpool Collegiate; his destiny, like that of his elder brother, was decided at a young age – the company name was soon I. Epstein & Sons, and Harry would run the businesses for the next thirty-five years, until 1964.† His appetite for work and know-how were matched by his urbanity and ethics – underpinning the Epsteins’ success was a family principle handed down generation to generation: The fair deal is the right deal.

      In 1933, Harry married 19-year-old Minnie Hyman, known to all as Queenie.‡ Her family were from Russia and she was born and raised comfortably in Sheffield; her father, Louis, founded the Sheffield Cabinet Company and they manufactured the Clarendon bedroom suite, a prized feature in homes all over Britain. Queenie was a lively, intelligent young woman with a deep passion for the arts – classical music, theatre, dance, literature, paintings, sculpture, antiques and more, she was enraptured by them all.

      Despite the ten-year age gap, the Epstein son and Hyman daughter seemed a perfect fit. The businesses were running well, profits were invested in property, they could always afford luxuries, and they had a dynasty within three years. Brian Samuel Epstein was born on 19 September 1934 in the comfort of a private nursing home on Rodney Street, the Liverpool equivalent of London’s Harley Street.* His brother Clive came along there twenty-three months later. Home was a detached villa at 197 Queens Drive, in the suburb of Childwall – this is Liverpool’s ring-road, but traffic hum was quelled within a sumptuous house that had five bedrooms, two bathrooms, a drawing room, dining room and library. It was a haven for Harry after closing the shops each day and an idyllic place for Queenie to raise the boys. (She also had mother’s help: a cleaner and live-in nanny.) It was Queenie’s house, everything refined and arranged just so. Brian was already considered special from being born on Yom Kippur (like a Christian born on Christmas Day), and, being the eldest, he held a position of importance. Queenie thought him the most beautiful boy she’d seen.2

      But beyond the panelled doors and willow trees of 197 Queens Drive, trouble was brewing.

       

      As well as its evening papers the Echo and the Evening Express (the latter was the lighter), and also the morning Daily Post (aimed towards businessmen), Liverpool had another important publication through the 1930s, a monthly magazine called the Liverpolitan. Its writers and readers – better educated, literate and more mobile than the average working man – were fiercely proud of their home city and dedicated to its improvement. They were business people, staunchly pro-British, insistently anti-Labour and anti-Communist. They neither saw themselves nor wished to be seen by others as Liverpudlians but as Liverpolitans, and their monthly magazine offered a unique slant on city life – and in certain respects a more telling one. They openly despaired of Liverpool’s inexorable decline and vented frustration at officialdom’s inability to do the right things to halt it. The Liverpolitan often said things that needed saying but others wouldn’t.

      ‘No Jew Baiting’ was the Liverpolitan’s editorial demand in October 1933 – written because, quite plainly, racism was undergoing a pronounced increase. An organisation called the National Association for Resistance to Jewish Monopoly had been started, its founder citing ‘that heroic revolution in Germany, dignified by the name Hitlerism’. The Liverpolitan saw being fomented in Liverpool echoes of what it already knew to be Nazi evil, just as scapegoating was going on all around a world gripped by the Depression.

      Liverpool was certainly in a terrible state all through the 1930s, so much so that when Sir Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists held a meeting at the city’s new boxing stadium in late 1933 an audience of six thousand rabble-rousers packed the place.3 The Liverpolitan was soon reporting with dismay that the BUF had ten thousand members in six branches on Merseyside. This all went hand in hand with the Liverpool economy, which stagnated, then declined sharply, and would fail to recover any momentum of old. Unemployment led and fed it – it was never below 18 per cent throughout the decade, one and a half times greater than the national average, and was as high as 28 per cent in 1932. Public protests were many, some handled brutally by Liverpool police.4 There was trouble when shipowners started to employ black sailors, paying them a fraction of the already low wage paid to whites. And the local Protestants and Catholics were never more bitterly opposed: this was the time of ‘I or O?’ – ‘Irish or Orange?’ – when job advertisements frequently stated ‘no Irishmen or Catholics need apply’.

      As a salesman at Hannay’s, Jim McCartney was privileged in managing to hold a steady job right through these years, but he was feeling a financial pinch of his own making. Like so many in Britain (Johnny Starkey among them), Jim loved to gamble, and was addicted to having a ‘flutter’ on the horse-racing that took place every day. Though his stakes were small, Jim had the gamblers’ problem of not knowing when to stop. If he won well, he’d treat his mother, brothers and sisters to a little something. Betting shops, as they’d come to be known, didn’t exist at this time but there were still two ways to gamble – the legal method, by arrangement with a licensed ‘turf accountant’, and the illegal method, cash slipped into the back of a hand on a street corner or in the pub. Jim did both – he had an account with local firm Bernard Murphy and he also indulged in the risky sleight-of-hand method. His sister Mill (Milly) McCartney was a bookie’s runner at one time, working under the nom de guerre Sister Susie.5

      Jim’s gambling landed him in such financial straits that he had to go to his boss and ask to be bailed out. Mr W. S. S. Hannay, chairman of Hannay’s and president of Liverpool Cotton Association, liked Jim and knew he was a devoted employee, so he not only gave him an advance on wages, to pay off his debts, he also funded a holiday for Florrie McCartney – which, Jim had said, was why he was betting. More than ever, Jim thought Hannay a great gent; though he never stopped gambling, he repaid the advance (saving pennies by walking into work from Everton instead of riding the bus, and by smoking Woodbines, the cheapest brand of cigarette, instead of his usual pipe) and he also offered to assist with the gardening at Mr Hannay’s fine house in Claughton, over the water from Liverpool, a chore that cultivated in him a liking for the Wirral and a passion for horticulture that lasted the rest of his life.

      This same Mr Hannay was involved in a moment of fame in 1927, gaining a mention in The Times when he became the first Liverpool businessman to make a deal over the transatlantic telephone. Hannay called Albany, Georgia, and bought eight hundred bales of cotton from the Georgia Cotton Company, and he informed Times readers that transactions conducted by phone prevented the need for half a dozen cables (telegrams) and that this saving of time was most important to business.6

       

      In the popular music business it was inevitable that the new technology would be used first as a stunt. Extensive press coverage was given in 1927 to what was hailed as the ‘three thousand miles-a-second New York–London hit’. This was Shepherd Of The Hills, a song written in New York and telephoned through to London to be performed the same evening by Jack Hylton. Everyone talked about it and Hylton was one of the biggest names of the dance-band era, when the stars were not the singers but the bandleaders.

      As the bestselling artist for His Master’s Voice, with its recognisable dog-and-trumpet branding, Hylton’s records found a new home in 1931 when HMV’s parent, the Gramophone Company, merged with the Columbia Graphophone Company to form Electric & Musical Industries. This amalgamation, known from the start as EMI, was little short of a necessity because the sale of records – having soared beyond all expectations in the 1920s – plummeted following the Wall Street crash. From the peak year of 130 million records sold in the USA in 1927, just eight million were sold in 1932, and where America and Britain had been swamped with discs on dozens of labels came dramatic downsizing. With the two companies consolidated, EMI would be in a good position to ride the economic storm and emerge strongly on the other side. Another of the major players in Britain, Decca, was almost bankrupt; a London stockbroker, Edward R. ‘Ted’ Lewis, took over and managed to save it from the grave.

      The merger that brought about the formation of EMI coincided with the opening of a new recording studio in London. Two years earlier, in the good times, the Columbia Graphophone Company had bought a luxury private house at 3 Abbey Road, in the St John’s Wood district just north of the capital’s centre. Built in the 1830s, it had nine bedrooms, two servants’ rooms, splendid reception rooms and a wine cellar. Columbia’s plan was to transform it into a bespoke recording studio. While the house was integral to the design, its rooms served only as offices – the actual recording rooms, three of them, were built new in the spacious gardens to the rear. The studio was opened in style on 12 November 1931 when, with newsreel cameras capturing the moment for posterity, Sir Edward Elgar stepped on to the conductor’s podium in Number 1 studio, greeted the assembled London Symphony Orchestra with a convivial ‘Good morning gentlemen. A very light programme this morning – please play as if you’ve never heard it before,’ and then led the musicians into his patriotic Land Of Hope And Glory. EMI’s facility at Abbey Road would always be a very British studio.

      Also brought into the EMI fold with the 1931 merger was the Parlophone record label. This had operated in Britain since 1923 and been under the ownership of Columbia from 1925, but its origins date back much further, to the German company Carl Lindström AG. Like several other pioneers of the ‘talking machine’ industry Lindström was an unlikely contender, being ‘the partially deaf son of a Swedish wagon-axle maker’.7 As well as making hardware, he branched out into software and formed the Parlophon record label, which eventually led to Parlophone. The label had a distinctive marque – a fancy letter L (for Lindström) forever after interpreted as the pound sign, £. There was never a more appropriate logo for a British record label.

      Through the complexities of licensing and sub-licensing integral to the music business, Parlophone had the British contract to issue recordings made in America by Okeh.* This New York record label is generally accepted as the first to have issued a blues record by a black artist: Crazy Blues, by Mamie Smith, released in August 1920. Following its release, a great new market suddenly opened up for that style of music. The term used to describe them was ‘Race records’. Okeh was soon advertising: 

      
         

        ‘All the greatest Race phonograph stars can be heard on Okeh records… Ask your neighbourhood dealer for a complete list of Okeh Race records.’

      

      Columbia, Victor, Paramount and other companies all swiftly established ‘Race’ labels. The notion of black entertainers making records for black record-buyers, which might also be bought by whites, was something no one had ever considered. As if out of nowhere, in the space of just two or three years around 1920, music by black artists came to dominate several strands of popular music – a breathtaking, lasting and irreversible revolution. Though looked down upon by aesthetes and critics, ragtime had a huge impact; and then came the most shocking new music of them all, jazz, which burst out of New Orleans and took much of the world by storm.

      The origins of jazz are complex and convoluted, and difficult to distil into a few lines, though the esteemed music writer Pete Frame had a good shot at it: ‘Jazz! Who knows where it came from or how it surfaced from the steaming, heady brew swirled up by prisoners and slaves singing work-songs and hymns, by blacks experimenting with military band instruments left around after the Civil War, by Hispanics and Creoles introducing strains of their cultural heritage, by whorehouse pianists and funeral bands, by minstrels, ragtime ticklers and blues singers.’8

      The first jazz records in Britain appeared on HMV in 1919 to coincide with a visit by the pioneering Original Dixieland Jazz Band, five young white guys from New Orleans. They sailed into Liverpool on 1 April 1919 but didn’t stop, heading straight for London where they performed in a Hippodrome revue. Not that they were the first to play jazz in Britain: being the craze of the moment, a jazz element featured in most West End theatre revues in 1919. The music was performed with great distaste by the London players… just as, forty years later, a generation of jazz musicians hated being forced to play a style of music they didn’t like. Jazz would not be the last new music to meet with a chorus of disapproval. The Times, which didn’t normally soil its hands with anything of the hoi-polloi, only broke from policy in order to call jazz ‘one of those American peculiarities which threaten to make life a nightmare’.9

      In the newspapers, jazz musicians were pigeon-holed as immoral and unprincipled, a corrupting influence, associated with crime and drugs, purveyors of music that encouraged a degrading and demoralising dance. Yet, they were also exciting, exotic and perennially great press. Jazz caught on because people loved it, felt energised by its rhythms and its swing; it was music for the living by the living, and its influence soon embraced fashions, dance and even the vocabulary. Rumours of its early demise (American sheet music dealers quoted in June 1921) were entirely predictable and just as entirely incorrect.

      And jazz, as it happened, was just the start, for along with it came the blues – work songs, songs of despair, spirituals, ballads, chants and shouts from racially oppressed and poverty-stricken black Americans – and with the blues came songs laced with sexual references, dressed (if they were dressed at all) in the most diaphanous double-entendres: King Size Papas, Mighty Tight Women, If It Don’t Fit Don’t Force It. Bessie Smith was one of the first with her blues I Need A Little Sugar In My Bowl, in which she howled ‘I need a little hot dog, between my rolls’. You didn’t hear that on any white singer’s record.

      Not that lewdness was the sole preserve of Race records, or even Americans: the music-hall and Variety eras in Britain gave popularity to a cascade of crude comics and rudely imbued tunes. George Formby was a hero of the working classes, especially in his native north-west England. Born in Wigan, twenty miles from Liverpool, he most famously embodied the ready-cemented British comic persona of a weedy working man who hinted about sex as if he had little else on his mind but who ran fast from the real thing. (In his films, at least.) Singing while he plucked his banjulele – a cross between the ukulele and a banjo – Formby loved the double-entendre, crooning about his ‘little stick of Blackpool rock’, and explaining ‘With my little ukulele in my hand… I get lots more pleasure when I’m playing with my uke’. Formby, the self-proclaimed Emperor of Lancashire, performed often in Liverpool and was always terrifically popular.10

      Beyond the stage and some archaic films, Formby’s entertainment found its natural expression on record (he was contracted to Decca and then to the EMI label Regal Zonophone). Radio was a much more difficult area. The British Broadcasting Corporation, formed in 1927 and heroically commercial-free – it was funded by a ‘receiving licence’ paid by its listeners: in essence, a public subscription – had no choice but to be especially careful about the content of its programmes. Buying a Formby record or seeing him live was a matter of choice, but for the BBC to broadcast his lewdness directly into the ears of its licence payers was a different proposition entirely.

      The BBC formed a Dance Music Policy Committee, whose task it was to wade through the great swathes of songs issued each week and weed out those which exceeded the bounds of taste or decency, or plagiarised classical melodies, or mentioned commercial products, or were even mildly irreverent about God and religion. When the BBC said it wouldn’t play With My Little Ukulele In My Hand, Formby re-recorded it as My Ukulele, which just about squeezed past the committee. The relationship between the creators of music (wanting maximum revenue), the BBC (which would be reprimanded by licence-fee payers and the press if it aired smut or sacrilegious material) and commerce (if the BBC happened to mention one consumer brand or company and not another) would be a hard game of cat-and-mouse for the next half-century and beyond.

      Rock and roll, as those three words, first appeared in songs in this period. The phrase meant different things to different people. In black gospel it meant the loving embrace and power of Jesus and God; in other black circles it meant, quite simply, sex. This was what Trixie Smith had in mind when she sang My Man Rocks Me (With One Steady Roll) in 1922. It was also used to indicate the swell that rocks a boat – this was the meaning of the first ever song to put the words into a title. The 1934 tune Rock And Roll was about the effect of the swell on a tugboat.11 In terms of the sound of what would become rock and roll, there were now signposts marking the long route: urban and rural music from blue-collar America; blues, jazz and country, records with rhythm. There were, among others:
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              See See Rider by Ma Rainey and her Georgia Jazz Band, a heartfelt blues from 1925, with Louis Armstrong on cornet.

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              Heebie Jeebies, a 1926 recording in which Armstrong introduced scat singing to a wide audience.
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              Honky Tonk Train Blues, a rhythmic track ride from pianist Meade Lux Lewis, 1927.
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              Pine Top’s Boogie Woogie by Pine Top Smith, a 1928 cut which popularised the boogie-woogie piano style.
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              Milk Cow Blues by Kokomo Arnold, a slide guitar blues made in 1934.
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              Matchbox Blues by Blind Lemon Jefferson, made for Okeh in 1927 by the sightless blues singer/guitarist from Texas.

            
          

        

      

      And finally, drugs were now around too. Several Race tunes of the 1930s celebrated marijuana. These were ‘reefer songs’, and dope smokers were ‘vipers’. In the 1936 song If You’re A Viper, Stuff Smith sang ‘I dreamed about a reefer five feet long…’ Such references, if they were heard at all, registered with few listeners. Cannabis was declared illegal in Britain in 1928 and in America in 1937, and while an illicit trade continued, its use was confined to minorities. There were occasional arrests of Liverpool merchant seamen for ‘possession of hemp’ but the popular press preferred to enjoy how the inclusion of cannabis in parrot food led to strange behaviour by caged birds, and how one woman threw parrot seed into the ground and found herself with a very high (eleven-foot) bush of Cannabis sativa.

