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vii
            Prologue

         

         It’s 6 June 1964 and we’re four working-class girls from Liverpool on our way to support the legendary Chuck Berry, the inventor of rock ’n’ roll. We can’t believe it – we only arrived in Hamburg a week ago to play a short residency at the famous Star-Club, the place where the Beatles honed their sound, and now we’re going to be onstage with our idol. We’ve never flown before, but the four of us are on a shaky propeller plane with star bands Ian and the Zodiacs, Lee Curtis and the All-Stars, Kingsize Taylor, and the Rattles. When we take off, our bass player, Mary, is so terrified she grabs hold of an All-Star, nearly scratching his arm off.

         As soon as we touch down in Berlin we’re taken in a limousine to the massive Deutschlandhalle, with eleven thousand people already waiting inside. There is no sound check. And then, just before going onstage, the stage manager drops a bombshell: we can’t do any Chuck Berry songs. We look at each other. That’s what we’ve spent the previous week rehearsing. How are we going to play two twenty-minute sets without a Chuck Berry?

         We walk out onstage in front of the biggest audience we’ve ever seen. We’ve never played anywhere this size and as soon as we start playing ‘Road Runner’, we realise that the acoustics are terrible. We had no idea that everything would reverberate back so it’s impossible to hear each other. After soldiering through the first set we sprint to the bar, but scarcely have time to drink a shandy before the promoter barks over the microphone, ‘Liverbirds, back onstage!’

         We hurry back on in a panic, but the crowd are cheering. Ah, we couldn’t have been that bad. The reaction gives Val, our normally quiet lead singer and guitarist, a burst of confidence. viii

         ‘Blow it,’ she says, ‘we’re doing “Roll Over Beethoven”!’

         ‘You can’t––’

         ‘“Roll Over Beethoven” – one, two, three, four!’

         When we launch into the song, the crowd erupts. This is what they’ve been waiting for. And that’s when we see him – Chuck Berry himself, with his slick, pomaded hair and chiselled cheek-bones, glowering at the side of the stage. As Sylvia thwacks the drums harder he starts to pace behind her, swearing and telling her to stop. The next thing we know, Berry’s manager runs onstage and yells in Val’s face: ‘STOP!’

         ‘Fuck off,’ she retorts, and carries on playing. The second the song ends, Val announces: ‘Now, “Johnny B. Goode”. And all the other Chuck Berry songs we can play.’

         By now the crowd are cheering and stomping so hard that Berry’s manager melts away. At the end of the set we walk offstage, elated. We’ve never known a feeling like that before.

         When we return to our hotel in the early hours, we find a message from our manager, Manfred Weissleder, the owner of Hamburg’s Star-Club. ‘I’d like to speak to you girls in the morning.’

         Oh God, he doesn’t want to manage us any more, we’ve had it. After a fitful sleep, the four of us sidle into his office and sit nervously on his red velvet sofa.

         ‘Girls. I have to talk to you.’

         We’re about to babble our apologies – Sorry, we’ll never do it again – when he says: ‘Chuck Berry’s manager wants to bring you to America.’

         ‘Wha-a-t?’

         ‘Yes. He wants to take you to America.’

         We love Hamburg, we’re enjoying the Star-Club – but we’ve never been to the States before. The offer is tempting. Then Manfred shoots us a look.

         ‘If you go to America he will take you to Las Vegas. But he wants you to play topless.’ ix

         We want to go to America but don’t take up the offer. Being treated as a gimmick is just one of the challenges of being girls in the rock ’n’ roll world and we don’t let that put us off. We’ve already overcome obstacles to get here, we have each other and the music we love, and we’re looking forward to more adventures. We’ve come a long way from the Liverpool Cavern and we’re still only in our teens.x
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3
            1 MARY

            Dolly Dunn always has the best

         

         I remember happy times playing with other kids in bombed-out houses, what we called ‘the bomby’. Living in Burlington Street felt cosy and safe. It was a small third-floor flat in old Victorian terraced housing near the docks, with a view of the chimneys of the Tate & Lyle sugar factory. The neighbours were close by, walking in and out of the flats, or drinking together in the Green Man pub on the corner. After last orders at ten o’clock every Friday and Saturday a crate of beer would be brought back to the flat and my uncles tinkled on the piano while Mum played the spoons and tap-danced. Everyone sang until the early hours of the morning, Cockney wartime songs such as ‘We’ll Meet Again’, or Irish and Scottish folk ditties like ‘Danny Boy’ or ‘Loch Lomond’. Mum was a brilliant tap dancer; when she was younger she wanted to be like Ginger Rogers and she danced at all the parties. Dad was a burly man who had a lovely big voice and in another life he would have been an opera singer. He used to sing in the bathroom, making the words up. In many ways he was misunderstood because he didn’t often show his feelings – but when something did hit him he’d be in tears with emotion; he felt things deeply.

         As a young child, I also loved going out with my grandma, my mum’s mum, who was a fruit-seller. Dolly Dunn was short and well built, and one of my favourite things was to sit balanced on her handcart by the handlebars while she wheeled me up and down the Dock Road shouting ‘Fruit! Fruit!’ It was a great feeling. People would gather round saying, ‘There’s Dolly Dunn, let’s buy our fruit, 4she’s always got the best.’ She was the real money-earner in the family. From Monday to Saturday she’d get up early and go to the market to buy fruit and vegetables for the handcart, even in winter. On Sundays she sold flowers outside Ford Cemetery, keeping them in bunches in a big basket that she carried on her head. She always had the freshest blooms.