      Despite their international travels, there’s no indication marijuana was ever smoked by merchant seamen George Stanley, Harry Harrison or Alf Lennon. Alf, for one, needed only a few glugs of ale or whisky to bring on the good times. The 1930s were his best years on the high seas, uncomplicated by any domestic travails back home. With regular trips to New York on the SS Duchess Of Bedford, Alf – still Lennie to his shipmates – was always the hub of the party. His best friend in these years, Billy Hall, laughs as he recalls, ‘He was a rascal. An absolute character. You wouldn’t think of going out anywhere without dragging Lennie along. He was always part of the fun – and if there wasn’t any, he’d make some.’12

      Alf had now reached his full adult height, 5ft 3in, and compensated for catcalls by being the comedian. Says Billy Hall, ‘He was one of those people who, no matter how bad the party was, he’d liven it up, one way or the other.’ Many ships had a Pig & Whistle saloon for use by the crew, a floating rough-and-tumble tavern quite distinct from the smarter bars frequented by dinner-jacketed passengers. Alf often performed in their cabarets and did impromptu singing spots. One song he loved to do was Red Sails In The Sunset which, though he surely didn’t know it, was inspired by a beautiful summer’s evening in Ulster, the land of his fathers. Not that Alf sang Red Sails In The Sunset anyway – he sang ‘Red suns in the sailset, all blue I feel day’, having found that twisting words would winkle another laugh.

      Another story – possibly true, although Alf did spin yarns – has him making an impression on Eric Maschwitz, the stage producer, writer and composer, who was sailing on a ship on which Alf was steward. Maschwitz was the celebrated co-composer of romantic operetta Good-Night Vienna, the first radio musical to have success on stage, record and film – it had become Britain’s first British musical talkie.13 According to Alf’s anecdote, the great man was put in charge of organising the ship’s concert and gave him the starring role, to feature his riotous impression of Adolf Hitler, goose-stepping around the stage with his arm stuck at forty-five degrees. Afterwards, Maschwitz apparently told Alf that if they’d met ten years earlier he would have said he had the makings of a star – but as it was, Alf was too old now to make the grade.14

       

      The Liverpool to which the merchant seamen periodically returned in the 1930s had hit the skids. Local historian John Belchem says the period after the Great War marked the beginning of Liverpool as ‘a self-pity city’.15 When, post-Depression, the British government slowly set about reviving the manufacturing industries, Liverpool received almost no assistance; and the appalling and degrading system of casual dock labour, in desperate need of reform, was left unaddressed.16 As the city lost vital business markets, the Liverpolitan ran a number of searching editorials all addressing the one overwhelming question: What’s Wrong With Liverpool? One piece was headlined HAVE WE OFFENDED THE GODS? LIVERPOOL’S CHAPTER OF CALAMITIES. Another was WHAT AILS LIVERPOOL?

      
         

        What is really the matter with Liverpool these days? Why is this great centre of a million and a quarter people so dead and alive, so inarticulate, so uncritical of its own communal affairs, so lethargic in business enterprise, so undistinguished in art and literature, politics and oratory?17

      

      There was a continual exodus of talent from Liverpool, a brain drain to London and overseas so significant that the Liverpolitan began Migrants From Merseyside, a regular column reporting the success attained elsewhere by Liverpool people. It was a situation that wouldn’t change for the rest of the century. The Social Survey Department at Liverpool University analysed the causes of the city’s decline and boldly concluded it was ‘the flooding of the Merseyside labour market by unskilled men from the Irish Free State’. Immigration from Ireland hadn’t ceased when the Great Famine reached its grim conclusion, it merely slowed, and then kicked in again. From 1924 to 1936 the average influx was 5000 a year; from 1931 to 1936 it was 6000; in 1936 it reached 8200. Most settled in Liverpool, Bootle and Birkenhead, and this, said the report, was driving native workers away from Merseyside in numbers so great that despite the influx the city’s population was fast decreasing.18 As ever, the Liverpolitan scythed its way to the point:

      
         

        What has Britain as a whole to say to a system that permits Southern-Ireland to be the breeding ground of redundant low-grade elements, free to cross the Channel, to debase the British standard of life?19

      

      So little went right for Liverpool in this period that even when it began to tackle its chronic housing conditions the solution created new problems. Clearing and rebuilding the inner-city and adjacent slums was a process that would drag on for another sixty years. Creating entirely new suburban districts was the Liverpool Corporation’s quicker answer. More than half the city’s new houses in the 1920s and 1930s were Corporation homes, their weekly rent fixed at a level affordable to the low-paid or unemployed. Norris Green was one new estate, and the problems arrived fast. In its January 1933 issue the Liverpolitan proudly declared, ‘Here [in Norris Green] children can grow up in a clean environment.’ Just eight months later the magazine was asking, ‘What is the right cure for the youthful hooliganism of the suburbs?’

      The McCartneys were one of the first to move into Norris Green, before the estate was completed. After thirty years of living in the tumbledown houses of Everton they finally got out into some fresher air and could enjoy the luxury of a bathroom and indoor toilet. Following the death of Joe McCartney, his widow Florrie and their remaining unmarried children lived in a three-bedroom house at 11 Scargreen Avenue – no paradise, yet compared with Solva Street it surely felt like it.20 Jim Mac was one of them, a white-collar bachelor in his mid-thirties, commuting into Liverpool by bus, smoking his pipe, trilby hat courteously removed, completing the Daily Telegraph crossword or studying the racing form.

      The centre of Liverpool in this period, around where Jim Mac worked, was evocatively described by the Liverpool novelist John Brophy in his tellingly titled City Of Departures.21

      
         

        Often the winter weather exceeded its own standard miseries. There would be snow and ice and sleet; thaw and frost again: gales that blustered deafeningly across the roof-tops and hurtled, with a cold edge like a knife, round street corners. [There were] hot oily smells from the opening and closing doors of fried-fish shops. Great glass vases filled with dyed water, red, blue, green, yellow (the brightest colours of the Liverpool winter) all translucent from the lights behind them as they stood on the high shelves of chemists’ windows. Booming melancholy signals which reverberated, unlocatable, all over the city, on days and nights of fog, from the sirens of ships in the river. The ‘one o’clock gun’, fired from Birkenhead, the Merseyside time signal, with its double or triple echoes high in the sky, and men stopping in the streets to check the accuracy of their watches. Boys in their early teens emerging from herbalist shops, their stomachs full of sarsaparilla, and with cigarettes made from lavender leaves stuck defiantly in their mouths. Slate-slabbed lavatories in side-streets, eternally stinking. Seamen of all nationalities plodding the pavements, Chinese, Lascars, Indians and Negroes the easiest to identify; babies, pushed about by brothers or sisters a few years older, in perambulators made from wooden soap-boxes. Men, out of work, leaning for hours on end against brick walls or standing, blank-faced, on the edge of the pavement; women with dirty shawls wound over shoulders and breast and half-concealing jugs of beer under the shawl-ends. And everyone, rich or poor, with their outer clothes permanently sodden from the winter damps.

      

      And yet, despite it all, Liverpool people were resilient, blessed with the ability to ride the punches and come up smiling, to raise a laugh and a glass at them, to cuss, curse and continue. Liverpool people learn to read between the lines before they learn to read, and will cheerfully say of themselves how after they’ve mugged you they’ll tell you a joke to cheer you up, or how it’s easier to kick a man where it hurts if you get him laughing. Certainly the city produced a notable quota of nationally loved comedians in this period – every one from the same humbling circumstances detailed in this history and each of them local heroes. Robb Wilton, the droll Lancastrian, was born just off Brownlow Hill, and three great names in the annals of British comedy come from (of all the bleak places to create humorists) the Dingle. There was Arthur Askey, a rising star of BBC radio and films in the 1930s, born in Moses Street;* Tommy Handley, a great local hero on the verge of becoming a hugely loved British icon, born in Threlfall Street – one street along from where Elsie Gleave and her family lived in the 1920s; and Billy Matchett, the popular ‘low comedy comedian’, who lived on Merlin Street, where Johnny Parkin ‘Starkey’ was born.

      Then, far from funny, the British Union of Fascists marched again. Sir Oswald Mosley was back in Liverpool in 1936 and his blackshirts (modelled on the Nazi stormtroopers’ brownshirts) strode through the streets from Mount Pleasant to the boxing stadium, just behind the Cotton Exchange. The marchers’ vociferous support was matched by those who despised them, and so chaotic was the disturbance that Mosley was unable to take a planned salute from the steps of the Adelphi Hotel.

      When Mosley was back in the city a year later, events finally exceeded police control. He addressed another rally from atop a van parked on a piece of Walton wasteland and was barracked by antagonists who’d come straight from a Communist meeting bent on disruption. A thrown stone struck Mosley on the temple, knocking him out cold and causing profuse bleeding. He was rushed to Walton Hospital and spent several days there under guard, his situation reported by the press. As she went into and out of work, Mary Mohin had to dodge the journalists.

      Her friendship with the McCartney family solidly established, Mary had recently stopped living with her uncle and moved in with Jim’s younger sister Jane (Gin), who’d married and had a home birth at 58 Fieldton Street, close by Norris Green. Yet still, despite their occasional meeting, Mary and Jim retained their single status and there was no relationship. Jim carried on living with his mother on Scargreen Avenue and was the popular pianist at the eventful and always musical McCartney family parties.

      Meanwhile, in the Dingle, Elsie Starkey had swapped one poor household for another, and was the new bride shoehorned into 59 Madryn Street with Richy and his chaotic parents.22 In Wavertree, Louise and Harry Harrison were raising their two children as tightly as possible, keeping the laughs indoors and everybody else away; they went out dancing whenever possible, and Harry was conducting the buses and taking his driving lessons. Julia Stanley was now Julia Lennon yet still living with her parents and catching only the occasional glimpse of her husband, the inimitable Alf whose endless escapades on board ships and in ports around the world were keeping his pals entertained. Julia’s sister Mimi, the eldest and most responsible of the five Stanley girls, was now walking out with George Smith, the Woolton dairy farmer who’d patiently waited. Their marriage was imminent.

      And also imminent was another war. Hitler’s Germany was on the rise and making belligerent noises not only around Europe but among her own citizens. On the same day Alf Lennon and Julia Stanley tied the knot, the Nazis in Berlin announced the banning of Jews from all public places in their own country.

      Everyone knew Liverpool would be bombed, and it was imperative the city prepared itself for war with speed and efficiency, to protect its people, its docks and its industry. The Liverpolitan gave early warning in August 1936 – ‘War might be coming, with Germany and Italy – is Britain prepared?’ The answer, as successive issues reported with growing frustration and dismay, was very much in the negative.

      By July 1938 the editor was on red alert, alarmed that ‘the Port of Liverpool lies open and defenceless from the air’, and in November the publication was enlarged to include a special section, The Defence of Merseyside:

      
         

        Chaos still exists on Merseyside about the issue of gas masks. Barely 100 anti-aircraft guns are available for the defence of London, and not more than 50 of those could have been fired. Liverpool has eight, four of them being of the old type. Hitler’s air fleet has been built with the knowledge of our aerial weakness; they believe a nine days war would be successful.

      

      Nor was it just Germany spreading fear and panic in Britain. The Irish Republican Army (IRA) chose its moment to begin a fresh wave of mainland terrorism. In spite of its vast Irish population, Liverpool was a repeated IRA target. On 5 April 1939 a terrorist bomb exploded on Menlove Avenue, Woolton, just by Calderstones Park, bringing all the residents out of their houses. The Liverpolitan railed against the two men who led the city’s Irish community, Aldermen Harford and Hogan, for not speaking out against it.

      The night of 3 May 1939 was one of terror. Just hours after two Irishmen had been sentenced to jail in London for causing an explosion at Hammersmith Bridge, the IRA reacted by planting tear-gas bombs under seats in the Trocadero and Paramount cinemas in Liverpool. They weren’t designed to kill and there was no loss of life, but this was only realised later; there were certainly loud explosions and then a great panic – fifteen Trocadero patrons were treated for the effects of gas at the Royal Infirmary and it was reported that the bombs contained chlorine because firemen complained of chest tightening. The Evening Express published a photograph of three Trocadero usherettes in their matching uniforms and pill-box hats receiving first-aid on the street outside. Julia Lennon isn’t in it, but it’s likely she was on duty and among the shaken staff who with admirable calmness ushered patrons to safety. The Daily Mirror headline the next day was 3000 FLEE FROM IRA GAS.*

      The IRA described its campaign as ‘organised will o’ the wisp bombings’. In New York, the organisation’s reputed chief Sean Russell called on all Americans of Irish birth to lend their moral and financial support, saying of the British, ‘We have them on a string.’ After another tear-gas bomb exploded in the Tatler cinema on the national holiday Whit Monday (twenty hospitalised) the Liverpolitan spoke for many when it expressed outrage that such attacks were being carried out by people who had chosen to make Britain their home. ‘Their political passions are being stoked by the agitation against Britain in Eire [Ireland]. Yet in Eire the penalty for terrorism is death and in Britain it is not, so they are taking advantage of not only the country in which they’ve chosen to live but also its leniency.’

       

      It’s been said that Hitler spent a few months in Liverpool in 1912–13, that he was escaping conscription from the Austrian army and stayed with his ne’er-do-well half-brother Alois and Alois’s Irish wife Bridget. They lived in Toxteth, at 102 Upper Stanhope Street, and in 1911 Bridget had given birth to a son there, William Hitler, a year before Alf Lennon was born on close-by Copperfield Street. Although the suggestion that Adolf visited Liverpool remains unsubstantiated by fact, and is deemed unlikely by historians, rumours have raced away regardless – some say he worked as a waiter at the Adelphi Hotel, one man claimed he stood next to Hitler at an Everton FC home game, and most extraordinary of all is the Trivial Pursuit board-game question ‘Which British city did Adolf Hitler study art in?’ to which the answer is ‘Liverpool’ – thereby suggesting that Hitler was enrolled for a brief spell at Liverpool College of Art. The college admission register confirms no such thing.23

      Liverpudlian humour has it that Hitler was in Liverpool to work out where he’d be dropping his bombs thirty years later. Similar thoughts had been expressed in 1931 when the German airship Graf Zeppelin – during what The Times called a ‘pleasure cruise around Britain’ – flew so low over Liverpool that Merseysiders swore it was taking photos of the docks.

      More than ever, Liverpool’s war against the Germans was looking like it would be devastatingly swift and one-sided. Although the local papers photographed the entire Liverpool football team and its manager signing on for the 5th King’s Regiment in Norris Green, the city looked like it might not have much else. Julia and Mimi’s father, George Stanley, was among those involved in the salvage of the Liverpool submarine Thetis in June 1939 after it failed to resurface during a trial dive, killing ninety-nine crew. Bomb shelters were being erected in streets too few and too late. It was announced that in the event of gas bombs, rattles would be used to give warning of approaching enemy planes, with handbells rung to indicate the all-clear. Liverpool’s air-raid exercises went so badly that one mock casualty, tired of waiting for the expected ambulance to speed to the scene, left the note ‘Bled to death. Gone home.’24

      On 3 September 1939, Britain stood up to Germany’s aggression and declared war. The Merseyside time signal, the ‘one o’clock gun’ fired every day at Birkenhead, was silenced. From the outlying quarry village of Woolton to the slums of Scotland Road, from Toxteth and the Dingle to Everton and Wavertree, Aintree and Norris Green, all of Liverpool – as shockingly ill-equipped and under-prepared as she was – held her collective breath and waited for the Nazis to come and bomb the hell out of them.
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      The onset of a second world war, just twenty-one years after the first, altered the landscape of British life more than anything before. Products were rationed, men mobilised, children evacuated, fear was rife, upheaval total.* On 7 September 1939, four quiet days into the new epoch, a fleet of aeroplanes was spotted flying towards Speke (south Liverpool) from the Irish Sea. Anti-aircraft shells fired at them from the Wirral caused damage in Liverpool, shells fired at them from Liverpool caused damage on the Wirral… and they weren’t enemy planes. If the British were going to be panicked into shooting at themselves the Germans mightn’t need to use the fuel.1

      The British government’s new National Service (Armed Forces) Act compelled the call-up of men between 18 and 41, but as a merchant seaman, bus driver and cake-maker respectively, Alf Lennon (26), Harry Harrison (30) and Richy Starkey (25) were in ‘reserved occupations’ and excused duty, and Jim McCartney (37) was spared because of his impaired hearing. He became a part-time fire-watcher, and Harry Harrison may have gone into his works’ Home Guard (affectionately known in Britain as Dad’s Army).† Richy Starkey’s access to the means of production meant his family had sugar, tightly rationed to everyone else.

      About four weeks after war was declared Elsie and Richy conceived a baby, and once Elsie’s pregnancy was confirmed the couple finally, three years into their marriage, managed to move out of Ma and Pa Starkey’s at 59 Madryn Street and into a place of their own. Despite the certainty of heavy German bombing in Toxteth and the Dingle (the adjacent docks were a clear target), the couple were never going to stray far; in fact, they carted their possessions just twenty-five houses along the terrace to number 9. This was bigger than their needs, a six-room house – three downstairs, three bedrooms upstairs (as usual, no bathroom and no inside toilet). Perhaps they were planning a big family and were considering a luxury few children in Liverpool knew, single bedrooms. More likely the house became available and they just grabbed it, paying 14s 10d rent every week to a private landlord for the privilege.

      Around the time they moved in, a brick bomb-shelter was erected in the middle of Madryn Street, one of about three thousand suddenly sprouting up across Merseyside. Provided that any explosion was more than fifty feet away these bunkers offered protection from splinters and shrapnel. They weren’t lit though – when asked how people would find them during the blackout a police constable answered, quite seriously, ‘They would have to follow the crowd.’2 It’s scarcely surprising that many Liverpudlians – like people all over Britain – planned to cower from bombs within their own four walls: under the ‘Morrison’ shelter – a strengthened kitchen table – or in an under-stairs cupboard or in a corrugated-iron ‘Anderson’ shelter constructed in the back yard.

      The Stanleys also moved when war was announced. Houses at the southern end of Huskisson Street were close enough to the docks to feel their fiery action, so George and Annie got out, along with their three at-home children – unmarried Mimi and Anne, and Julia, now 25, whose husband – that Alf Lennon – was at sea. Having been in the city since the turn of the century the Stanleys became suburbanites for the first time, renting a standard terraced three-bedroom house at 9 Newcastle Road in an area close to Wavertree but generally referred to as Penny Lane because of the nearby bus and tram terminus that took the name.*

      Alf knew the Penny Lane area well of course – his old Blue Coat School was on Church Road – but he’d no idea his wife had moved there. Sailing into Liverpool from Montreal on the Duchess Of York on 9 September he trooped up to 22 Huskisson Street to resume relations only to find she’d gone, and left no forwarding address. Once again, Alf had to phone the Trocadero to locate his wife. When he finally arrived at Newcastle Road, George Stanley saw the opportunity to have Alf contribute to the weekly rent (his name was added to the rent book) and so, grudgingly, allow him a bed there – a matrimonial bed at last. A few days later he was off again though, back across an increasingly dangerous Atlantic, German U-boats lurking.

      Newcastle Road was home to Mimi Stanley for so few days it’s doubtful she even bothered to unpack. She numbered among the many who married when war was announced. On 15 September, at the age of 33, she was in the Bolton Street register office with George Smith, 36, the quiet, likeable Woolton cowkeeper she’d known ten years, probably since his Smith dairy deliveries to the convalescent home where she’d nursed.

      George Smith had inherited a legacy after his father’s tragic death. Having been first physically and then mentally ill, Francis Smith was reported missing from his home on Woolton High Street in April 1932 and it wasn’t for another two months that his decomposing body was found, floating in a pit in Speke. The news of his suicide made the front page of the Garston & Woolton Weekly News.3 Not long beforehand, Smith had drafted a new will in which he left the freehold of three High Street properties to his wife, and bequeathed his business – farm and cattle – to sons Frank and George, along with two neighbouring and very pleasant terraced cottages, one each. George then sold his share of the land to a factory which built on it.* In one move, Mimi finally broke away from her father, gained a devoted husband, moved to Woolton, and had a little cash in hand – new and understandably welcome experiences in uncertain times.

      At the age of 36, George Smith was then called up to fight in the war – as a member of the British Expeditionary Force taking part in the Battle of France in May–June 1940. The campaign culminated in a bad defeat for the British and the desperate retrieval of surviving troops from the beaches of Dunkirk. The experience depleted him – he was never the same, becoming an old man before his time, the three-year age gap between him and Mimi now seeming so much greater.

      Mimi would later remark that Julia swiftly regretted marrying Alf Lennon, accepting that she’d allowed defiance of her family to cloud her judgement, but it was unlikely to have been for the sake of defiance that Julia conceived Alf’s baby. The Duchess Of York was in port again between 5 and 13 January 1940 and Alf had removed his waiter’s white gloves once more for a week of unabashed revelry in and around 9 Newcastle Road. Always one for candour, he would later boast how they made the baby on the kitchen floor.4 Then he set sail yet again. Mimi, who saw her younger sister every day of the pregnancy, said that when Julia discovered her condition she cried for herself, and that she suffered much discomfort while carrying.

      Though some written accounts of Julia and Alf’s marriage make a point of saying how disappointed Julia was that her husband kept going back to sea, this was the man she’d married and she wasn’t going to change that. Besides, Alf was now bound into active war work, ensuring Britain maintained trading routes essential to survival; he was running great risks with every sailing, fearing the U-boat torpedo or Luftwaffe air attack at any moment, even when his ships were notionally protected by Royal Navy convoys. More than thirty thousand seamen perished at this time in the Battle of the Atlantic, surely some of Alf’s mates among them. What ten years earlier had been a tough but in some ways cushy job had turned into a hellish nightmare.

      Ten minutes into Sunday 7 July 1940, in an upstairs bedroom at 9 Madryn Street, Elsie Starkey gave birth to a boy. He was a week overdue and the delivery was tricky, the midwife using forceps, but he appeared to be a healthy, podgy ten-pounder screaming his lungs out. He had his eyes open and gave the impression of looking around. ‘This one’s been here before,’ remarked Annie Starkey, Elsie’s superstitious mother-in-law, who attended the delivery while Elsie’s husband, in the customary manner, was kept well away. A few hours later church bells rang loud and long all over Liverpool… though not to mark the arrival of the Dingle infant but to celebrate the diamond jubilee of Liverpool diocese. Fourteen days later, Richy and Elsie were back at the scene of their marriage, St Silas Church on High Park Street, to have their son baptised a Protestant (Church of England). In working-class tradition, they named him after his father, so now there were two Richards, a Big Richy and a Little Richy.5

      Still, this was a tricky time to be having babies – as not only Elsie Starkey but also Louise Harrison was finding out (she gave birth for a third time, to Peter Henry Harrison, on 20 July at 12 Arnold Grove, Wavertree). It was shortly after midnight on 17 August 1940 that the Germans finally began their attack on Liverpool. The first bombs fell on the southern docks, and when the sirens sounded Elsie and Big Richy jumped out of bed, grabbed the baby and panicked along to the pathetic shelter of the tiny under-stairs cupboard. It was only when Little Richy wouldn’t stop screaming that Elsie realised she was holding him to her shoulder feet first. Years later, when he was old enough to understand, Elsie would tell her son that the Second World War had started because of his birth – it was the only way it could be celebrated.6

      After this, German bombers made nightly appearances over Liverpool throughout September, inflicting damage on the docks, factories, warehouses, shops, railway lines and residential properties. Contrary to most published accounts, however, Julia Lennon didn’t give birth to her baby in an air raid.7 Wednesday 9 October 1940 actually afforded a rare window of respite from the high-explosive bombs, parachute mines and incendiary bombs so generously left most nights by German visitors. The baby was born in Liverpool Maternity Hospital on Oxford Street (Liverpool bus conductors announced it as ‘the stork’s nest’), and while reports differ over the time of the birth 6.30PM is the most likely. Mimi was there or thereabouts, one of the first to appreciate that it was a boy, with beautiful eyes and long lashes, and eager to convey the news back to Mama in Newcastle Road.

      Alf Lennon was somewhere on the high seas at the time, on what will have been a particularly perilous journey aboard the Empress Of Canada. In December 1939 the Germans had named this Canadian-Pacific ship on a blacklist of several it regarded as warships (rather than as purely mercantile vessels) which, given the chance, it would sink on sight. Their intelligence was on to something: though sailing under the guise of a merchant ship, the Empress Of Canada had been converted into a troopship and was bringing soldiers to Europe from Australia and New Zealand to fight for Britain as Empire troops. If Alf wasn’t already ruled by a ‘live for today’ spirit, being on this ship would have engendered it.* As it was, his character remained irrepressible – he would later claim to have sung in bars in New York and Montreal and ‘conducted an orchestra in Lisbon’, the last a particularly intriguing thought.8

      Ten days after the birth of Julia and Alf Lennon’s son, it was almost one-in-one-out. On 19 October, during the course of a horrific five-hour bombing raid, the Dingle was hit heavily. St Silas Church and its neighbouring houses and shops on High Park Street were damaged and much property destroyed, including a house on Madryn Street right by where Elsie and her three-month-old baby Richy were shrinking in the shelter in total darkness, protected by perhaps twelve inches of reinforced concrete. The definition of fear. Not everyone was in the shelter, though – the baby’s grandad, Johnny Parkin Starkey, was damned if he was going to be budged from his favourite chair by the bloody Boche. While his wife Annie shouted from her ‘Morrison’ shelter in the kitchen, Johnny sat firm, a man-made hell falling from the sky, the next breath always possibly their last. Tenacity ran deep in this family.†

      The Liverpool to which Alf Lennon returned on 1 November was more disfigured than any scene of poverty he’d witnessed in its tough peacetime years. But now at least he had a child to hold. Whether or not the boy had a name yet isn’t clear, but his identity was finally registered, by Alf, on 11 November, and it was as John Winston Lennon. John may have been Mimi’s suggestion, one that Alf, the informant, could have changed had he wished – but maybe it was his idea. It was, after all, his dad’s name, and so the infant connected him to Liverpool’s original John Lennon, 1855–1921, one of that first generation of Liverpudlian Lennons born to destitute Irish fleeing the Great Famine. The middle name was in honour of Churchill at this time of fervent patriotism – the Stanleys, certainly Julia and Mimi, are said to have loved Britain’s wartime leader – but the timing of the registration may also have been an influence: 11 November was Armistice Day, always a sombre date in Britain, when everyone wore a poppy and remembered the Great War dead. Now, in the midst of another do-or-die struggle against the Germans, the occasion had a focused poignancy.*

      Uncertainty over who named the infant what, and why, would be symbolic of John Winston Lennon’s young life, in which everything about him was the subject of tussle and disagreement. For now, however, his home was 9 Newcastle Road with his mother and father (who was about to sail away once again), his Aunt Anne and his grandparents. There was a dash for the shelter every time the air-raid sirens sounded, and already frequent visits to his Aunt Mimi and Uncle George two miles away in Woolton, where the not-so-young newlyweds, with no children of their own on the horizon, were already forming a singular attachment to this one.

      Those last months in 1940 in Liverpool were grim. One of the worst nights (12 November) coincided with a BBC visit to the city for the programme They Went To It. Listeners all over Britain tuned in to the singing and chatter of Liverpudlians in an underground shelter, and tales of heroism from men at the Sailors’ Home. To demonstrate that in spite of everything Merseyside was not a mournful place, the mystery tour also dropped in at a dance hall where, quite fantastically, fourteen hundred tangoed and two-stepped to a jazz band. The broadcast ended with a supportive handover message from Liverpool to the capital: ‘If you can keep it up so can we!’ And London – itself the target of terrible Nazi bombing – answered, ‘We can keep it up all right, and we are proud that you, Liverpool, are doing the same. So stick [with] it, Merseyside, it’s worth it!’9

      Such resolve came at a hefty price. More than two hundred died in a single night two weeks later when bombs fell on Allerton, Childwall, Edge Hill, Wavertree, Woolton and other districts, German planes ably penetrating what was meant to be an anti-aircraft gun ‘ring of steel’. No journalist ever asked John Lennon about these years, how and where he was sheltered while ‘the Nasties were still booming us’, how close he or any of his family came to being maimed or killed. The only known mention comes in a letter written by Mimi to a friend, where she described being ‘crouched in an air-raid shelter, bombs crashing around one… John was a baby and the main thing was to protect him by leaning over him, trying to cover him’.10

      Across Liverpool, families tried to make the best of an awful Christmas. In Arnold Grove, this was one of the few days in the calendar when the Harrisons used ‘the other room’, the little one at the front eternally ‘kept for best’. It was nicely furnished too because Harry Harrison had shipped back bits from America, including a leather sofa. Unheard of. Then the family found that a landmine dropped on Wavertree had blown out their windows and the flying glass had shredded the leather. As daughter Louise (nine by this point) would recall, ‘Mum said, “If I’d known that was going to happen we could have been sitting on it all these years!” Even when something upsetting like that happened, my parents would turn it into a joke.’

      Living over in Norris Green, in the north end of town, Jim McCartney was seeing plenty of action too. He was out looking for it. Attached to Fazakerley Fire Unit, he spent every evening as a fire-watcher and, when called upon, fireman. This was a period of great personal turmoil. All cotton industry workers in Liverpool were rocked by the British government’s sudden wartime decision to nationalise the buying of cotton. Hundreds of employees, including Jim Mac, instantly lost their jobs, for there was no longer any job to do. Liverpool Cotton Association president (and Jim’s boss) Mr Hannay pleaded with the government to reconsider, to no avail. There were extraordinary scenes at the Cotton Exchange on 31 March 1941, when everyone assembled to hear Hannay explain that while he understood the anxieties they’d all be feeling at losing their livelihood, he’d never been prouder of Liverpool cottonmen than this day, when they sacrificed their jobs for the cause of victory over Nazi Germany. The men stood firm, sang the National Anthem, drifted out on to Old Hall Street, shook hands and went their separate ways.

      Matters were suddenly moving in Jim McCartney’s personal life too. His sister Gin, her husband and baby, and their close friend and lodger Mary Mohin, were visiting Florrie McCartney at Scargreen Avenue one night when the sirens sounded and they were forced to stay over. Jim and Mary had been together many times, but if there was ever a spark of interest between them, it hadn’t much ignited. This time, chatting several more hours, it finally did. How long they courted isn’t known, but relationships accelerate in times of war, and, as their loved ones were doubtless pointing out, neither of them was getting any younger.

      On 15 April 1941, two weeks after losing his job, Jim McCartney married Mary Mohin. He was 38 and she 31; he Protestant by birth and agnostic by choice, she Catholic. Because Catholicism was important to Mary, they were married in St Swithin Chapel (near Norris Green). They rented a house at 10 Sunbury Road, Anfield, and Jim found work with D. Napier & Son, which was making the Sabre piston engine for British fighter planes. After a period of training, Jim became a lathe-turner on the production line. Sunbury Road was handier for Mary’s work than his – she was still a sister on the maternity ward at nearby Walton Hospital, often working nights, while Jim went straight from the Napier factory (situated just beyond Aintree) to Norris Green, where, with his torch, whistle and pump, he resumed fire-watching.

      All this time, Hitler was waging his war. There was another heavy night of action in Woolton on 7 April, two hundred incendiary bombs falling on Menlove Avenue in a single raid, and this turned out to be a prelude to Merseyside’s darkest period, the first seven days of May 1941, when Germany attempted to quite literally obliterate Liverpool as a prelude to its invasion of Britain – ‘An early concentrated attack… so that the whole nation will feel the effect,’ its written plan stated.11 The life and death stories of Liverpool’s blitz, the tales of destruction, tragedy and heroism, could fill many pages. In that one week, 3966 people in the four Merseyside boroughs were killed and 3812 seriously injured; 10,000 homes were destroyed and 184,000 damaged… as if many of them weren’t decrepit enough to start with. No area was spared, and city-centre streets were devastated: shops, department stores, office buildings, the main library, Chinatown, the docks and parts of the Dockers’ Umbrella railway… the list of places damaged or reduced to rubble was almost endless as Nazi planes flew over in unstoppable numbers – five hundred at a time. Witnessed from Birkenhead, across the Mersey, Liverpool was in flames, the blackout making the city crimson by contrast.12

      The Liverpudlian people, for whom tough times were a way of life, just buried their dead, swept the rubble into piles and carried on. They couldn’t be extinguished any more than their humour. One street-corner chip shop (‘chippie’) simply put up a sign – ‘Owing to Hitler, our portions are littler’ – and kept the home fryers burning.

      The ensuing months were much quieter, and in the middle of the pause, September 1941, Mary McCartney fell pregnant. This was also the year that Annie Stanley, 67, suffered a brain haemorrhage, lapsed into a coma and died in the house at Newcastle Road – John Lennon losing a grandmother at an age when he stood no chance of remembering her, the five Stanley daughters losing their mother. In her final days, Mama Stanley urged her girls to look after their father, the implacably Victorian George, a task none relished but which Julia reluctantly accepted. She had, after all, been his favourite. As the eldest, Mimi became the matriarch of the family, the one to whom the others turned in times of need.