         My dad’s side, the McGlory family, were posh because they lived in a terraced house and always seemed to have the best food and nicest clothes. By contrast, Mum and Dad were constantly having to scrimp and save. In the winter, when it snowed, our flat was so cold that there were icicles inside the window, and we huddled round a small fireplace in the living room. Sometimes, Santa Claus didn’t come at Christmas and we just had an orange and an apple each, but there was always Christmas dinner. The size of the turkey depended on how well Grandma Dunn did with her barrow. We would all stand round the table while she brought in the bird, proudly placing it in the centre. It was my mum’s job to pluck the feathers and get it ready. Even though we didn’t get presents, this Christmas dinner made up for everything.

         
            * * *

         

         My mother, Maggie, was tall, thin and very beautiful when she was young, but she had a hard life. My grandpa James Dunn was a docker who came over to Liverpool from Tipperary in Ireland, and my maternal grandparents were from County Louth, near the Northern Irish border. Mum came from a family of ten children who lived down near Liverpool docks, only five of whom survived. In those days bad sanitation, damp housing and poverty in general meant that many children died shortly after birth. At five o’clock every morning Mum and her siblings would go to the railway tracks to pick up coal that had fallen off the steam engines and take it home for fuel. They went to school with dusty hands and were punished for wearing dirty clothes.5

         The story of how my mum, Maggie Dunn, met my father, Joseph McGlory, is an unusual one. Her first love was actually Joseph’s brother, Richard. At sixteen my mum worked in the British Tobacco factory, and it was there that she met twenty-six-year-old Richard McGlory. They courted and fell deeply in love, but the burgeoning relationship was interrupted by the Second World War, when Richard joined the merchant navy. His younger brother Joseph, my father, insisted on going with him to fight the Germans. Even though Dad was two years below the enlistment age of eighteen, he idolised his brother who arranged false papers so he could join up too. A few weeks after setting off, their ship, the steam tanker SS British Consul, was torpedoed in Port of Spain, Trinidad, and the crew had to stay in the Caribbean for six months while it was repaired. During that time Richard received a letter from Mum saying she was pregnant, expecting his baby.

         ‘Oh Margaret, please arrange the wedding. As soon as I return we’ll get married,’ he wrote back, telling her to go to his sister Julia for financial help.

         But not long after his letter was sent, tragedy struck. On 18 August 1942 my dad was on the night shift but he had a high fever so Richard said, ‘You go to bed, I’ll do your shift.’ Early the next morning the ship was torpedoed again, but this time it hit the engine room and two people died. My dad was rescued but his brother Richard didn’t survive. Dad was haunted by memories of seeing him drown, of sitting in the lifeboat shouting, ‘My brother’s over there!’ long after Richard disappeared beneath the waves. Dad’s name was on the night-shift log when the ship went down, so he was the McGlory brother reported dead. When he returned home the family were at the docks expecting to see Richard. Even though they were glad to see my dad alive, they were devastated that his older brother had died.

         Despite Richard’s letter to Mum before his death, the McGlory sisters pretended they knew nothing about his marriage proposal so that they could share the money that was sent to the family in 6compensation. Forced to have the baby alone, Mum became a single mother at seventeen, living in a poky little house by the docks while the McGlorys, a strong Catholic family, ignored her. Just three months later, baby Winifred died. On the day of the funeral Mum ran behind the glass carriage where her baby lay in a tiny white coffin. ‘Why doesn’t anybody believe me?’ she cried. ‘Everybody says she’s dead, she’s only asleep!’

         Mum slowly recovered, finding work in the ammunitions factory, and then on the trams as a ticket collector. My dad was on leave one day when he bumped into her.

         ‘You’ll never believe who I saw working on a tram as a clippie,’ Joseph said to his sister Julia.

         ‘Who?’

         ‘Maggie Dunn.’

         Julia turned to her sister Annie and said, ‘We’ve lost him. ’Cos what Maggie Dunn wants, Maggie Dunn gets.’

         My dad ended up marrying my mum and, even though he knew she loved him, at the back of his mind there was always the niggling thought that he’d been her second choice. I was their first child, born after the war on 2 February 1946, when much of Liverpool was still a bombsite. We had three bedrooms: Grandma Dolly shared one with my uncle, while I slept with my parents in another, and Grandpa was relegated to the box room.

         Grandma was a hard-working woman who rose early with her flower cart and, like many of her friends, slept separately from her husband. People told me that my grandfather was a bit of a dandy, and may have carried on with other women. Wives might have put up with bad behaviour when their children were small, but started paying their men back as they got older. My grandparents’ generation didn’t really get divorced, the husbands and wives would just stop sleeping together.

         By the time I was born my grandfather wasn’t working any more. He used to have a job at the docks as a cocky watchman, a security 7guard, but after he stopped he would just hang around with his friends, and sometimes he would take me along. Many of these men had lost a limb in the First World War, so as a child I assumed getting older meant that a leg or arm would drop off. Grandpa was a dandy with a hat and a blazer. He was seventy-four when he died and I always remember people saying he was still very nifty on his legs. I think he was a good catch in the day.

         
            * * *

         

         When I was two years old my mother had a baby, Bernadette, who died. In the Catholic Church it was considered saintly for a mother to sacrifice her life for her unborn child, and if a priest had been in the hospital that day when the baby got stuck he may have encouraged my mum to become a martyr. But a priest wasn’t around so the doctor decided to save my mother, not the baby, and thank God he did. I’d have been without a mum and the rest of my brothers and sisters wouldn’t have been born. She didn’t tell me what happened until years later. My dad was away at sea, so a neighbour took me to visit the maternity ward, where all the mothers had babies apart from my mum. She was sitting in bed in a posh morning coat she had borrowed, and she was crying. The neighbour tried to comfort her, saying, ‘You’ll be OK, Maggie, there’ll be other ones.’