      Britain, meanwhile, hadn’t been overcome, and Hitler’s decision to open the war on a second front, by attacking the Soviet Union, gave the country a measure of reprieve. The Luftwaffe flew only sporadic sorties after this, and the long-expected invasion by sea came not from Europe but from across the Atlantic: with the Japanese bombing of Pearl Harbor in December 1941, America at last entered the Second World War, fighting the Japanese in the Far East and, allied with Britain, the Germans in the West. Now it was winnable. From January 1942, Liverpool was awash with an army (and navy and air force) of American servicemen shocked by the scenes of destruction and – ‘like a horde of businessmen on an Atlantic City convention’13 – by the welcome from many of the glamour-seeking women. That same month saw what turned out to be the final German bombing raid on Liverpool of the war. On 10 January, high-explosives killed fifteen people and destroyed several houses in Upper Stanhope Street, Toxteth. By a curious irony, the property in which Alois and Bridget Hitler had lived, and which Adolf may have visited in 1912–13, was badly damaged.14

       

      Through her position as maternity ward sister at Walton Hospital, Mary McCartney was accorded the luxury of a private room there when she gave birth to a boy on Thursday 18 June 1942.15 Perhaps it was just as well, because there was a complication – interpreting signs the delivery would be difficult, the midwife (the woman who trained Mary) summoned the urgent assistance of a doctor. In the terminology of the time, the baby was born in a state of White Asphyxia, a condition that typically required direct cardiac massage and mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. It was an emergency – but a brief one: the infant suddenly began screaming and all was well. Jim and Mary named him James Paul McCartney, the first name taken from Jim, the second – maybe, maybe not – from Jim’s grandfather, Paul Clegg. To avoid the kind of confusion common in many households (the Harrisons’, for one), they opted to call the child by his middle name, Paul.16 Not that Jim was initially impressed with his firstborn. ‘He looked awful,’ he recalled twenty-five years later. ‘Horrible. He had one eye open and just squawked all the time. When I got home I cried for the first time for years and years.’ Then the infant’s appearance improved rapidly, and it wasn’t long before women were admiring his big eyes and long lashes, saying, ‘He’ll break all the girls’ hearts one of these days.’17

      A mixture of Catholic and Protestant by birth, Paul was baptised a Catholic, at St Philomena’s church on the Sparrow Hall Estate, Fazakerley – the register, completed in Latin, shows him as Jacobus Paulus McCartney.18 The ceremony’s timing was perhaps a counterclaim to this Catholicism, though – it was 12 July 1942, King Billy’s Day, the most important date in the Protestant calendar.

      Home was 10 Sunbury Road, a reasonably sized red-brick terraced house close by Liverpool FC’s stadium at Anfield – and plumb next door, as it happens, to a couple of Lennons, Michael and Ellen Lennon, quite possibly related to John.* Despite its size, Liverpool has always been a village to its citizens, where everyone seems to be a friend, relation or neighbour of everyone else.

      A month or so before Mary McCartney gave birth, Louise Harrison fell pregnant once more. She and Harry were still in the tiny house they’d rented pro tem eleven years earlier, while waiting for their name to rise to the top of the Corporation’s housing list. Though they’d no intention of adding to the army of local families squeezing ten or more children into a room, when their third baby – Peter – was born in 1940 (it’s suggested his conception was an accident), they wanted him to have a sibling of around his own age, just as Louise and Harry (born 1931 and 1934) had each other. With Liverpool now free of bombs and those elder children back from their evacuation in Wales, bus driver Harry Harrison’s house at 12 Arnold Grove had room for just one more on top.

      Running the family with the usual authority and vigour while her pregnancy became ever more pronounced, Louise had recently found delight in an unusual form of music while she worked, enjoying For The Indian Forces, a thirty-five-minute programme aired in Britain every Sunday morning by the BBC. Mainly in Hindustani, it was a message and music-request programme for soldiers from the subcontinent. Louise loved dancing; intrigued by the singing style, jangling sitars and hollow tabla sounds of the Indian music, she would slope sinuously around the kitchen, dishcloth or stirring-spoon in hand.19

      Her baby was close to three weeks overdue when he emerged into the cold upstairs front bedroom ten minutes into Thursday 25 February 1943.20 No one could sleep through Louise’s labour pains and each in turn was invited to see the latest and last addition to the Harrison family, another boy. His sister Louise recalls, ‘I spent about five minutes holding him. Most newborn babies look like a wrinkled old football, but because he was overdue he arrived with a complete set of eyelashes, long hair and fully grown fingernails. He was beautiful, with big brown eyes, and at ten and a half pounds he already looked like most babies do at three months.’21 A strong similarity between father and son wasn’t lost on Harry, who later recalled, ‘I went upstairs to see him and couldn’t get over it. There he was, a miniature version of me. “Oh no,” I thought, “we just couldn’t be so alike.”’22 Shortly afterwards, when Harry made Louise a sandwich, the infant seemed to grab at it and everyone looked at each other, laughed, and said (as Annie Starkey had done), ‘This one’s been here before.’

      Harry trooped off the next day to register the birth of his fourth child. He and Louise hadn’t discussed a name, so Harry gave it some thought as he walked the short way to Wavertree Town Hall. When he got home, Louise asked what he’d chosen. ‘George.’ ‘Why George?’ ‘If it’s good enough for the King it should be good enough for him.’ Not given a middle name, the infant was baptised as Georgius Harrison, a Catholic, at Our Lady of Good Help on 14 March 1943.23

      By all accounts, George was a good kid from the start. His brother Peter was very ill as an infant and underwent surgery; he’d been a somewhat traumatised child ever since, flying into rages which his mother called ‘tizzies’. George was peaceful, quiet and infinitely better company. After a short spell in his parents’ bedroom, a place was found for him in the children’s – he had a small wooden cot, Harry and Peter now shared a single bed and Louise had another. Along with a small chest of drawers, nothing more could possibly be squeezed into the tiny space.

      Though some of their relatives were injured, it hadn’t been too bad a war for the Harrisons. They’d survived the bombing with nothing worse than smashed windows and a lacerated leather couch. The works’ Home Guard (in which Harry probably served) numbered almost nineteen hundred men. According to a subsequently printed brochure, they were armed with ‘a motley collection of antique rifles, shot guns, grenades, broomsticks and homemade wooden rifles’, and with these they resisted the German war machine by mounting a nightly guard at all Liverpool bus depots.24

      By the summer of 1943 the war was on the turn. Britain and America were now allied with the Soviet Union in the fight against Germany, and the Germans – having occupied much of western Europe – were focusing most of their aggression on the Eastern Front, deadlocked in a brutal campaign with the Soviet army and its people. The Soviet leader, Stalin, was incensed that Churchill and America’s President Roosevelt weren’t sufficiently carrying the fight to the Germans, claiming they were doing too little to distract the Nazis from their ‘total war’ against his people. Second World War historians are generally of the opinion that this, and also a desire for revenge for the terrible bombing of Britain by the Germans, led to what became known as Operation Gomorrah, when the air forces of Britain and America almost did to Hamburg what the Germans had been trying to do to Liverpool: raze a great city to the ground.

      The terrible irony is that Hamburg had been largely resistant to Nazi politics while it could, and in certain quarters was considered anglophilic. The Prince of Wales and his brother Prince George had made a royal visit to Hamburg in 1932 and been extremely well received. They’d made a special point of visiting the seamen’s quarter, St Pauli, at night, driving the length of the Reeperbahn to observe its lively cafés and cabarets, and coming close to its infamous Herbertstrasse where prostitutes draped themselves in shop windows. And yet now, here were the British aiming to bomb the city to pieces… and all but succeeding.

      Conceived by RAF Air Chief Marshal Arthur Harris (soon to be called Bomber Harris, or Butcher Harris), Operation Gomorrah took place over eight days and seven nights in July 1943, the RAF conducting night raids and the USAAF bombing by day. It was the heaviest assault yet in the history of aerial warfare, killing at least fifty thousand, mostly civilians, and rendering more than a million survivors homeless. The peoples of Liverpool and Hamburg, singled out for vicious brutality by their respective enemies, had these experiences in common.

       

      The Epsteins returned home in 1943. Brian had turned five in the month war began, so his evacuation – first to Prestatyn, north Wales, and then to Southport, up the coast from Liverpool – disturbed his schooling; this either set in motion or was incidental to a turbulent sequence of events in his young life, because by the time he was admitted to Liverpool College (a high-achieving private school in Mossley Hill) it was already his sixth place of education – and he didn’t last long here either.

      Brian had become infatuated by theatrical life. It consumed him. On family holidays, he produced, directed and narrated children’s concert parties, with elegantly designed bespoke programmes. Art was his one consistent Grade A school subject. The headmaster sent Harry and Queenie a programme, drawn surreptitiously in class, that showed dancing girls – the head said the drawings were ‘suggestive’, Brian said they were showgirls dressed for the stage. The head also said Brian needed to sharply improve his standards, and Harry agreed: he wanted a focused son with a thorough, broad education to come into the family business. Brian felt the college was bearing down on him, and the Epsteins suspected anti-Semitism. It was certainly everywhere, and not always subtly expressed. Brian’s most adored book as a child, one he read again and again from the age of seven, was The Swish Of The Curtain, Pamela Brown’s tale of six upper-middle-class English children who stage a musical theatre show for charity and yearn to go to drama school. At a particular point in the story, one of the girls hits on a money-raising scheme, suggesting that everyone attending a church garden fete be made to buy a programme, to which her brother laughs and exclaims, ‘You little Jew!’25

      A sensitive child by nature, Brian was always susceptible to barbs; and when his work didn’t improve, Liverpool College told Harry and Queenie he would have to leave. It was expelling him. Brian had joined with the expectation of staying until 18, but after only a year Harry was sitting him down on one of the sofas at Queens Drive and exclaiming, ‘I just don’t know what on earth we’re going to do with you.’26

       

      Any such problems would be a few years distant for Jim and Mary McCartney, though their lives were not without some interruption. They’d begun a succession of short-term lets and so were unable to put down roots. As a nurse, Mary was fastidious about cleanliness; one day, having left baby Paul in a pram in the Sunbury Road garden, she found smuts of soot on his face and told Jim they must move. For a short while they lived over the water, at 92 Broadway Avenue, Wallasey, at the house of a cotton colleague of Jim’s. Mary had given up – or at least suspended – her nursing career to raise their son, but it was inconvenient for Jim to be living and working on opposite sides of the Mersey – besides which, Mary fell pregnant a second time around April 1943 and probably wanted to be closer to family support, so they were soon back in Liverpool. For a while, they all moved in with Ginny Harris and her family at 58 Fieldton Road, the suburban semi near Norris Green.

      While Paul McCartney and George Harrison were the fortunate beneficiaries of a settled home life, the same could not be said for Richy Starkey. Some time after his third birthday, his parents separated. They’d been married seven years, now it was over. There was no divorce (yet), just a parting of the ways, the child sticking with his mother. Yet it was a curious marital disconnection: electoral records show that, for a long time, Elsie’s husband simply moved back along Madryn Street to live with his parents; and while Johnny and Annie Starkey would maintain a close relationship with their daughter-in-law and grandson, their son provided them with little income support and Elsie was forced to raise Richy on whatever shillings she could earn. From 1943, she went back to taking any job she could find, and Richy spent much of his infancy at the home of his Starkey grandparents. Economically, times for Elsie and Little Richy had never been rosy; now, as a one-parent family, they were firmly on the breadline, with Elsie scratching around for odd jobs here and there. She worked in shops, and as a charwoman at a posh house in nearby Aigburth. (Liverpudlians used the word ‘posh’ to describe almost anything above base level. It was often said in an accusatory sense, to remind people of their place.)

      The reason for Big Richy and Elsie’s separation has remained private from that day to this and probably will always be so. Elsie later said that Little Richy didn’t seem too upset about it, though he complained about lack of company. ‘When it was raining he used to look out of the window and say, “I wish I had brothers and sisters. There’s nobody to talk to when it’s raining.”’27

      John Lennon was also feeling the effect of marital discord. The longest period he spent within a standard family unit was probably about two months, when Alf was home from the sea for a spell and Mimi and George allowed him, Julia and John to stay in their home, the place they called The Cottage – the sweet terraced house at 120a Allerton Road in Woolton that George Smith had inherited after his father’s death. It was spring 1943, after Alf had completed a succession of voyages to and from New York on the Moreton Bay. John was two and a half.*

      Alf would later say how shocked he was to discover that, during his time at sea, Julia had been going out most nights to local pubs and to dances, mixing and singing with men of the forces, enjoying the closest thing one could get to the high life in war-torn Liverpool. And she’d started drinking too, alcohol not having previously figured much in her life. The conclusion was that she would leave John in the care of her father, or Anne, or Mimi, or a friend, while she went out and about, a married woman living the life of a single. Alf said that when he was home in Liverpool during this period, Julia insisted on maintaining this social life without him and that they argued about it. She poured a cup of hot tea over his head and he responded by slapping her face, which brought on a nosebleed – something she apparently suffered from quite regularly, and for which she’d occasionally stayed in hospital. Curiously, Alf would further recall, ‘Irrational acts were not out of character for Julia, who had a sadistic and sometimes masochistic streak – a quirk of hers was that she would always rub salt into her wounds when she had cut herself, and actually seemed to enjoy the pain.’28

      Alf went back to sea in July 1943, beginning a six-month period when he sailed to New York on the Aquitania and then the Samothrace, one of the new Liberty ships. He was happy to work in them but not so pleased at an apparent demotion that saw him engaged as assistant steward rather than head waiter. This, anyway, was the reason he gave for deserting the Samothrace when it was about to sail from New York to Italy in January 1944 – an excuse that fails to get to first base because, as his naval record card shows, he’d been assistant steward most of his working life. Alf would later say that the Samothrace captain supported his desertion, and that, when he went to the British Consul for help, they had him detained on Ellis Island.29

      As difficult as it can be to establish the veracity of Alf Lennon’s stories, what happened next is a matter of record: after a brief stay in New York he was compelled to sail to Algeria in February 1944 on another Liberty boat, the Sammex, and his service card details that during this voyage he was caught ‘embezzling bar and tip’. Alf’s account of how this occurred is full of wide-eyed innocence: he learned that the ship’s bonded cargo of whisky, beer and cigarettes had been broached (with a view to it being black marketed in Algeria), he disapproved of this, he was assured that everyone on the ship was in on the scam but still he wanted no part of it. Then, a pal handed him a beer and left him alone in the cabin, and the Redcaps (military police) came in and arrested him for possession of broached cargo. The story of innocent Alf, the wrong man in the wrong place, is certainly a dubious one; while his friend Billy Hall retains still only the fondest memories of his endearingly roguish shipmate, he’s the first to confess that black marketeering – ‘a bit of loot’ as they called it – was something that occupied almost every one of them, ‘Lennie’ certainly included.30

      So it was that Alf Lennon, husband of Julia and father of three-year-old John back home in Liverpool, was in a naval court in Bône, north-east Algeria, in March 1944. Found guilty, he was sentenced to a month in prison. The conditions were filthy, and there’s a possibility he was beaten: Billy Hall recalls, ‘He had some criss-cross scars on his back. I often wondered what they were but never asked him and he never told me. I’m only surmising, but it looked to me like he’d been flogged.’ By the time Alf finally sailed away from Algeria, two months had passed.

      At home in Liverpool – no longer The Cottage but back with her father and sister in Newcastle Road – Julia may have had no idea of her husband’s fate. Down at the Mercantile Marine Offices there was no pay – ‘family allotment’ – to collect, and Alf’s occasional letters home (with which he once or twice enclosed ships’ programmes showing his name as an entertainer) stopped. She may or may not have been officially informed of his incarceration; perhaps she believed she was a ‘sea widow’ in reality as well as practice. Whatever she thought, any vestige of marital fidelity she still harboured – which Alf already had strong cause to doubt after his last visit home – now disappeared. With her devil-may-care attitude, great sense of humour, vibrant personality and undisputed man-appeal, it isn’t difficult to imagine what a hit she was when she took a job as barmaid at the Brook House pub on nearby Smithdown Road, one of Liverpool’s vast suburban ale-houses.* Pubs were very much a male preserve at this time, wives left at home. To her customers, Julia was a captive and capricious hostess.

      John Lennon was now of an age where he would retain memories, including the house at 9 Newcastle Road:

      
         

        That’s the first place I remember. Red brick, front room – never used – always curtains drawn, picture of a horse and carriage on the wall… There was only three bedrooms upstairs: one in the front on the street, one in the back and one teeny little room in the middle. The first thing I remember is a nightmare.31

      

      His widowed grandad would walk John and his cousin Stanley miles and miles: down to the Pier Head, on the boat to New Brighton, all around the docks.† On one occasion, when John complained that a new pair of shoes were hurting his feet, Grandad took out a knife, cut the heels off and carried on walking. He also took his grandsons on the Dockers’ Umbrella railway after its bomb damage had been repaired.