         Our neighbour was right – my first three siblings Joseph, Richard and Margarita arrived in quick succession between 1949 and 1953. Me and my brothers slept top to toe in the big double bed with my parents, while Margarita snuggled in a cot at the foot of the bed.

         
            * * *

         

         Because of his job in the merchant navy my father was often away from home. It seemed that nine months after each visit there would be another brother or sister. Every time Mum wore her voluminous 8blouse I realised there was another baby coming. Childbirth seemed to be a magical process that happened mysteriously during the night, so when Richard was born, for instance, I remember us going to bed and when I got up next morning he was there. Now I think my mum must have gone into Grandma’s room to have the baby before bringing him back to our bed.

         Richard had curly blond hair and looked like an angel, but when he was a small boy neighbours in the road would complain to the parish priest, ‘Richard McGlory is a terrible swearer.’ Father Pownall from St Philomena’s church came round one day to bless Richard and put holy water on his tongue to stop him swearing. The priest tried to get Richard to talk, but he refused to speak so the priest blessed his tongue and left. After he had gone Richard turned round and said, ‘Who the fucking hell does he think he is?’ He was so funny, he always made us laugh. He was also a fantastic footballer, winning best amateur trophies seven years in a row. But he refused offers of training with the youth teams at Everton and Liverpool because he didn’t want to leave his mates.

         As the family grew Mum persuaded Dad to stop going away to sea and find a job in Liverpool, so he ended up working at the power station. By the time I was seven the city was expanding with post-war reconstruction, and there was a big change when we moved to 36 Ternhall Road on the new Sparrow Hall estate. The house was just four miles north of the city centre but, to us, going to the suburbs felt like moving to the country because at the end of our estate were fields with cows and sheep. When my grandma came to visit she’d sit there in the three-bedroom terrace saying, ‘Our poor Maggie’s got to clean this great big house.’

         On the estate we would play in the street, tying ropes around the top of lamp posts and using them to swing round and round before letting ourselves go, unravelling at speed. I would play hopscotch with my friends Maddie McKenars, Bridie Blood and Nelly Nesbit, who lived fifteen minutes away by tram. I thought Nelly was really 9posh. Nelly was the youngest of a big family, and that position made a difference to their standard of living because her older siblings were already out earning money. There was also Frances Philips who lived next door and always wanted to be friends, but I was less enamoured with her. When Nelly or Maddie weren’t around, Mum would say, ‘Why don’t you give Frances a try?’ Frances would come round and get on my nerves terribly, so I’d say to Mum, ‘Sorry, she’s got to go.’ I particularly enjoyed playing with Nelly because she had better toys and she had her own bedroom. Even after we moved to Sparrow Hall I still had to share a bed with my siblings and the family continued growing, taking up more space. I constantly had to help Mum with the younger kids, and longed for my own room.

         By then I was going to the local Catholic school, St Philomena’s in Sparrow Hall, where the teachers enforced regulations through fear and suspicion. My primary school, Our Lady Immaculate (which later joined up with St Philomena’s), had also been terrifying – it was in an old Victorian building run by strict nuns, and the school priest, Father Twomey, was a canon who wore a black robe with a red belt. He would pick boys up by their ears and hit them on the knuckles with his cane. It was a system of corporal punishment that was echoed with even more severity at St Philomena’s. I was a nervy child at school and ended up being smacked every week with the cane.

         I was never good at spelling but I’ve got a good memory, so to learn how to spell words I would have to memorise them by heart. Every Monday we would be given ten spellings for a test on Friday. All the hours spent helping Mum with housework and the children meant I didn’t have time to practise at home, so when it came to Friday I never scored well in the spelling test. Accusing me of neglecting my homework, the headmaster, Mr Naylor, would hit me with two slaps of the cane. Yes, a grown man caning an eight-year-old girl. I never told my mother because I knew that she would march up to the school and argue, and I didn’t want to get her into trouble. Every Friday it was the same thing.10

         
            * * *

         

         In 1957 my dad got a job working for British Road Services delivering parcels to Warrington or Manchester. One of his co-workers made a profit selling items from parcels that ‘fell off the back of the lorry’. Dad bought a few things from him, and when the management found out about the stolen goods he was reported to the police and arrested. He refused to rat on his co-workers and was sent to prison for six months, leaving my mum to look after five children alone.

         A cherished present my dad bought from the lorry was a pretty watch with a leather strap. One morning before PE I had to take off my watch and give it to Miss Callaghan, a disciplinarian who later became headmistress.

         ‘Mary McGlory,’ she said in front of the whole class, ‘that is not your watch!’

         ‘It is my watch.’

         ‘Your family can’t afford anything like that.’

         After the PE lesson Miss Callaghan handed back the watch with a judgemental air, scornful of Dad’s attempt to buy me something nice. She dominated the school with her strict, unforgiving approach, along with the tyrannical Mr Naylor.

         While Dad was in prison I missed him terribly – his absence was like a hole in the family. The watch reminded me of him, along with something he gave me two years earlier. When I was nine I had to go to Alder Hey children’s hospital to have my appendix removed, and on the way, in the ambulance, Dad said, ‘What can I buy ya, girl?’

         ‘Ah, a prayer book and a medal.’

         So he came to the ward the next day with a prayer book and a medal. When he was in prison those things comforted me, making him feel closer.

         At that point Margarita and my new sister Colette were still very young, so it was a handful for my mum. We didn’t feel judged by the neighbours – they were all struggling with big families too. Dad 11only served four and a half months of his sentence, but after his release it took two years for him to get a job, and that was hard. Father Pownall would come round with a donation for my mum saying, ‘Here, Maggie, get something for the kids.’ Nine months after Dad came home Christine was born on Christmas Day 1958, so that meant more kids to feed. I used to say, ‘I’d love a sister,’ but by the time my fourth sister, Sharon, arrived in 1962, I had plenty. Sharon was pretty wild and untameable as a child. I was already sixteen when she was born, and she always says that because she was such a bloody nuisance I only joined the Liverbirds to get away from her!
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            2 SYLVIA

            Take that monkey away

         

         I grew up in Cumpsty Road on a brand-new post-war housing estate in Litherland, north of the city centre. I was born on 31 October 1946, and benefitted from being the youngest in my family. There was a twelve-year gap between me and my older sister Jean, who remembered the family living in a chilly house by the canal that was dripping with damp and mould. Our parents, Gertie and Christopher Saunders, didn’t have a lot of money, but at that time nobody else did, and no one thought they were better than anyone else.

         Jean has war memories of being evacuated to Clwyd in north Wales with Auntie Betty, who was only five years older, and staying with a mean-spirited family who lived near a railway station. She was terrified by the steam that shot up every time a train went under the bridge, and the family’s two sons, ‘a couple of buggers’, used to delight in taking Jean and Betty to the bridge and scaring them senseless. The girls had to sleep in the cellar and at night when they were asleep the sons would knock and shout through the door. Their mother took away the girls’ best dresses, substituting them for dowdy old clothes.

         One day my parents paid a visit and asked Jean: ‘What have you got on?’

         ‘She gives us these clothes and put the others away for best.’

         Mum went to the woman and said straight out: ‘Get Jean and Betty’s clothes. I’m taking them home.’

         ‘What are you doing that for?’

         ‘You’re not treating them right.’ 13

         ‘I treat them like my daughters.’

         ‘No you don’t.’

         And Mum took them back home, where Jean stayed for the rest of the war.

         Jean and my parents spent a lot of time hiding in an air-raid shelter in the field at the back of the house. She had an identity card and a gas mask she used to sling over her shoulder and take to school. Dad was an air-raid warden with a tin hat, making sure that every night people’s blackout curtains were closed. He also had a stirrup pump and water buckets to put out the incendiary bombs. After a night’s bombing Jean sometimes woke up to see a huge gaping hole where a neighbour’s house should be. It was very sad. She remembers the 1941 May Blitz when the German Luftwaffe bombed the Huskisson Dock and a munitions ship caught fire, exploding its cargo of 1,000 tons of bombs. The explosion was heard in Southport, shattering windows for miles around. Jean saw the sulphurous flames blazing yellow and blue against the night sky, a fire that took over six days to burn out. The Luftwaffe caused a huge amount of damage, dropping more than 112,000 firebombs during the war. Outside London, Liverpool was the city worst hit, with 4,000 civilians killed and over 70,000 made homeless. No wonder there was anti-German feeling in our parents’ generation that lingered long after the war.

         Jean remembers they had a coal fire, and it was Dad’s job to empty the ashes, build a new fire with coal and bundles of wood, before putting potato peelings on the top to seal in the heat. They burned everything; there was no rubbish and the only thing in the bin was cinders from the fire. Every bit of food that wasn’t eaten would be put in a bin for the pig man, who used to collect the scraps every Friday. My dad would walk along the rail embankment with his brother, collecting coal that had fallen off the trains, and at Christmastime he would shovel snow for a few shillings. Dad also worked at the docks and ended up in Southport Infirmary when a siding train injured him, crushing his stomach. He didn’t receive 14compensation, they just gave him a job as a crane driver, climbing lots of steps to get into the cabin and working long hours unloading and loading cargo ships.

         Dad used to grow potatoes and carrots, and he kept chickens in a shed at the bottom of the garden, along with a big fat rooster. People didn’t moan about the rooster because he’d give them a wake-up call at six o’clock every morning. My great-grandma Saunders took advantage of the hens. She was a nasty old lady, a moneylender. In those days a lot of working-class families needed emergency credit, and mothers managing household expenses would be driven to borrow from pawnbrokers or moneylenders like my great-grandma, who could charge high rates of interest. As she grew older she would spend time living with different relatives, and for a while she stayed in the family house in Bark Road and took over the parlour. She claimed she was too old to get out of bed, so Mum used to cook her an egg for her breakfast. After a while, the next-door neighbour Mrs Brondell said to my mum, ‘Hey, she’s having you on.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘I’ve seen her in your hen pen picking the eggs up. And she has an egg when you’re not there.’

         In the 1930s a quarter of dockers’ families lived below the poverty line, and many children had to go without. Because she was born before the war, Jean missed out on the toys and treats that we had. When she was a child a visit to the doctor cost half a crown, there were no benefits and no National Health Service. Dad used to have a bad chest cold every winter, so the doctor used to make a big bottle of brown medicine and Jean would go and collect it. ‘There’s the money,’ Mum would say. ‘And there’s a shilling off what we owe him.’ God knows how doctors made money. Because cash was tight people would resort to home remedies, like a family friend who drank soot in his milk every day, certain that combination cured his stomach ulcer.

         My mother, Gertie, was inspiring; an industrious woman who often worked several jobs. She did shifts in the Pioneer laundry steaming 15all the clothes, and during the war she worked in Appleby Flour Mill in Bootle. She’d come home covered in flour and say: ‘Jean, brush me hair.’ She would put her head over the kitchen sink and while Jean brushed her hair, dozens of little black flour weevils would drop out. Mum also worked in a fish-and-chip shop in Moseley Road, then a petrol station, and then she had a milk round, the first woman in the area to drive the electric Baine’s Dairy milk float. She cleaned telephone boxes, taking apart the receivers to wipe away the dust and grease. She also scrubbed old people’s doorsteps. There was never a moment when she wasn’t working. My dad did night shifts at the docks and Mum worked during the day, so he would see us off to school before going home to bed. Then when we came home he was getting ready for his shift and Mum was back to cook dinner.