      John would retain too a particular memory of his mother from this time, when she sang to him I’m Wishing, from Walt Disney’s animated film Snow White And The Seven Dwarfs. ‘Want to know a secret? / Promise not to tell? / We are standing by a wishing well.’‡ It could be something she sang in pubs, because, like Alf, Julia enjoyed providing saloon entertainment.

      She probably had a few secrets by now. She’d begun a relationship with a soldier from Wales – history records his name only as Taffy Williams – and he evidently spent a fair bit of time at Newcastle Road, in John’s company, because John would always remember him. He didn’t like Williams at all, or his uniform, and would recall asking why he dipped his biscuits in his tea. When told it was something people did when they didn’t have their own teeth, John thought, ‘What’s me mother doing with a bloke with no teeth?’

      In fact, there were now a number of strangers passing in and out of 9 Newcastle Road because, without Alf’s sent-home money to pay their rent, George, Anne and Julia had started to accommodate lodgers.* Very little is known of this period, and it could even be that Taffy Williams sometimes stayed in the house in this guise. There were certainly children or youths among the lodgers because John always maintained a recollection of ‘the tough little kids that used to live with me – when I still lived with my mother – that ended up in prison’.32

       

      On 7 January 1944, Paul McCartney gained a brother, Peter Michael, known as Michael or Mike, and to his parents as Mick. The age gap was eighteen months, the distinction of older and younger brother clear. Around this time, perhaps shortly after Mike’s birth, the McCartneys were on the move yet again, in fact twice more. The first was to a prefabricated (‘prefab’) bungalow in Roach Avenue, Knowsley, about eight miles east of Liverpool. Jim had left Napier and found work in an armament plant, almost certainly ROF Kirkby, the Royal Ordnance Munitions Factory, where around 10 per cent of the ammunition used by Britain in the Second World War was manufactured. Jim didn’t stop here long, however, which must have been a great relief to Mary because there were two explosions at the plant shortly after he joined, the first killing two and the second fourteen.

      Jim McCartney had many pet phrases, one of them being to recommend ‘toler and moder’ as a code for living, short for toleration and moderation. ‘Here he comes, with his ’ations,’ the family would say when he quoted it for the umpteenth time. Yet surely Jim would have had justification for shaking a fist at the British government, for robbing him and his former colleagues of work at the Cotton Exchange. That was his skill, his trade, and now here he was, scratching around for labour he didn’t enjoy at the very time he was responsible for a family of four. It’s not at all certain whether his next job, with the Liverpool Corporation, pleased him either, even though it brought the family back into Liverpool: he was an inspector of refuse collectors for the Cleansing Department, ensuring dustmen did their job properly. Mary also wasted little time in finding herself a position, becoming a municipal midwife for the Corporation, delivering babies around the north end of the city. The position enabled the family to rent a reserved flat at 75 Sir Thomas White Gardens, a tenement in St Domingo Road, Everton, Jim’s old stamping ground, so here was another move. It wasn’t an easy place to find, but visitors only had to ask ‘Where does the nurse live?’ to be pointed in the right direction. For a while, Jim had to take care of the children alone here: after giving birth to Mike, Mary was taken back into hospital and treated for mastitis.33

      In November 1944, when Alf Lennon knocked on the door of 9 Newcastle Road, it was eighteen months since he’d gone away. A lodger answered it, then fetched Julia. ‘Give us a kiss,’ appealed the guileless wacker, suggesting his long absence could be put behind them with a kiss and a cuddle and a roaring great yarn about Algeria. But Julia stopped him short and announced, ‘I’m in the family way.’ And then out tumbled a tale to explain her pregnancy (she was two months gone) by another man. Alf was told she’d been raped by this Taffy Williams fellow, that someone had not only had his wife but done so against her will.

      Wanting to believe his wife’s story, and probably plant a punch on Taffy’s nose, Alf went looking for the soldier, who was stationed in Moreton, over the water. Being 5ft 3in, Alf took his younger brother Charlie (5ft 4in) along for support, and apparently they coerced the Welshman back to Newcastle Road where he confessed his love for Julia and she laughed in his face and called him ‘a bloody fool’.34 John Lennon, now four, witnessed at least some of this: in his memory there was a great row, he was finally hustled out of the way and he never understood what was going on. Hard feelings felt by Alf towards Williams dissolved and they went for a few beers, parting almost as pals. Alf now knew that his and Julia’s marriage was all but over. Mimi watched anxiously from the sidelines, concerned about the impact of events searing into her nephew’s ever-fertile mind.

      Alf had until 28 December 1944 before his next sailing out of Liverpool. There was no place for him at Newcastle Road, and perhaps he felt John (or Johnny, as he often called him at this time) wasn’t much needed there either. He showed his son his Liverpool, and for what may have been the only time, or certainly one of very few, John visited his grandmother Polly Lennon, at 57 Copperfield Street. The 73-year-old, who’d known tough times yet raised her six surviving children well enough to earn their devotion and respect, bounced her grandson on her knee and remarked on his fine speaking voice. John did indeed speak very well – he even called Alf ‘Pater’, as if he was a young duke and not a young Liverpudlian. A number of witnesses have mentioned this, but how John got the voice isn’t clear: though Julia and Mimi spoke well, and numbered among that substantial part of the Liverpool population that doesn’t adopt ‘the Scouse accent’, neither did they speak like BBC announcers, as John did at this time. (Perhaps that’s a clue right there: it could have been from the radio.) However John had obtained it, being called ‘Pater’ embarrassed the hell out of Alf, who urged him to use ‘Daddy’ instead. After taking the boy to see his gran the pair went away for most of December, staying with Alf’s brother’s family – John’s Uncle Syd, Aunt Madge and cousin Joyce – who lived at 27 Cedar Grove, Maghull, ten miles north of Liverpool.* Joyce recalls:

      
         

        The Christmas that he and John stayed with us, Uncle Alfred brought me a doll and John a fort, with soldiers. We still believed in Santa Claus but Alfred had been to a pub or club, had had a few drinks and was very noisy bringing the toys upstairs to us! John was a very bright little boy, and good looking. He didn’t obey rules terribly well – you’d tell him not to do something and he’d usually try to do it. But he was a nice boy, and very well spoken. Very well spoken.35

      

      John knew barely any Lennon relations and he and his cousin Joyce (aged eight) got along well, sharing a bed and giggling when they should have been going to sleep. There was a sad parting on Boxing Day when Alf had to leave, prior to sailing, and John went home to Newcastle Road.36

      He was back in Maghull again almost before he knew it. As Julia’s pregnancy advanced to a sizeable state, John was shipped back to Syd and Madge – this time, it seems, for an indeterminate length of time. Alf dropped him off, just before sailing to New York on the Dominion Monarch. Again, the dates are difficult to pin down, but early 1945 would be a good bet. Joyce says he was with them for several months, maybe three, living in their small semi-detached house in a quiet cul-de-sac tucked away behind a shopping parade. John was here long enough for Madge to seek his admission to the local school, Dover Road Primary, in the coming September, and for she and Syd to form such an attachment to the boy that they not only hoped but believed it likely they’d become his legal guardians. Julia never came to see him, so they certainly held a very dim view of her, as Joyce recalls: ‘Julia was extremely attractive, a redhead, a beautiful-looking woman, but she liked her freedom. She was a good-time girl and, for that time, not at all what you’d call a lady.’

      Exactly when Alf came and took John away from his brother’s family isn’t clear, but it may have been after 20 April 1945, when the Dominion Monarch steamed back to Liverpool. Joyce Lennon never saw him again, and she remembers, ‘My parents were devastated when he left – and not only for themselves. They knew John was going back to being dragged from one parent to the other.’

       

      The war in Europe took a long time to finish. Week by week, back in 1939, the Garston & Woolton Weekly News had printed photos of the local young men going off to do their duty; now, week by week, it ran the same photos to show who wouldn’t be coming back. Though Liverpool hadn’t been bombed since January 1942, Hitler had viciously revived his attack on London by sending over the V-1 and V-2 rockets – explosives-laden missiles known as Vergeltungswaffe, ‘vengeance weapons’. Aimed at centres of population, they would drop from the sky indiscriminately, causing immeasurable fear as well as maximum damage and loss of life. The only people in Liverpool to see these weapons were those who went to an April 1945 display of the rockets at the otherwise empty Cotton Exchange, where they were shown alongside an example of ‘Ten Ton Tess – The British Answer’, the 22,000lb bomb with which the British had breached a German viaduct. Not yet over, the war was already the stuff of exhibitions.

      VE Day – Victory in Europe – was 8 May 1945. Little Richy Starkey, who’d lost a parent but not through the war, sat down to a few rationed treats at an open-air party in Madryn Street, and George Harrison, youngest in a family of six, did the same in Arnold Grove.37 Alf Lennon, back in Liverpool between voyages, was with his mum on Copperfield Street, his bizarre marriage in tatters. Julia had charge of their four-year-old son John and was about to pop with another man’s baby. Her sister Mimi and husband George had taken out a mortgage on a comfortable semi-detached house on Menlove Avenue, a leafy if busy boulevard in Woolton. And for the McCartney family VE Day would be always tinged with sadness. The day before, standing at the front gate of a house into which she’d not long moved, at 8 Cottesbrook Place, Norris Green, Jim’s mother Florrie suffered a heart attack and died on the spot, aged 70. Paul and Mike McCartney would never remember her, and with her passing they lost their last grandparent. In their stead, they had aunties, uncles and cousins galore to provide them with the most energising and memorable of family lives.

      Much of their Liverpool was still in ruins, the city having made distressingly scant effort to bandage its open wounds during the four years since its blitz – certainly nothing like as much as London, Coventry, Newcastle, Southampton, Bristol, Glasgow and other bombed cities had done. Liverpolitan writers were already shouting the need for action: ‘It is time for Liverpool to wake up and do something. The Servicemen and women will soon be coming back to the city, and when they find there are no homes for them to go to very unpleasant things may happen.’38

      But on this great day, 8 May 1945, everyone put the trauma of the six-year war behind them and looked forward to the future. Victory chimes rang from Liverpool churches. Union Jack flags and those of countries supporting the Allies flew from buildings – a favourite being a composite of the British and American designs. Schoolchildren were given the day off, streets were bedecked with bunting (particularly appreciated when the English rain kindly eased) and crowds gathered outside Liverpool Town Hall to hear the BBC broadcast by Winston Churchill and an address by the Lord Mayor – a great mass of people the like of which wouldn’t be seen again at this place for about another twenty years.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            4
          

          
            
              
              Boys (1945–9)
            

          

        

      

      
        
          [image: Boys (1945–9)]
        
      

      Britain after the war was on its knees. The kingdom was almost bankrupt, the irreversible dismantling of its great Empire accelerated, the cities bombed. Everything was in short supply, rationed, grey and dour. Austerity was a way of life, reflecting a make-do-and-mend society riddled with inequality, from its elite ruling class to an inevitably bolshie foot-soldier working class. Though actually and morally victorious in the struggle to deny Hitler, Britain was badly beaten up.

      Before 1939, George Orwell wrote that the Establishment had averted a revolution of the masses by giving them ‘fish-and-chips, art-silk stockings, tinned salmon, cut-price chocolate… the movies, the radio, strong tea and the Football Pools’.1 Now, fish, potatoes, garments, chocolate and tea were rationed. Great anger was channelled towards outsiders. Newspaper headlines – in Liverpool and elsewhere – called Germans ‘Krauts’, Italians ‘Wops’ and Chinese ‘Chinks’. The Japanese (‘Nips’ in the American press) were ‘Japs’ and a sea of rage surged towards them for their barbaric treatment of prisoners (in the war still being fought in the East). In fact, many niceties of language were non-existent, exposing Gippos and Yids and Wogs and Coons and cripples and queers to indelible ink and memory. There was no law to stop landladies hanging notices declaring ‘no wogs no dogs no Irish’. There was also a sudden leap in cases of venereal disease, and, of particular concern all over the country, hooliganism and juvenile delinquency were rampant. Telephone boxes in every city were kicked in. Frustration felt by older generations that public flogging of youths had been banned was given vent in a poem in the Liverpolitan:

      
        
          
             

            For committing a crime

            In grandad’s time

            Young hooligans to clink went;

            The idea today

            Is for all to pray

            For the juvenile delinquent.2

          

        

      

      Liverpool was being pitifully slow in clearing up its bombsites, in making damaged structures safe, in removing the tangle of rusty beams and girders. Holes in the streets and empty air-raid shelters became violent playgrounds for the young, a gathering place for gangs, particularly in places of poverty like the Dingle, Toxteth, Garston, Kirkdale, Norris Green, Old Swan, Knotty Ash, Anfield, Huyton and most of the north end. There would be generations of kids to whom a gap in the houses was merely a short-cut, and a rubble bombsite (a ‘bommie’) a place to play football or cricket.

      Into this life was born ‘the bulge’, a population explosion that came with peacetime and homeward-bound servicemen. In America it was the start of what would be called ‘the baby boom generation’, children who would become adolescent in the late 1950s and through the 1960s.3 Every voyage of the Dominion Monarch sailed by Alf Lennon between Liverpool and New York was packed with American servicemen returning home with GI brides. These British women were escaping their shattered home country for a United States physically unscathed, pretty wealthy, healthy, commercial, and in the driving seat of a new world order. No matter how Britain liked to imagine itself after 1945 (and it would cling to this delusion for decades), its days as a – or the – major player on the biggest stage were over and the balance of power had shifted west.

      On 19 June 1945, while Alf Lennon was crossing the Atlantic, his wife Julia gave birth to the baby she’d conceived with another man. It was a girl, whom she named Victoria Elizabeth Lennon. Approaching five years of age, and after returning from his long stay in Maghull, John saw his mother balloon, go away for a short while and then return home slim again. Short of explanation, it isn’t known how he reasoned events. The baby’s future had been the subject of some hand-wringing. Alf had offered to raise it as his own if only Julia would give their marriage a chance; Taffy Williams, the child’s true father, said he’d bring up the baby provided Alf grant Julia a divorce and she marry him instead. A third option was for Julia to care for the child alone, but she didn’t: she gave birth in Elmswood – a posh house turned into a Salvation Army maternity home in the Mossley Hill district, a short walk from Penny Lane – and she let that organisation arrange an adoption. Victoria was assigned to a local woman and her Norwegian-born seaman husband, and spent her childhood in Crosby, just north of Liverpool. She never met her mother, father or half-brother John.*

      Right around this time, Julia found herself a new lover. Having previously worked as barmaid at the Brook House, she took a job at another big local pub, the Coffee House, opposite the art deco Abbey Cinema at Wavertree. This was very much the territory of John Albert Dykins: he’d been born and lived all his life in the vicinity. He spotted Julia behind the bar one lunchtime and – though she had suitors right, left and centre – impressed his attentions above all others. An unmarried man of 28, three years her junior, Dykins had been spared active war service because of a lingering childhood chest complaint, since when he’d developed a twitch and was often nervously clearing his throat. He worked as a demonstrator of invisible mending, going door-to-door to convince housewives to buy a fabric-repair gadget, but he was also involved in running the local black market. He and Julia began an affair – confusingly, she called him Bobby, though he was known to his family as Jack. Again, Julia’s family frowned on her latest relationship; and once more, John Lennon found himself in the care of his widowed grandfather and, when she could make the time, his Aunt Mimi, who was now expressing grave concern for the welfare of her bright young nephew.

      Three miles away, in the Toxteth end of the Dingle, the close attentions of grandparents were also shaping the life of Richy Starkey. Elsie was still having to work every hour to pay the bills and it was his father’s parents, Johnny and Annie Starkey, both tough Liverpool characters, who took the lad closely under their wing. Granny Annie was especially handy when our Richy (or Dicky, or ‘that bloody Noddler’, as his grandad called him) was ailing. Elsie would wrap him in a blanket and carry him along the terrace to 59 where Annie would make him either a bread poultice (slices of white bread soaked in boiling water, wrapped in muslin and applied to the skin) or a hot toddy (a spirit – usually whisky – with hot water). Richy especially loved the hot toddies, and all the fuss that went with being ill, because he was even more the focus of everyone’s attention and sympathy. Annie was shocked her little grandson was left-handed – she announced he’d been possessed by witches, or the devil, and took it upon herself to exorcise it. Over a long time, but persistently, she defeated the evil, forcing the child to ditch his natural tendency and use his right hand instead. Not for nothing, and never without love, would Richy come to describe Granny Starkey as ‘the voodoo queen of Liverpool’.4

      Home life was much steadier for Paul McCartney, now aged three – and also a natural left-hander (left unchallenged). Jim and Mary seem to have quickly established for their children the kind of balanced domesticity experienced by fortunate families: Jim was mild-mannered, softly spoken, even-tempered and attentive; if he was cross, he’d keep it inside. Mary – quiet, firm, presentable, respectable – was more serious but also more demonstrably affectionate, though not overly so. She’d smack Paul or Mike if the need arose but her biggest threat would be verbal: ‘You’ll get a smacked bottom from your father.’5

      Aspirational working-class, Mary had drilled herself to speak well, without the Scouse accent, and was adamant her children would do the same. She dressed the boys smartly, and often identically, and was house proud and compulsive about cleanliness, as was Jim, who liked only white bedding and towels so he could tell they’d been properly cleaned. Every day, the boys would see their mum leave the Everton flat in her starched blue and white midwife’s uniform and cap, while Jim maintained his dreary job with Liverpool Corporation, checking up on dustmen, still longing for the day when the Liverpool cotton market might reopen for business. When their working hours overlapped, one of the boys’ many McCartney aunties, firm but friendly and fun, and real characters, would bridge the gap. After the death of Florrie McCartney in 1945, Gin had become the matriarch; though she was the youngest of the family, it was a role everyone accepted and she took to with ease, ever one to dispense friendly, motherly advice over a brew of tea.