         Mum was one of seven children and her family, the Hignetts, like the Saunderses on my dad’s side, have been in Liverpool for generations. Granny Hignett was a cleaner at the Overhead Railway along the docks, working mostly alongside men. When they got together in the pub she would play the accordion and they’d sing along. Though Granny was musical she didn’t pass that down to Mum – we had a piano in the parlour that was never touched until Uncle Tom from Salford came to visit every month and we’d listen to him play while we sang the old variety songs.

         Mum could be reserved with her emotions and didn’t like to pass comment. Dad, on the other hand, was easy-going and lovable, smoking Woodbines and sitting by the fire. As long as he had his fire and his Woodies he was happy. You could get round my dad, but not my mum.

         
            * * *

         

         My brother Chris was two years older than me, and a little devil. We went to Litherland council nursery, and one day he put me in the laundry basket, telling me to hide under the clothes so nobody 16knew where I was. I’ll get rid of her, she’s always hanging round me, he thought. They discovered me an hour later when the man came to take the laundry.

         When we were a little older my brother came home after school with a bunch of flowers for our mum.

         ‘Where d’you get those from, Chris?’

         He had jumped over the cemetery wall, stolen flowers from the pots of people who had just been buried, and taken them home to her as a present. I remember our sister Jean would bring friends home from work and say, ‘You behave yourself, Chris.’ When Mum brought out fancy cakes for tea he licked his fingers, poked a cake and claimed ownership, shouting, ‘I want that one!’ Of course Jean had to give him the cake. Or sometimes Mum would go to the pantry and say: ‘There’s a mouse been at the cheese.’ Because of the gap in his front teeth, she recognised Chris’s tooth marks on the cheddar. Chris was always naughty, but I liked playing with him.

         My sister Jean met Bob, a Royal Navy seaman, when she was fifteen. He used to walk around with me hanging on to his leg, because I was in love with him, and hoped he’d bring me something back from countries he visited. He often came with presents, like little bracelets or pyjamas, and a silk bomber jacket with a dragon on the back. Once a fortnight on a Saturday night my mum and dad would go to the cinema, leaving Jean and Bob to babysit. Jean said I was a blinkin’ nuisance. We were meant to go to bed at eight o’clock, but they would put the clock forward two hours and shunt us into bed at six to get more time for themselves.

         Bob had a scooter and would take Jean everywhere, and much later, when he got a car, he became the Liverbirds’ roadie. Jean was independent and keen to start a family – she was engaged at eighteen and got married to Bob when she was twenty-one. She gave birth to Jackie in 1959 at the age of twenty-five, and then Robert arrived two years later. Bob’s family were Catholics who cooked a big family dinner every Sunday and invited their local priest. Before the priest 17came they liked to play cards until one of the kids watching at the window would shout, ‘The priest is coming!’ All of a sudden the money and the cards were shoved out the way and a bottle of whisky appeared. The priest would have frowned on the gambling, but he always had a drink of whisky.

         
            * * *

         

         Audrey Halliwell on the corner was my friend on the street; we used to go to school together and play skipping and hopscotch. But there weren’t many girls on the estate so I became a tomboy, following my brother around and trying to play football with the lads in the streets. ‘Here’s your Syl, get rid of her,’ they would say. We’d swing rope around the lamp post and play hide-and-seek games like Kick the Can and Oh Sally-O. There was a wide cow field on the other side of the road, where a man we called Billy Blow Blow used to tend to the cows. We’d tease him until he chased us, even though he had a lame leg.

         I was a little accident-prone. Cumpsty Road had old black fire grates and a fireguard, and one night when I was six Dad put the fireguard to the side and I sat on it, branded my bottom, and was taken yelling to the doctor with a burned behind. Then when I was eight years old I nearly poisoned myself. We would take Coca-Cola bottles to the shop to be filled with Aunt Sally, a reddish, liquid disinfectant soap, which Mum used to wash the floors. One afternoon I went to the pantry and took a bottle of cola, thinking, I’m going to take a swig of this, I’m thirsty. Then I realised what I’d done.

         ‘Oh Mum, I drank Aunt Sally!’

         ‘You better get down to Dr Mendix. Get to Mendix right away!’

         So I ran to Dr Mendix. ‘I’ve drunk Aunt Sally!’

         ‘How much have you drunk?’

         ‘Just a mouthful.’

         ‘Right just go home, and make sure the toilet is free. It’ll go through you.’ 18

         We started work as soon as we could, to help support the family. When he was ten years old Chris worked in the dairy with my mum, helping her to deliver milk from her electric float. To sign up new customers they would drive around the Litherland estate, knocking on doors offering people a week’s free milk and a dozen eggs if they joined Baine’s Dairy. The milk was bottled early every morning for deliveries, and every Friday night Mum and Chris would collect the money. Inevitably there would be some people who couldn’t pay. Chris would go to a house, knock on the door, and a little boy might answer through the letterbox, ‘Me mum says she’s not in.’

         
            * * *

         

         We adopted cats – any that we found wandering in the street we used to pick up and put in the back kitchen. We had a ginger cat called Minnie, who disappeared one night. Dad called to her from the back door, but there was no cat, so Mum said, ‘Oh, she’s out with a mate, so let’s go to bed.’ Just before we went upstairs Dad opened the oven door and the cat was inside, on her last breath. He caught her in the nick of time.

         We ended up adopting some strange animals. One day Chris was collecting money for the dairy and a woman said to him: ‘D’you want a monkey, son?’

         ‘Oh yeah, I’ll have a monkey!’

         ‘Here take it – my husband doesn’t want pets at home.’