      George Harrison was also being nurtured within a strong family unit, led by his indomitable mother Louise and steadfast father Harry – a man whose talents were so appreciated by the Corporation that he not only drove the buses, he also helped draft the timetables.* While he sat at the kitchen table calculating schedules, Louise would work across from him, enjoying the numerous pen-pal relationships that occupied all her spare time. She had pen-friends near and far – including a woman in Barnsley, Yorkshire, another in Northumberland, and another in the Blue Mountains, just outside Sydney, Australia – and she wrote to at least one of them every evening. Though doggedly maintaining a cloak of secrecy over her family’s business for neighbours and other casual acquaintances, remaining as fretful as ever about nosy people knowing more about them than she wanted, Louise cheerfully despatched a daily diary of family events, and often photographs, to these long-distance friends she never met.6

      Still waiting for the Corpy to give them somewhere bigger to live, the entire Harrison family decamped in the cramped kitchen at Arnold Grove, with its red-and-blue tiled floor and corner staircase to the upper storey. There was usually a fire going in the grate, with its adjacent oven where mother Louise baked bread. Mantle-lights were lit by gas fed through a shilling meter, and the cooker was a two-ring burner on top of an upside-down tea-chest – from which lucky equipment, and using the government’s scanty rations, she somehow produced three meals a day for six. ‘Spam was our nectar of the gods, without doubt the tastiest food we had,’ says their daughter Louise. ‘Nothing ever got us down.’7 Once a week here – as in Madryn Street, Newcastle Road and some of the places the McCartneys lived – a zinc tub would be brought into the kitchen, and everyone – adults and children in turn – would bathe or be bathed with hot water poured from a jug into their ‘bungalow bath’. George’s grandmother and also his Auntie Cissie and Uncle Eddie lived only in the next street, Albert Grove, and there were many visits to and fro, everyone taking the short-cut through the adjoining ‘jigger’ at the dead-end. In turn, the Harrison house had many visits from Louise’s relatives, including men George would recall as ‘a few uncles with bald heads’, pates they’d claim to have got ‘by knocking open pub doors’. Sometimes George would be in bed when they arrived and he’d lie under the blankets worried that people ‘were partying without telling me’.8

      Photos of George at this time show a blond-haired boy, podgy-cheeked and with his father’s lop-sided smile, and every story of his childhood paints a picture of a lad singlemindedly self-reliant. ‘George was always a very independent child,’ his mother would recall. ‘He liked to do things by himself, no one to help him. He was also a very intelligent, fun-loving child and helped a lot around the house.’9 Louise said how even before his third birthday she’d send him to the local butcher to collect their ration, and he’d always throw away her shopping list as soon as he stepped out of the front door. The woman in the shop would look at him and say ‘Haven’t you got a note?’ and he’d smile enigmatically and reply, ‘I don’t need one.’*

      Weekends in Liverpool were still hectic and eventful, with packed pubs and busy dance floors, hard-earned pay gleefully spent then sorrowfully missed until the following Friday. Other evenings were like those elsewhere: people either went to the pictures or stayed home and tuned in to the radio. The BBC’s position as Britain’s backbone had been reinforced during the war, when it informed, educated and entertained with great verve. It certainly raised morale, achieved through the work of performers like the Liverpool comedian Tommy Handley, a national treasure as star of the immensely popular comedy It’s That Man Again, commonly known by its acronym ITMA.10 Though the BBC had launched the world’s first television service in 1936 it was receivable only in London and had yet to be revived from its wartime adjournment. Radio – which everyone called the wireless – held unchallenged supremacy, some shows attracting audiences of thirty million.

       

      Which Liverpool homes, and which young ears, heard BBC radio the evening of 26 July 1945? There was a Variety show called Navy Mixture with several star names and one newcomer. Halfway through the forty-five minutes, host Jack Watson advanced to the weighty BBC microphone and cheerily announced:

      
         

        Stepping off the Liberty boat this week is a bloke who’s making his first broadcast, and who, incidentally, has just received his commission – and so it’s a double celebration. He’s a pianist, and after a great deal of persuasion  – during which he held up our producer at the point of a gun – he’s going to play a composition of his own, which he calls Prelude. His name is Sub Lieutenant George Martin [applause]

      

      Born on 3 January 1926 in Holloway, north London, George Henry Martin was the youngest child of Henry Martin, a craftsman carpenter, and Bertha (née Simpson). In the depressed 1930s, Henry Martin found work in short supply, and money likewise. No one in the family was musical but they had a piano: George took six lessons at the age of eight and then wrote his first composition, The Spider’s Dance, a short sweet blend of ragtime and classical.11

      By 1941, the Martins had evacuated to Bromley, in the Kentish south-east suburbs, where George formed his own dance band. First they were the Four Tune Tellers, then, as a five-piece, George Martin and the Four Tune Tellers – trumpet, saxophone, double-bass, drums, George on piano. ‘I wanted to be George Shearing, and I also modelled myself on Meade Lux Lewis,’ he explains, citing the blind London-born jazz pianist and the Chicago-born boogie-woogie player.12

      The Tune Tellers played all the latest numbers from America’s Tin Pan Alley, mostly as instrumentals although George’s sister Irene sang when they did the beautiful Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein song All The Things You Are. Some of the Tune Tellers would bicycle to shows one-handed, carrying their instruments in the other, and they performed in clubs and schools; George’s father made them wooden music stands with a TT crest. A seminal moment then occurred in George’s life when the BBC sent its Symphony Orchestra, under Sir Adrian Boult, to give a concert at his school. He was 15 when he witnessed Debussy’s Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune and was wafted to paradise. ‘I thought it was absolutely heavenly,’ he says. ‘I couldn’t believe human beings made that sound.’

      Though the move to Bromley was intended to keep the family safely away from the war, it took them to its crucible: the Battle of Britain raged over Kent through the late summer of 1940, the RAF and Luftwaffe dog-fighting for air superiority. George Martin’s career ambition was to design aircraft – his drawings of planes were exceptionally good – and here he had a grandstand view of the tempest, able to distinguish the British crates from the German by their drone. He left school in 1941 with distinctions in French and Maths (his ability at the latter was exceptional) and went into the War Office as a clerk. With his salary, and pocket money from Tune Tellers’ bookings, he bought more piano lessons and began to add to his cache of compositions, pieces he’d later call ‘imitations of Rachmaninov and Chopin, that kind of stuff’.

      At 17, knowing he was about to be called up, George volunteered for the Fleet Air Arm. ‘It wasn’t any great gallantry on my part, it was just that I didn’t want to be a poor bloody infantryman, plus I wanted to fly and the RAF was overloaded. I always fancied the Navy as well, so I joined the Fleet Air Arm. They took me very quickly and I didn’t tell my mother what I was doing. When I went back home and said, “Mum, I’ve joined up,” she burst into tears and said, “Oh my God, you’ll be killed.” But I wasn’t.’

      George Martin had ‘a good war’. He saw no action, he spent time in Jamaica and New York (seeing Cab Calloway and Gene Krupa perform on Broadway), he flew planes as an ‘observer’ – the captain on three-man practice sorties – and, at its end, he became an officer. To blend with his fellow officers, George consciously sharpened his blunt north London tones and tried to adopt the crisp, cut-glass accent of a young English flying ace. This didn’t only serve a purpose in the Fleet Air Arm, it would be useful in civilian life: in an ultra-class-conscious Britain, to speak like a gent would boost his chances of ‘getting on’, and he had the gentility, civility, good humour, height (6ft 2in) and dashing looks – sweeping fair hair and finely carved features – to carry it off.

      The armed forces also provided opportunities for George to continue his piano playing; one performance, in a NAAFI canteen, was seen by an Entertainments Officer, which is how the 19-year-old Sub Lieutenant Martin found himself playing Prelude (one of those new compositions) before a London audience – and the BBC microphone – in the Criterion Theatre on Piccadilly Circus in July 1945.13

      The war in Europe was over but not yet the battle in the East. For a while it looked likely that George would see fighting action after all, but then, on 6 and 9 August, the United States dropped a new kind of weapon, atomic bombs, on Japan – on Hiroshima and Nagasaki – and the Soviet Union invaded Japanese-held Manchuria. On 15 August 1945 Japan finally surrendered and the Second World War was at an end, the planet having been denuded of perhaps seventy million people since 1939. In an attempt to secure lasting, global peace, the victorious Allies established the United Nations, enshrined as international law before the end of October, but by then they were already at loggerheads themselves, beginning what would come to be known as ‘the Cold War’. The nuclear age had begun… and, with it, mankind’s technological ability to destroy itself on a mass scale, casting a threat over all the years and events and lives that follow here.

       

      Conceived about four weeks after war began, Richy Starkey started school ten days after it ended, on 25 August 1945. He was enrolled at St Silas, a large red-brick Victorian building annexed to the bombed-out church where his parents married nine years before, and where he was also having to attend Sunday School for religious education. Elsie walked him there and said, ‘On your way, son.’ It was the biggest place the boy had ever seen; as he looked up and up, the edifice seemed as unconquerable as Everest, and when he surveyed the playground – thronged with children running, jumping and standing still – he felt small, insecure, alone and afraid.14 Richy instantly hated it, along with the rigours and strictures of schooling, and that day set a behaviour pattern he’d maintain. Elsie would tell the story of how he walked home at dinner-time and announced they’d all been given the afternoon off, and how she’d gullibly believed him until she saw other kids walking past their window, returning to school. He had nearly conned her, and there’d be hundreds of times when he did.

      A newly demobbed teacher trainee, Tom Cross taught the young Richy Starkey at St Silas. It would be surprising if he retained a clear memory of one unremarkable boy among many, and indeed he doesn’t. Cross remembers only a very quiet and unassuming youngster. ‘I had forty-two pupils in my class, and on the other side of an eight-foot-high curtain Mrs Martin had forty-six.’15

      St Silas was a ‘board school’, governed by the Board of Education of the Church of England. There were four teachers and a head, handling some two hundred primary-level pupils between the ages of five and eleven. The government’s 1944 Education Act had established ‘the Eleven-Plus’, an examination, taken at that age, that determined the type of secondary education a child would receive until the minimum leaving age of 15: those who passed went to a grammar school and those who didn’t went either to a secondary modern school or a technical school. As Cross reflects, at St Silas they were dealing with children unlikely to trouble the grammar schools.

      
         

        This was not high-grade teaching of interested pupils. We were trying to give them the best, most rounded education we could manage but there was no expectation we’d get them through the Eleven-Plus. In fact, only some of the children sat the test. There was a large secondary modern school, Dingle Vale, which took most of the youngsters from St Silas. Though the children seemed interested, they lacked any real stimulus at home: it was clear that education was not taken seriously there. These were solidly working-class Liverpool homes and most of the fathers were ‘good honest sons of toil’. In some cases the mothers also worked. Richard Starkey’s disturbed early life was very typical in that area.

      

      Elsie Starkey was scraping together about £3 a week through no end of good honest toil, and it was around this time that her estranged husband quit his parents’ home and left the area, probably moving to Crewe (a Cheshire town about forty miles south of Liverpool). He saw little of his Richy again and seems to have taken with him few sympathetic memories, recalling ‘a mischievous little beggar who never showed any signs of doing anything out of the ordinary’.16 Once departed, he stopped supporting his wife and child altogether. Unable to meet the rent on 9 Madryn Street, Elsie loaded their possessions on a cart and wheeled them across High Park Street, and down the narrow ‘play street’ that was Admiral Grove, to their new home, a tiny ‘two-up-two-down’ in a terrace which, Richy would say, had already been condemned ten years. He’d always recall sitting on the back of the cart, his legs dangling over the side, as his earliest life memory.17

      Rented at ten shillings a week, 10 Admiral Grove had a wooden V (for Victory) sign only recently affixed over the front door… but there wasn’t much in the way of celebration going on inside.* Elsie was angry with her husband’s behaviour and didn’t hide her opinions from their son, who’d later use the word ‘brainwashed’ to describe his intake; he expressed pain incoherently when he expressed it at all.18 Elsie scratched around for whatever work she could find – there were pubs at either end of the street and she worked as a barmaid in at least one of them, needing the company and the laughs. She also scrubbed steps and served in a greengrocery, doing anything decent to bring in the pennies.19 Occasionally, though, Elsie just couldn’t afford to pay the rent; if there was a visitor, she’d send Richy to bend down – there was a draughty gap under the door – and tell her if it was somebody in a pair of boots. If so, because it could be the rent collector, she wouldn’t open it.

      John Lennon started school on 12 November 1945 at Mosspits Lane Primary, a suburban infants’ typical of its kind, with cross-pattern parquet flooring smelling distinctively of polish, and all the fixtures and fittings arranged at low height. It was just a short distance from Newcastle Road and Julia walked him there in the morning and collected him in the afternoon, working the Coffee House lunchtime session (and perhaps singing from its stage) in between. Like Richy at St Silas, John began in the nursery class… but, he would always feel, he already had abilities that stood him out from the crowd:

      
         

        I was always hip. I was hip in kindergarten… I was different from the others. I seem[ed] to see things other people don’t see… I would say, ‘But this is what’s going on!’ and everybody’d look at me as if I’m crazy. So, therefore, that self-doubt was always there: ‘Am I crazy or am I a genius?’20

      

      Even at this early age, John was exceptional. Advanced at reading, writing, drawing and painting, at thinking creatively and at communicating, he had a gifted and lively mind, but one set in a perpetual whirl by the adults around him. Problems beyond his ken and control had been hurtling at him since the womb – and now came the decisive episode.

      At the end of March 1946, Alf Lennon returned to Liverpool after another long engagement on the Dominion Monarch. As naively forgiving as ever, he still hoped he and Julia could patch things up and live bumpily ever after, but events had moved on apace since his last visit home. Now Bobby Dykins was on the scene. In fact, when Alf turned up at Newcastle Road, Julia was literally in the process of moving out… ‘to live with a friend’, she misleadingly told her husband. Alf even helped her shift some furniture, little realising the true picture. For reasons lost in the mists of time, he was left sitting alone on a chair in Newcastle Road while Julia packed off to her new abode; if someone had produced a dunce’s hat and plonked it on his head it would not have been out of place.

      John was bound up in the move too, ever the innocent spectator. Mimi paid a visit to the place Julia, Bobby and John were now occupying – in Gateacre Village, close to Woolton.* This wasn’t only a one-bedroom flat, it was a one-bed flat, one double-bed in which Julia and her man were sleeping with her five-year-old son.21 Considering with what fervour and frequency newly cohabiting couples usually enjoy sex, John’s intimate exposure to such a situation was truly shocking, no matter how discreetly the adults may have been behaving. Mimi went straight over to express her view, Dykins ordered her out, and she returned with a senior official from the Public Assistance Committee. This department of Liverpool City Council – the Social Services of its day – played everything straight. It wasn’t in the business of separating a mother from her child unless there was good reason, but an unmarried couple sharing a bed with a young infant was one such. As a consequence, for the time being at least, Mimi found herself John’s primary carer. He moved in with her and his Uncle George at Mendips, their house on Menlove Avenue.

      While all this was going on, Alf Lennon finally accepted he’d been taken for a mug. His next engagement was on the RMS Queen Mary, the great Cunard White Star flagship sailing from Southampton to New York with another 1600 GI brides exchanging ration books for endless bounty – but this was in stark contrast to his own predicament. Before leaving, he placed an advertisement in the Liverpool Echo… 

      
         

        I, Alfred Lennon, recently of 9 Newcastle Road, Wavertree, Liverpool, will NOT be RESPONSIBLE for any DEBTS unless personally contracted.†

      

      … which as good as announced that the extraordinary seven-year marriage of Alfred Lennon and Julia Stanley was over. Not a single photograph of them together is known to have been taken.