         She put the dairy money in a plastic bag along with Jacko, a scrawny squirrel monkey with a long tail, wearing a tiny coat the woman had made for him. Kids nicknamed Chris the Monkey Man because he used to take Jacko to school and hide him in his desk, or ride his bike with Jacko perched on his shoulders. The monkey was a funny little thing, climbing the clothes rack in the back kitchen. He’d sit up there on a chain, and if my mum was cooking he’d come down, pinch food and scramble back to the top of the rack. It was 19cruel really, keeping a monkey out of its environment, but we were so fond of him.

         In the summer we saw Jacko catch insects. We had an apple tree in the garden and he would go out there when it was sunny to sit on a branch and watch the leaves. If a fly or butterfly landed on a leaf, he’d grab the insect with a quickfire move – ‘Got ya!’ He was so intelligent. Mum would say, ‘Take that bloody monkey away,’ but she also loved him, wrapping Jacko in a shawl and playing with him in the garden.

         
            * * *

         

         I was full of restless energy and found it hard to concentrate at Litherland primary school. I’ve still got all my school reports, which always say, ‘She needs to concentrate more.’ At school the only subjects that interested me were drama and sport – I excelled at sports, becoming captain of the hockey and netball teams, and I loved swimming. I was also a drama queen. My mum said she would send me to acting classes and so I started elocution lessons in town. Bob drove me to the class but when his work shifts got in the way, the lessons stopped. Mum didn’t want me going on my own, so that was the end of drama.

         I used to bunk off school and cut through to the park. We’d pinch apples from trees and when the park warden came round we’d run and hide in the bushes shouting, ‘The truant man’s coming!’ Sometimes I got caught and was frogmarched back to school to be admonished by the headmistress. ‘If you don’t pass your exams you can’t go to grammar school,’ she’d say. Because I played truant so often I did fail my eleven-plus exam, which meant I had to attend Litherland Secondary Modern, a girls’ school where most of the students left at the age of fifteen and didn’t go on to college.

         I found the petty rules of Litherland secondary school a trial. Mrs Anderson used to pick on me, barking, ‘Sylvia Saunders, come 20here!’ Even though my hair was quite short the teacher would grab it at the back and twist it into an elastic band. ‘Your hair is too long,’ she would say. There was a young hockey teacher, though, who liked my enthusiasm for sport. One day I swung the hockey stick so hard I hit her in the eye and broke her glasses. I started crying because I felt so bad, but she told me, ‘Don’t worry, I’m fine.’ She was the only kind teacher I remember.

         Holidays offered a sense of release and intoxicating freedom from school. We had a family caravan, and sometimes went to Rhyl, north Wales, staying in chalet huts near the beach, cooking on a small stove. I would go with my friend Kathleen Mercer to Crosby Beach, Merseyside, which was a bland expanse of sand until the sculptor Antony Gormley populated it with his beautiful, enigmatic statues. Back in 1960 it was all sand dunes and water, a place where we could wander and meet lads. Kathleen and I also went to Southport on the train to a fairground where we would get free rides, spinning on the waltzer and flirting with the gaff lads who liked to whirl the girls around at top speed. I was starting to discover freedom outside the regimented confines of school, that being a teenager in the early 1960s meant a world of fun and hedonism, with music right at the centre.
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            3 MARY

            Song of Bernadette

         

         Starting a rock ’n’ roll band wasn’t my first choice of profession. In fact, my initial plan had been to become a nun.

         At twelve years old I was becoming aware of the wider world. Grandma took me to see The Song of Bernadette, a Hollywood movie starring Jennifer Jones as Bernadette Soubirous, a nineteenth-century saint who experienced eighteen visions of the Virgin Mary in a grotto near her home in Lourdes. Bernadette dug a hole where she saw the apparition, which created a bubbling, healing spring and became a place of pilgrimage for people all over the world. The film was intensely moving, particularly towards the end where Bernadette joins the Sisters of Charity, contracts TB of the bone and, despite her intense suffering, continues to pray with her rosary until her dying moment. After we came out of the cinema I thought, I want to be like St Bernadette.

         I went to Mass every day and prayed to become a nun. Because the Church had helped my family during difficult times I wanted to pay them back. I hated waking early, but every day I would get up in time to help Mum with the children before I went to seven o’clock Mass. Back in the 1950s you didn’t hear about the child-abuse cases that were being hushed up by the Church – in fact, for me at the time, the Catholic Church was the solution to all our problems. My vocation involved more than being a nun: I believed that one day I would be a saint, working on a mission in Africa to save the babies who were dying there.

         Part of me yearned to escape. I started getting bad asthma attacks in the middle of the night: we didn’t have a phone so Mum or Dad 22had to go down to the telephone box to get the doctor. An asthma attack made me nervous and worsened the tightness in my chest, so the doctor would bring medication and stay with me until the tablets calmed me down. But partly because of my asthma and because Dad had been in prison, the council presented us with an opportunity: children from poor families were offered a week’s holiday in a spacious villa in the countryside, and I was chosen. Mum was given a charity cheque to buy me clothes especially for the holiday. We had to buy second-hand clothes – not quite the latest fashion – and brown lace-up shoes, because I’d be going on long walks. There wasn’t enough money for two pairs of shoes, so I had to take the sensible ones, along with a flowery blue chiffon dress with a voluminous bow.

         I travelled with a group of girls on a coach and we stayed in Heswall, in a large Edwardian house on the Dee estuary, where there was wide open space, fresh air and views across the river to north Wales. Despite the natural beauty of the spot, I was homesick, writing letters home to family saying, ‘I miss you all.’ Being the eldest I was made head of the dormitory and put in charge of arranging activities, so at the end of the week I organised a concert. No one had musical instruments, so we sang lustily along to the record player.