      One of Mimi’s first actions was to remove John from Mosspits Lane school and enrol him instead at Dovedale Road infants – records show that he began here on 6 May. Why she did this isn’t clear: the distance from Menlove Avenue to the two places was about the same. Perhaps it was just a fresh start.‡ If so, it was a short-lived one. The Queen Mary was back in England the third week of May and, soon afterwards, Alf was in touch with Julia to enquire after John. Learning that his son was living with Mimi, he paid a visit to Mendips, one that seems to have been reasonably cordial. Mimi wasn’t shy in telling Alf that taking care of his child was an expensive business and the least he could do was give her some money, which he did; he then went for a beer or two with George and slept the night in the spare room. The next morning, Alf said he was taking John out to the shops, but he didn’t: they took the train to Blackpool and stayed there. The school ‘withdrawal book’ at Dovedale Road records the fact: ‘Left district 31/5/46’.

      Alf went to Blackpool because this was where his merchant navy pal Billy Hall lived, with his parents. (The house is still there, 37 Ivy Avenue.) Born in 1923, ten years younger than the man he knew as ‘Lennie’, Hall has for a long time been the only living witness to what transpired here, and he is the only person to relate the events impartially.

      Billy on Lennie:

      
         

        He was ‘one of us’, which is why I offered him the chance to come to Blackpool with his kid. He was held in very high regard – he could get from the ship to the pub and the pub back to the ship… He was an ale drinker, but once he started drinking he’d drink anything. If there was a bottle, he’d stay with it. He was a happy drunk, he just did stupid things on the spur of the moment. Most times he’d get away with it and laugh like hell… I never knew Lennie to be unfaithful to his wife. He was more interested in going on the piss and having fun… 

      

      Billy on Lennie and his son:

      
         

        We called him Johnny, because that’s what Lennie called him. Lennie seemed quite an attentive father. He took him out, but of course as soon as the pub opened, boooph, he was off. You weren’t allowed to take kids in pubs in those days: when it closed at 2.30 you had to wait until 6PM when it opened again, so in those three hours they might go to the beach. My parents lived in a two-bedroom terraced house about half a mile from the Pleasure Beach which had a funfair, the sands and donkey-rides. Blackpool was like heaven for a kid then. Johnny slept in my parents’ room and Lennie came in with me and my brother.

      

      Billy on ‘Johnny’:

      
         

        It was like he’d come out of boarding school. He was neat, immaculately dressed and clean in a school uniform and cap. And he spoke so well. He was a most amazing child – I could hardly believe he was Lennie’s son: he was so well behaved and well mannered. He was only five but he seemed much older – you could talk with him almost like an adult. He impressed me no end… I had a dog called Tony and Johnny kept pointing out what a big dick it had. It was fairly shocking for a little kid to be mentioning such a thing, so I remember it vividly.

      

      Every account of Alf and John’s time in Blackpool has turned on the vital fact that Alf brought his boy here prior to emigrating with him to New Zealand – the plan being that Billy’s parents would emigrate and take John with them, to be joined later by Alf who’d work a passage there. This, insists Billy Hall, is fantasy.

      
         

        There’s no truth at all in that. I said I would go to New Zealand, and Lennie said he might too, and also another mate of ours, and at some point it was mentioned that it would be a great place to raise Johnny – but no plans were ever made. Not only were my parents not planning to go, they didn’t even know I was.

        The only actual plan that involved Johnny was that maybe he’d stay with my parents for two or three months until Lennie got something sorted out. But my mother was born in 1894 – she was already fifty-two. Though she looked after Johnny for the short time we were there, she didn’t want to be responsible for a young kid at her age, and Lennie had to go back to sea. He had to go back. We were only on leave.

      

       

      The final scene – probably 22 June 1946 – is painted vividly in John Lennon docudramas as the ultimate heartbreak moment for the youngster, the blameless participant in a devastating tug-of-love, forced to choose between his mother, who’d come up from Liverpool to fetch him back, and his father, who was about to sweep him off to New Zealand. Legend has the tear-stained infant first choosing Alf and then changing his mind, running in cinematic slow-motion down a Blackpool street as Julia walks dejectedly into a sepia sunset. Billy Hall recalls what actually happened:

      
         

        Lennie’s wife came up with her boyfriend. I’ll always remember him: he looked like a spiv, a wide-boy, with a trilby hat at a forty-five-degree angle, and a very thin moustache, like a smaller version of Terry-Thomas. He was probably there in case of trouble.

        They needed privacy, so we let them go in the front room – which normally no one went into, and which my mother kept spotless. They talked maybe half an hour and then Lennie came out and said, ‘I’m letting Johnny go back with his mother – she’s going to look after him properly.’ I remember him saying ‘properly’ because Lennie felt pleased that he’d fixed it. There were no raised voices – had there been, I would have rushed in because I didn’t know this Terry-Thomas character and my pal Lennie was only small. I really can’t remember if Johnny was in there too, maybe he only went in later, but there was definitely no tug-of-love scene. Lennie’s wife didn’t leave the house until Lennie came and told us what they’d decided.22

      

       

      John’s ‘choice’ was not between his mother and father, it was between his mostly absent dad’s friend’s parents – in whose lives he had no place – and home and school back in Liverpool. There was no choice at all. But there was a goodbye, John parting decisively from his dad. From opening time that afternoon until closing time that night, Alf got hammered. His chosen pub was the Cherry Tree, a big Blackpool hostelry with a stage. Ever the entertainer, he got up and did the Al Jolson impression so familiar to his mates, sinking down on one knee to sing the shameless tearjerker Little Pal.

      
        
          
             

            Each night how I’ll pray, Little Pal

            That you’ll turn out right, Little Pal

            So till we meet again

            Heaven knows where or when

            Pray for me now and then, Little Pal.*

          

        

      

      Then, on 29 June 1946, he sailed out of England on the Almanzora and continued life’s riotous adventure… 

      … while Julia and Bobby went back to Liverpool, and Julia (who was also pregnant again) handed John over to Mimi and there was no further question, ever, about who would raise him.

       

      John Lennon was now a child of Woolton, this self-sufficient village that was the least Irish – and so most English – suburb of Liverpool. He was soon a regular user of its quaint old indoor swimming pool, and – along with many other local children – enrolled in Sunday School at the handsome church on the hill, St Peter’s; the sandstone that made it came from Woolton Quarry, which, though in decline, was maintained chiefly to serve the continuing construction of Liverpool’s vast Anglican Cathedral. The district still shook from the explosions that cleaved rock from its earth.

      Like Mary McCartney and many others, Mimi Smith was trying to climb away from unvarnished working-class roots. George was now employed menially, as a cleaner of trams and buses on the night-shift at Woolton depot, but they’d got a house that bordered on the affluent lower-middle-class – a semi-detached with a bathroom and indoor toilet, picture rails, a couple of leaded-glass windows, and front and back gardens with lawns, trees and a shed. They had no car but they did have a driveway, and a telephone – an uncommon luxury in these parts at this time.* The previous occupants had pretensions of grandeur: they gave the house a name, Mendips, called the middle downstairs room ‘the morning room’, and installed servants’ bells – electric fixtures that remained on the wall, but out of use, in the years John lived here. The purchasing deposit was paid with money inherited from Francis Smith’s suicide, beyond which George and Mimi had a mortgage with the Leek & Moorlands Building Society – the monthly repayments met partly with rental income (from letting out The Cottage to Mimi’s sister Harriet) but mostly through prudent budgeting. Adding a child to the household was something Mimi had to manage with resourceful pragmatism – while gaining John’s ration book, she was never given the means to support him: there’s no known indication that Alf or Julia helped foot the ongoing costs of their son’s upbringing.

      From June 1946, though, Mimi was the principal parental influence on John Lennon. Her character – which helped shape his – was assessed by Mike Hennessey, a journalist who knew her:

      
         

        Aunt Mimi is a remarkable woman. Slender, dressed with severe simplicity and regarding the world with warm, brown, inquisitive eyes, she somehow communicates great inner strength and resolution and an independence of spirit, all mellowed by an irresistible sense of fun. She comes, she says, from a family of incessant talkers and certainly [she holds] free-flowing and intelligent conversation… She is extremely well-read, utterly self-sufficient, defiantly unsentimental and is sometimes mischievously irreverent. Her bookshelves are thick with biographies. She has a special regard for Osbert Sitwell but no time at all for slushy love stories. ‘I couldn’t possibly read that rubbish,’ she says. ‘If I read a book I want to be wiser afterwards.’ Books are her only indulgence. She eats one simple meal a day, has never been to the hairdresser in her life and never wears make-up or jewellery. ‘But if I go into Smith’s, that’s the end. I just can’t resist books.’23

      

      Already a keen reader, John became a bookworm at Mendips, digesting all the best juvenile literature and, while still a child, progressing to classic fiction, biographies, memoirs and histories – plus two daily papers, generally the Daily Express and Liverpool Echo, delivered and devoured (John’s reading skills were initially sharpened by Uncle George sitting him on his knee and poring over the Echo). John and Mimi often read the same books and discussed-argued their content. Mimi was fierce, stubborn, openly snobbish, pointed, bluntly uncompromising, nobody’s fool – and John was never not aware of it and always gave back. Though she might suddenly break into a Charleston dance to make him laugh (which he often copied), she was never demonstrative in her love, concealing it behind a coded series of verbal scoldings. She never hit him: her worst punishment was to ignore him, because he always had so much to say that needed to be heard. When she did, he’d plead, ‘Don’t ’nore me, Mimi!’24

      She was never ‘mum’, just Mimi or (when needling her deeper) Mary – and he stayed Lennon, never becoming John Smith. But he knew where he stood. He benefited enormously from her determination to provide what he’d never had in his tempestuous life to date: stability, assurance, certainty. She said she’d always be at home, that he’d never return to an empty house; she said she’d never go out in the evenings and subject him to the care of a child-sitter; and she got him put back into Dovedale Road school, where he shone, taking and fetching him every day. Her aim was to raise him as an individual. Both were as sharp as tacks, he exasperated her and she infuriated him, but theirs was always an earthy two-way relationship in which both could grow.

      For a while, Julia came to the house and saw John, but then the visits stopped and Mimi encouraged distance to develop between the child and the woman he’d always call Mummy. Whether her judgement was right or wrong is subjective, but her motives were beyond question. If she was going to be the rock in John’s life, she could not, at the same time, subject him to more of the emotional earthquakes he’d already suffered. This must have been traumatic for Julia at times (and Mimi too), but she never made any legal move to take him back, and none of their three voluble sisters made any noise about it either.

      Mimi was one of two adult anchors in John’s new life, because Uncle George was also important. While the Stanleys, like the Lennons, were short – Julia was 5ft 2in, Mimi 5ft 4in – George was 6ft, a giant among pygmies who sometimes thwacked the door frame when he walked into a room. Only three years older than his wife – 43 to her 40 – he seems somehow ancient in the photos, elderly before his time, with a good head of silver hair. He was a kindly chap who, having served in the army, had seen a bit of the world; he could talk about things, sitting back to light his pipe and consider his view. He’d been a dairy farmer and was now cleaning trams, a downscale slip; he liked salty jokes with his beer, and made Mimi’s budgeting all the harder because he enjoyed a ‘flutter’ on the horses. He and John formed a close bond and shared unimportant little secrets. He taught the boy to ride a bike and tried to demonstrate the finer techniques of cricket and football, though John had little aptitude for ball games. He also allowed affection: John insisted on giving him ‘squeakers’ – his word for kisses – before George put him to bed.

      That Christmas of 1946, Mimi, George and John took the bus to Lewis’s department store in the city and each sat for a series of Polyfotos. There’s a physical ease about John here that is extraordinary considering his stormy life. Comfortable in front of the camera, in a school blazer and cap, he smiles naturally and appears/is happy.*

      John’s immediate and intimate network of Woolton comforts also included family – especially his cousin of closest age, Liela Birch, with whom he’d enjoy his strongest bond – and friends.25 Running behind Mendips was Vale Road, a crescent where birdsong was the predominant sound and which in one sweep illustrated the spectrum of Woolton life: spacious detached houses for the men of business, standard 1930s semi-detached houses for the upper working classes, and plain terraced cottages for the quarry men and factory workers. This was where John found Pete, Nige and Ivan, his closest childhood pals, Masters Shotton, Walley and Vaughan.26 He formed them into a gang, four junior reprobates who persistently and sometimes dangerously terrorised the community for years to come. John was leader, because he just was. It was a position divined through natural unspoken process, by force of personality and, where necessary, by scrapping. Pete Shotton, a blond curly-haired lad, had the brazen guts to constantly challenge this and so became John’s best mate. John Lennon liked to be confronted; by his code, if he found you were a pushover he’d push you over.

      All three boys were younger than John, which was another reason he was the leader, but this demonstrated a further aspect of his unusual character: if you were different – an original thinker, in some way unconventional – age wasn’t a particular problem.† John’s chosen friends were also intelligent, Ivan exceptionally so, and eager to follow wherever he took them. In return, they lived a life of constant laughter, witnessing at close quarters John’s indefatigable, incorrigible and often insane sense of humour, and they also gained his unquestioned loyalty and were able to share in a generosity that was, again, unusual. The first time Ivan Vaughan met John Lennon was when he was four and John six. John came to Ivan’s house on Vale Road (their back gardens almost touched) carrying his slippers. As Mimi had instructed, he asked Ivan if he was ‘playing in’, but then added, unbidden, ‘or are you playing out?’ ‘John always wanted to play out,’ Vaughan would recall, ‘whatever the weather.’ So developed something of a double-aspect to John’s personality, one common to many children: he was a different boy in the house, where Mimi was around, to the one who would run free outside; he moderated his language and behaviour within the four walls and liberated it beyond. At all times, however, he exhibited the same generous spirit. Ivan would write of their earliest friendship:

      
         

        Next day I went round to the house where he lived with his aunt and uncle. We played with Dinky cars. I was surprised by his generosity and willingness to share his toys; he was happy even for me to take some of them home. When his Uncle George came home with some sweets John readily shared them. There was an immediate bond between us. He was older, read books, and his greater intelligence and experience were apparent. I accepted his leadership but I was determined to preserve my independence. From the warm security of Aunt Mimi’s control, John accepted me into his life.27

      

      In early summer 1947, Richy Starkey fell dangerously ill. He’d never been the most robust infant, now he was sick beyond even the efficacy of Annie’s medicinal compounds. The family gathered round and it was decided someone must run to find a phone and send for an ambulance. An ambulance blue-lit him to Royal Liverpool Children’s Hospital and appendicitis was diagnosed, but when they opened him up the picture was far worse: the appendix had burst and caused infected peritonitis. Barely conscious as he was wheeled into the operating theatre, Richy asked the nurse for a cup of tea. ‘We’ll give you one when you come round,’ she answered – by which time ten weeks had passed.

      Three times, doctors told Elsie he’d not survive the night. Still working all hours in all jobs, she was on the bus to the hospital every day, sometimes only allowed to see him through a pane of glass. One of the three desperate nights was 6 July, the eve of Richy’s seventh birthday. The family, close friends and local community rallied around as best they could, though what could they do?

      But the boy was a born fighter, and wouldn’t surrender. When finally he stirred from his coma, he spent possibly another sixteen weeks slipping in and out of consciousness, and once this passed, at the start of 1948, he finally began a protracted and painful period of convalescence.

      He was restricted to a cot with high sides, to allow his surgical scars to heal, so it was a time of utter, numbing boredom; there was simply nothing to do. He’d been at school almost two years but his progress had been unstartling; at seven, he’d not yet learned to read or write. Without books or magazines, without radio (or television), his tedium was broken only if a nurse wheeled him to the balcony to watch the traffic, and also when the short and rigorously restricted visiting hours brought company. Elsie got there every day, often with his three grandparents, and even, on one occasion, his dad, who asked him what gift he wanted, wrote it down in a notebook and then, says Richy, never returned. His only real distraction was to talk to the other young patients, but then they’d be sent home and he’d have to create new friendships, all the time frustrated by being unable to leave the cot. The nurses’ instruction don’t move held good until the day Richy wanted to show a boy in the next bed a toy bus he’d been given. As he leaned to pick it up, he overbalanced, fell out of the cot and ripped his stitches open, setting back his recovery another few months. ‘Always remember, the sooner you’re better, the sooner you’re out’ were the words he heard over and over, more times than he could count.28

       

      In August 1947, a year after John Lennon had been relocated deeper into south Liverpool, Paul McCartney arrived. The switch – seemingly the first time any of the McCartneys lived outside the north end – came through Mary’s work. Her employers, Liverpool Corporation’s Municipal Midwifery Service, needed a midwife resident on a new housing estate, and a rent-free house came with the job. Minutes of the Corporation’s Health Committee meetings detail the arrangement and note she was paid ‘a sum not exceeding £5 to cover her moving expenses’.29 The McCartneys certainly didn’t have a car – almost no one did.