         When I stood up to sing I was wearing that chiffon dress with the awful bow and the terrible lace-up shoes, but even though I hated my outfit, I loved performing. I sang ‘Paper Roses’, which in 1960 was a big hit for the Kaye Sisters, a blonde female vocal trio who always wore matching dresses, and then in the 1970s became a hit song for Marie Osmond. I don’t know what my version sounded like, but people were standing and clapping, and that’s when I thought, I enjoy this. Wouldn’t it be great to be onstage!

         
            * * *

         

         23At the age of fourteen my friend Pat Clark and I had the idea of running a youth club in St Philomena’s church hall. Father Bradley was one of the nicest priests in the parish, young and good-looking, and all the girls in the school had a crush on him. He enjoyed knowing that, but he didn’t exploit it – he loved his job and would have time for anyone. He was from a new generation of priests who were more informal; he mixed with the lads playing football and wore a denim jacket when he wasn’t in his suit and dog collar, but he still delivered a fantastic sermon on a Sunday.

         Father Bradley helped us to organise a regular youth club night, saying, ‘If you can get a group to play I’ll pay them six pounds a week.’ We used to see the Merseybeats in the Orrell Park Ballroom, singing Everly Brothers songs like ‘Cathy’s Clown’ or the country classic ‘From a Jack to a King’. Revolving around singer/bassist Billy Kinsley and Tony Crane on lead guitar, the band played well and looked cute, so I got in touch and booked them every Thursday night for the next three months. The audience consisted of kids from St Philomena’s school, while the Merseybeats were teenagers themselves. Tony and Billy were always so kind and uncomplicated – every Thursday they’d walk in, put their equipment on the stage and get ready. That’s when my fascination with guitars began. They would play the same set, with maybe one new song each week, while Pat and I sold hamburgers and soft drinks. As the Merseybeats performed I’d sing along and think, I would love to do that! I had no idea that I would end up being in a band and performing, just like them.
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            4 SYLVIA

            I was a bit of a one

         

         As a teenager I became fashion-conscious, asking Mum if we could buy new clothes and shoes. She saved money by buying ‘Provvy’ (Providence) cheques. Moneylenders like my great-grandma had been replaced by the ‘tallyman’, a loan system where the Providence man would come to the front door with hundred- or fifty-pound cheques, which could be spent in their designated shops and repaid in weekly amounts with interest. Mum would say, ‘Come on, I’ll buy you a pair of shoes for going out.’ I wanted elegant shoes with thin heels, but when we got to Blacklers, a large department store in the centre of Liverpool, there wasn’t much choice with Provvy cheques. It wasn’t like going into a high-street shop and choosing anything, it had to be cheaper or older stock. I picked a smart-looking pair but Mum said, ‘You’re not having them, they’re too big. You can have these.’ They had Cuban heels instead of the fashionable, thin ones I liked.

         ‘I’m not having them.’

         ‘Well, you’ll have them or nothing at all.’

         So I had to have the dowdy ones.

         I looked forward to going out to work so I could earn my own money. My brother Chris had left school at fifteen and worked in Baine’s Dairy full-time, earning four pounds a week, which was a fair wage. His working conditions could be hard, however, with early-morning rounds during winter in the freezing cold, and a pea-soup smog caused by house chimneys and Liverpool factories like Johnsons Dye Works and the pungent-smelling tannery. The smog would last for hours and make work treacherous. He 25told Mum, ‘This is not going to be my life. I’m going to look for another job.’

         ‘How about where I get my hair done?’ She laughed. ‘They’re looking for an apprentice.’

         ‘A ladies’ hairdresser? You’re joking!’ But Chris also thought to himself, Something’s got to be better than this.

         In 1959 there were very few male hairdressers in Liverpool, but the moment he walked into the salon Chris was fascinated. ‘I liked the atmosphere, it was a different world,’ he says. He was always good at art: he could draw, he liked the idea of creating hairstyles and, after a three-month trial, he was given the job. The boss, Mr Courtney, said, ‘You’ve got the job because you’re here before we open and you’re here after we close, and also because your mother’s a hard worker and I know that runs through families.’ Chris’s friends teased him, but from those first few months he was hooked. He gave Jean her first perm and he loved settling the women under Eugene salon hairdryers, putting rollers in their hair and creating beautiful sculptured finger waves.

         Chris did a day-release apprenticeship at a hair academy in town, learning about biology and art, along with practical and hairdressing theory. Before they practised on a model the tutor would tell them, ‘We cannot show you how to cut hair. We can show you how you use the tools.’ Chris understood that a good style lay in his interpretation of what the client wanted. He would glimpse them in the waiting room beforehand, notice details about the way the hair grew or the shape of the face, and style the hair in a way that was flattering.

         I used to model for Chris and sometimes took the day off school to go with him to competitions, where he would colour my hair and put in curlers to create elaborate styles. I’d give the teacher an absence note and come back the next day with a wildly different hairdo – the cottage loaf, the DA, the victory roll, the bouffant – you name it, I had it, and that would land me in trouble. 26

         I was a bit of a one. At fourteen I was still hanging around with Chris’s friends, the lads I’d grown up with, and I dated an eighteen-year-old boy with dyed blond hair and a motorbike. Our nosy neighbour Mrs Prince, who lived across the road, was like the Gestapo. If anybody came to the door you’d see her curtain twitch. One day when Mum was at work and Dad was in bed, the lad came to the house and offered to give me a ride around on his motorbike. I loved soaring off past the fields, it felt so grown up and adventurous. He dropped me back at the house a few hours later unscathed, but the next day Mum shouted at me, ‘You’ve been on somebody’s bike!’ Mrs Prince had told her.

         At that point my brother Chris was going out to gigs. He started going to the Cavern in 1959 when it was a jazz club, paying ten shillings to listen to all-night sessions with trad artists like Acker Bilk and Kenny Baker, then get a breakfast in the morning. He wore a Teddy-boy suit, a bootlace tie, and winkle-pickers, and was there when the jazz nights gradually changed to rock ’n’ roll and blues. He remembers seeing the Blue Jeans when they were playing skiffle with a tea chest and washboard, and how the beat grew deeper and faster when they incorporated guitars and drums and became the Swinging Blue Jeans.

         The Beatles’ first drummer, Pete Best, had a brother, Rory, who was in the same hairdressing class, and because they were the only two guys amongst the girls Chris and Rory became friends. Every Monday afternoon they went to the hairdressing academy in town, and would go to the Cavern beforehand for a lunchtime session. Chris saw the Beatles twice, when Pete was the drummer. They had a Teddy-boy look back then, with rock ’n’ roll Tony Curtis-style hairdos (what we called DAs or ‘duck’s arse’).

         I finally got my freedom in 1961 when I turned fifteen, left school and started a job as a franking-machine operator in Littlewoods, a retail and football betting company with a branch in Crosby, processing catalogue orders for parcels. All the Littlewoods girls used 27to meet in the canteen and have a cup of tea together, enjoying the socialising and camaraderie. I hated school, so I was happy to go to work, doing my own thing and earning money. The world was suddenly filled with possibility.
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            5 MARY

            The Squaws

         

         If you didn’t pass the eleven-plus exam to get into grammar school then there was no university. I didn’t do the exam because I was terrible at writing and spelling, and didn’t pay attention to history or geography because I used to think, What’s the use? I’m never going to leave Liverpool anyway. If I’d known I was going to leave, I would have paid more attention!

         Aeroplane travel was rare in those days – package holidays to the Mediterranean had only just started and most people couldn’t afford them, so they would go to holiday camps like Butlin’s or Pontin’s. So I assumed I was destined to stay in Liverpool, and one day I might be lucky and find the right husband and have as many kids as my mum. Or become a nun. There were very few career opportunities for young women, other than being a nurse, a teacher or a housewife. And it was everybody’s dream to be a secretary, working in an office. Men’s jobs and women’s jobs used to be advertised in separate sections in the newspaper. There certainly was no expectation that girls could play music in bands – at the very best we could carve out a place on the pop scene as a singer in a pretty dress.

         One subject that I excelled at, however, was arithmetic, so after leaving school I went to Anfield Commercial College, studied business for a year and became a bookkeeper in a factory. I didn’t realise until later, when I became a musician, what a fantastic name it had: James Brown & Company. The factory made flour and a pastry mix that was sold in seaside resorts, restaurants and boarding houses around the UK. I would be typing bills for addresses in places like Torquay and Blackpool thinking, It must be fantastic to go to all those places. 29

         As soon as I was earning I started going to gigs at the Cavern with my cousins Veronica and Rita, plus our friend Maggie Cuccini. One evening in 1962 we saw the Beatles. The band at this point were back from a recent trip to Hamburg; they’d just had a hit with ‘Love Me Do’ and played with supercharged energy and striking vocal harmonies. Towards the end of a set of raucous rock ’n’ roll covers, John Lennon said, ‘This is another song that we wrote ourselves.’ Everybody gasped – they wrote these songs themselves! As the band ripped into ‘Please Please Me’, the audience went into a frenzy.

         After their set, Veronica, Rita, Maggie and I enthused, ‘Oh we want to do that, let’s be the first girls to do it!’ I noticed musicians from support band the Remo Four standing near the stage and asked them, ‘Where do you buy your instruments?’

         ‘Hessy’s, just round the corner from the Cavern.’

         So the next day we went to Hessy’s on 62 Stanley Street, the music store where John Lennon had bought his Rickenbacker guitar. Hessy’s had an ‘easy terms’ hire-purchase agreement that made it possible for hundreds of aspiring local musicians to afford instruments. But faced with a shop full of guitars, drum kits and keyboards, we stood around feeling uncertain. Someone had to take charge, so I asked Veronica and Rita, ‘What are you going to play?’

         ‘I’ll play what Paul McCartney plays.’

         ‘I’ll play the same guitar as John Lennon.’

         We didn’t know anything about guitars, that a Gibson had a different feel to a Stratocaster, or that a Silvertone had a hollow garage sound and was much cheaper than a Les Paul. Veronica, Rita and I bought Framus guitars and Maggie got herself a whole kit of drums. We had to pay four pounds a week each for the guitars. I only earned six pounds at the time, so most of my earnings went on my guitar – the rest I gave to Mum.

         Now we had the instruments we decided to get some publicity before learning how to play. ‘One day we’ll sit down and practise, but let’s get people interested first,’ I said to the girls. At the 30Cavern we were introduced to Bill Harry, editor of the local music magazine Mersey Beat. He advised us to go to Harry Watmough, a photographer with a studio in Moorfields who had taken pictures of the Beatles and the Searchers, so we contacted Watmough and he agreed to do a photo shoot for us. We needed a name, and Veronica suggested ‘The Squaws’. ‘We’ll be the first all-female band, so let’s have a name suggesting that,’ she said. Westerns were very popular then and Veronica was one of fourteen children, with many brothers, who loved watching westerns on TV. The Squaws is a name that no one would use now, with its nasty taste of cultural appropriation, but then it seemed the ideal concept, so for the studio shoot we bought waistcoats in town and posed with feathers in our hair. We paid a lot for that photo shoot, because we wanted the same standard of photographs as all the big groups. We also wanted to buy our equipment from the same shop where they bought theirs. And, now we had a set of striking black-and-white photos, we needed someone to write about us.
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