      Speke* – the southernmost point of Liverpool – was already the location of a small airport and a trading estate, and now it was to accommodate a great new public housing project. An architects’ report in 1946 envisaged wonderful amenities for twenty-two thousand residents: a town centre with sixty shops, a sports stadium covering 228 acres, an open-air swimming pool, a community centre, a gymnasium, baths, a laundry, two cinemas, a park with bowling greens and tennis courts, a band arena, a technical school, an open-air theatre, and a clinic.30

      But with what money was all this to be achieved? And this was Liverpool, where little ever went entirely according to plan.

      Paul had just turned five when the McCartneys moved into 72 Western Avenue. They were among the earliest families to arrive: their road was still being constructed, grass verges were being sown and trees being planted… and none of the promised Utopia was being built.

      Mrs M. P. McCartney SRN, SCM,* her name etched on a brass plate at the gate, was an immediately valued member of Speke’s growing community. Paul’s earliest memory is of someone coming to the house to give her a plaster dog: she was brought gifts by many of the mothers she helped. Mary worked all hours, babies being no respecters of the clock, and – though the job was not well paid (the basic salary was £6 8s a week, rising by increments to a maximum of £8 8s) – she was dedicated and professional. Her attitude, Jim said, was never less than overly conscientious.31

      The move to Speke all but coincided with a welcome lift in Jim McCartney’s life: a return to cotton. Though the new Labour government made permanent the nationalisation of cotton in 1946 (a decision that caused Jim to become a Conservative voter), some members of the Liverpool Cotton Association decided to carry on, convinced their services would eventually be required, and they were. Jim first got a short-term job at the Cotton Exchange and then was fortunate to find himself back at Hannay’s. This was not quite the good old days though, and he had to accept what was called ‘half-money’, earning only about £10 a week before deductions. He felt acutely the ‘shame’ of not being a better provider for his family (a feeling imposed by no one but himself), but he was, nonetheless, the besuited gent back in the business district, where a value was placed on his capacity to tell a type and grade of cotton, and its price per bale, by the sound it made when it broke.

      Mary timed the move to coincide with the beginning of Paul’s schooling. Jim didn’t want him to go to a Catholic school, feeling they dispensed too much religion and not enough education.32 Speke had a new Church of England school, Stockton Wood Road infants, and it was just behind the McCartneys’ house; Paul began here as soon as the family moved in. It had been built to accommodate more than a thousand children but, such was the population ‘bulge’, it was already on course to exceed that number. (Mary McCartney was busier than she could ever have believed possible.)

      Regrettably, the lessons of Norris Green had not been learned: the sudden shunting together of a great number of under-privileged families from slum areas exacerbated and aggregated social and domestic problems on a grand scale, and with post-war Liverpool’s unemployment running at twenty thousand those issues were immediate. So it was that Speke, too, became a haven for gangs and violence and trouble – and with the lamentable failure of the Corporation to provide any of the fabulous amenities promised its residents, it was soon a ghetto, vandalised and dangerous, like many other Liverpool districts. Speke also had a further problem, unique to Liverpool: it had been decided that the area should be built without pubs. The concept was theoretically sound – Liverpool already had 1420 pubs and the worst drunkenness figures in England – and yet, as the Liverpolitan spelled out, surely it was better to have a few pubs in Speke than none at all, because if there were none then people would drink at home, and children – excluded from pubs by law – would be familiarised with their elders’ liquor consumption and probably become drinkers themselves.33

      By no means was Stockton Wood filled with young toughs – there were plenty of good kids too – but still there were many toughs, or ruffians as people called them, and for Paul McCartney to maintain a real position in school life, it was necessary to fight.

      
         

        I started off going to school in a dead rough area of Liverpool. I used to have just as many fights as anyone else. I remember one day getting hold of this fellow and clubbing him with a big bar. I was only about five. And after that we used to have fights regularly around Speke. I used to have fights all the time, and I wasn’t doing too bad – I was winning a few and losing a few. I did it because I was in that environment. Everyone was fighting and everyone believed in fighting.34

      

      The cost of clubbing someone with ‘a big bar’ (described in another interview as ‘a big iron bar’) was a rebuke from the headteacher in assembly in front of the whole school, and being very sternly reprimanded at home. Paul never again transgressed so blatantly: after this, he inclined towards gaining revenge in more subtle ways. Jim would say that while Mike was always arguing, ‘Paul did things much quieter. He had much more nous. Mike stuck his neck out. Paul always avoided trouble… [and] was always able to get out of things.’35

      School came more or less easy. He was naturally one of the brightest – alert, upbeat, smart, gifted, funny. His teachers were concerned only with his diligence, as his first reports pointed out:

      
         

        Absent: 0 times (Ex[cellent]).

        Conduct: Fairly good.

        Paul should have done better.

        A very intelligent boy. With a little more care and application could easily be first.36

      

      Paul’s attitude was also shaped by an inherent hatred of anyone telling him what to do. He was always one of the friendliest and keenest contributors, but the moment anyone – teacher, parent, friend – used the word ‘should’ or ‘ought’ to direct his actions, there’d usually be only one result: he would do the opposite, never doubting his right or ability to do so. As Paul says:

      
         

        I’ve never liked ‘ought’. The minute I hear someone say you ought to do this I want to go the other way.37

      

      Amid the unemployed and the families of limited or no ambition, the McCartneys stood out in Speke. Jim and Mary had respectable jobs, Mary ensured the boys were the smartest dressed around, and perhaps too they were the only local lads whose parents were determined to have them speak well. Home life, family life, was sacrosanct. Jim was a loveable dad: he’d give the boys piggy-back rides around the house, and they were tickled by his seemingly inexhaustible supply of expressions that didn’t quite relate to anything. When they said ‘Why?’ to something, he’d reply, ‘Because there’s no hairs on a seagull’s chest.’ Instead of saying ‘It’s impossible’, he’d say, ‘It’s impersausageable.’ He might suddenly hold out his hand and say to them ‘Put it there’, and they’d have to chant in reply ‘… if it weighs a ton!’38 Some of his remarks were particularly encouraging – one that Paul avidly took on board was ‘D. I. N.’, short for Do It Now – don’t wait. Jim remained the keenest of crossword addicts – he completed the Daily Telegraph puzzle Mondays to Saturdays and The Observer on a Sunday – and when Paul and Mike tried to help, or asked him for a meaning or spelling, Jim would always say, ‘Look it up in the dictionary.’ Paul was the only kid in class who could spell phlegm.39

      Mary had domain over the boys’ clothing, cleaning and feeding, but then she’d often have to drop what she was doing and rush out to deliver a baby. There was a phone in the house for this reason, but it was used solely for Mary’s work and absolutely out of bounds to the children.* Calls came at all hours – one of Paul’s fondest memories of his mother is of waking up at 72 Western Avenue in the middle of a snowy night and watching through the window as she, in her navy-blue uniform and hat, cycled off to deliver a baby somewhere on the estate.

      Sundays were the best days, at home, when Mary would whistle her way through making the best roast lunch rations could provide, and Jim would sit at his Nems upright piano, pipe in mouth, and allow his hands to find the melodies of old – some from those Roaring Twenties days of Jim Mac’s Band, others more recent. The effect on his young sons, on Paul especially, was electrifying and permanent.

      
         

        I’d lie on the carpet and listen to him playing things like Stairway To Paradise or one I loved called Lullaby Of The Leaves, and a couple he made up himself. He’d just noodle around and it was lovely to listen to. He had a mate at the Cotton Exchange, another salesman called Freddie Rimmer, who’d come around and play as well, so there was always a musical atmosphere in the house.40

      

      Jim was reluctant to teach Paul the piano, so as not to pass on untutored bad habits, but it didn’t matter because Paul listened and watched and imbibed, and his fingers did the rest.

      
         

        I started off with three fingers in the chord of C – C and E and G – and then I realised that if you moved the whole thing up a tone you got D minor, and if you moved it all up again you got E minor and if you moved it all up again you got F, with the same shape.41

      

      Jim showed Paul and Mike how to recognise the standup bass within a piece of music, and he explained the intricacies of harmony singing while they listened to the old English folk song Sweet Lass Of Richmond Hill.* He pointed out – to his inquisitive elder son especially – why the chord changes at the beginning of George Gershwin’s I’ll Build A Stairway To Paradise were so appealing, and what made songs like Do You Like Me Just A Little Bit, Amapola, After You’ve Gone, Stormy Weather, Tenderly and Stumbling so pleasing on the ear.† Jim loved a good melody and knew plenty of them, and he provided a musical education for Paul infinitely more stirring than the one offered at school, a classical-only curriculum so highfalutin’ it failed to stimulate even this most musically inclined child. When Freddie Rimmer visited the house, he played chords Paul found ‘rich and juicy’, using combinations of notes Jim didn’t play. Both men liked to perform Chicago (That Toddlin’ Town) but they did it differently, with interesting tricks, flicks and time signatures, and Paul just soaked it all up.‡

      Sunday’s musical education then continued after lunch when the McCartneys did what the great majority of British families did: they listened to the wireless together. They didn’t yet have a record player but Jim had bought a handsome wood-panelled radio for family listening. It took a minute to ‘warm up’ before admitting the sound of melody into the room, received in Speke from studios in London, the capital city two hundred miles south that none of them had ever visited.

      The McCartneys’ favourite station was the BBC Light Programme, broadcasting on the long wave. It was one of three national BBC networks established post-war, its fare enjoyably easy on the ear – shows with many different types of popular music on record and with lots of live sessions, light classical music, comedy, Variety, talks, quizzes, magazines, panel-games and a little sport.* The content span was remarkable, and it was the entertainment force in the nation. Paul would always retain the fondest memories of lying on the floor listening to The Billy Cotton Band Show, enjoying its singers and its songs; he also loved programme play-out tunes and would listen for the names of the musical conductors – to-him-magical monikers like Paul Fenoulhet and Harry Rabinowitz; he loved the stories in The Children’s Hour and Listen With Mother and their little bits of light classical music, like Debussy’s Golliwogg’s Cakewalk; he loved the fact that if a nice jazz tune was playing, Jim would beat four-in-the-bar; he loved the Variety shows and would be intrigued by sudden bursts of studio audience laughter that might greet a comedian’s visual antic: he’d try to imagine what they’d suddenly found so funny.42

      There were elements of popular music the Light Programme did not transmit to the nation, however, notably a new strand of black music steadily developing in the United States. Listeners didn’t know they were being deprived of rhythm and blues because it simply wasn’t known in Britain. It was scarcely known in white America either. The term ‘Race records’, in use since 1920, was being updated. MGM now had an ‘Ebony’ division to release records ‘for the Negro market’, Decca and a new major independent record company, the Hollywood-based Capitol, called them ‘Sepia’ discs. The term ‘rhythm and blues’ – R&B – is generally attributed to Jerry Wexler, a young writer for Billboard, one of several American entertainment trade magazines; it was then picked up by RCA Records and eventually by the music business as a whole, replacing phrases such as Harlem Hit Parade, the original name of Billboard’s black music chart.

      But the name was always just that, a label: it was the music that mattered, and here was evolving a confident, assertive, exciting, irresistible sound, grooves that oozed swing, rhythm and beat, with punchy vocals illuminating life, love and sex. Good Rockin’ Tonight was one to set the pulses racing; written and first sung by Roy Brown but then popularised, massively so, by Wynonie Harris – a solid blues shouter from Omaha, Nebraska – it has a storming opening: ‘Well, I heard the news, there’s good rocking tonight!’ ‘Rocking’ here was still being used as a synonym for ‘fucking’, a point further emphasised (for those who knew) with the line ‘Tonight she’ll know I’m a mighty, mighty man’.

      Had such music been known in Britain it couldn’t have been broadcast; in fact, hardly any US stations touched it either – it was the sole domain of the new but increasing number of urban black radio stations, and certain dance halls in certain districts of certain cities. There were suddenly scores of other recordings with that same great raw R&B beat, like Tomorrow Night by Lonnie Johnson, It’s Too Soon To Know by the Orioles, We’re Gonna Rock by Wild Bill Moore, and Chicken Shack Boogie by Amos Milburn. An array of new independent record companies specialised in them, most formed by immigrants (or sons of immigrants) from Europe who’d poured into the melting-pot of America in the twentieth century’s first decades; companies like the Chicago-based Chess, run by two Jewish brothers from Poland, Lezjor and Fiszel Czyz, who renamed themselves Leonard and Phil Chess; and the New York-based Atlantic Records, run by another Jewish immigrant, the Brooklyn-born Herb Abramson, with the Istanbul-born Ahmet Ertegün, the son of Turkey’s first US ambassador. These were great record men, publishers par excellence.

      As far as Britain and white America were concerned, along with several other parts of the world, popular music meant jazz and swing, now also available in a new post-war modern incarnation, Be-Bop, known too as Bop and, in some quarters, Beat. It was big in Liverpool – there were ‘jive dances’ all over the city run by local promoters like Charlie McBain and Dick Williams, the latter assisted by his keen young son Allan. In Paris, France, the acceptance of jazz hinged on it being considered intellectuel and sophistiqué, and it was both. There were several cool new venues to accommodate its fashionable followers, like Le Caveau, a Left Bank cellar club which opened in May 1947 in rue de la Huchette, close to Notre Dame and the Université de la Sorbonne. College students and jazz quickly formed a special allegiance here and in Britain, America and elsewhere.

      Like any new musical style, people were initially puzzled. WHAT IS THIS THING CALLED BEAT? headlined an article in an early edition of a new weekly musical paper in Britain, Accordion Times and Musical Express, a rival to Melody Maker which had been on the stands since 1926. Such papers – required reading for all jobbing musicians as well as fans of the music – were not only supporters of the sounds but also their necessary defender. Jazz was still coming under regular fire in British and American newspapers for associations with drugs, especially marijuana (still generally referred to as ‘hemp’) and also sometimes heroin, not a new menace but a menace new to the press. There was never a drugs story without some jazz reference, and few jazz stories without an allusion to drugs. Though some musicians and a smattering of followers did have a habit, the majority didn’t, and were appalled that the newspapers’ blindfolded label-glueing meant they were stuck with it too.

      If you were in Britain, the best way to hear hot new music was to tune into Radio Luxembourg (beaming programmes to Britain from the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg in western Europe) or the American Forces Network, AFN, which served the needs of the United States’ substantial body of European-based servicemen. Unimpeded by the considerations of licence-fee payers and the trade union restrictions on recorded music that hampered the BBC, Luxembourg was freer in tone and content and strove for an American approach, commercials and all. ‘The announcers trade in constant jollity and a put-on “faux-bonhomie”… they are all vaguely transatlantic in their approach to the English language,’ noted a BBC memorandum, almost in despair at the incoming tide it knew it couldn’t stop.43 AFN was, of course, wholly American, and those British music fans who tuned into such shows as Lunchin’ In Munchen and Bouncing In Bavaria, broadcast to Britain from an eight-hundred-year-old castle just outside Frankfurt, were rewarded with a terrific quantity and quality of sounds. It was jazz, not R&B quite yet, but still it was American. There was also a new breed of man still unknown on the BBC, the disc jockey. Few of these DJs knew very much about the music they played but they were sure peppy when putting across platters with personality.
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The value of £1 in these years, comparable to 2013

1850
1860
1870
1880
1890
1900
1910
1920
1930
1940
1941

£72.10
£64.71
£63.08
£66.40
£78.86
£81.40
£74.21
£27.58
£43.46
£3735
£34.52

1942
1943
1944
1945
1946
1947
1948
1949
1950
1951
1952

£3431
£34.50
£34.19
£33.75
£33.70
£33.49
£3137
£30.51
£29.63
£27.15
£24.85

1953
1954
1955
1956
1957
1958
1959
1960
1961
1962

£24.11
£23.67
£22.66
£21.58
£20.82
£20.21
£20.09
£19.89
£19.23
£18.45

Source: Bank of England/International Monetary Fund

The value of £1in US $

1915
1925
1932
1934
1940
1949
1950-62

470
487
3.69
5.00
4.03
3.72
2.80
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