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Dedication







Dedicated to my wife Anne, who says that I suffer from Parkinson’s disease – Michael Parkinson’s that is – an overwhelming desire to interview everyone I meet.
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Preface







Over the years I had heard many different stories and opinions as to why Pete Best had been sacked from the Beatles and I decided to write a book exclusively on the subject. It was called Drummed Out! The Sacking of Pete Best and it was published in the UK in 1998. I thoroughly enjoyed researching the book and it was the closest I have got to writing a detective story.


Rather pleasantly, there has been a groundswell of good opinions about this book. People seem to have enjoyed it and have asked where they can get hold of it. To this end I am very happy to say that an updated and revised book is being published by the excellent McNidder & Grace, with thanks to Michael Heatley at Northdown for letting me use the original text.


When I wrote the original book, a couple of critics said that I should have included the sources for all my quotations. I didn’t do this because it was intended to be an entertaining read, a readable book, and not an academic discourse. The majority of the quotes come from my own interviews and conversations with musicians and if anyone does need to know the source material, they can get in touch with me through my website (www.spencerleigh.co.uk). I can assure any reader that all the quotations are genuine and in most cases, I have them on tape.


The Beatles may have ceased to be but much has happened in the Beatle world since 1998. There are new books published every month and the amount of research is breathtaking. Only recently I met an academic who is writing a book linking the Beatles’ lyrics and the Mersey poets. Mark Lewisohn published the first volume of his history of the Beatles and their times, The Beatles – All These Years: Tune In, in 2013 but his meticulous research does not, I think, close the door to future investigation but rather highlights what else could be done. As Van Morrison remarked in another context, “It’s too late to stop now.”


I’ve also done further research of my own on the sacking of Pete Best since 1998 and this has been included in this delightful new book. Hope that you enjoy it.




 





Spencer Leigh


March 2015

















May I introduce to you







“Think what we would have missed if we had never heard the Beatles.”


Queen Elizabeth II celebrating her golden wedding




 





The Beatles’ career has been documented in thousands of books, articles and broadcasts, not to mention the internet. A lifetime would be too short to digest it all, but I am certain that no-one has seriously attempted to explain the sacking of Pete Best.


So much is known about the Beatles and yet so little is known about the background to Pete Best’s dismissal:




	Why did the other Beatles sack Pete Best?


	What role did each individual Beatle play in that decision?


	Did Brian Epstein encourage them or try to dissuade them?


	Why was Pete Best sacked in such an insensitive manner?


	Was Ringo Starr the obvious replacement?





Only four people knew with certainty what went on – John Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison and Brian Epstein. Apart from a few cryptic comments, the normally garrulous Lennon died with his story. Ditto Brian Epstein and George Harrison. There is much that Paul McCartney can say about this issue but it seems unlikely that he will do at this late stage. Possibly he will confirm or deny this book’s conclusions but don’t hold your breath. Paul is still skilful at dodging reporters’ questions and, in court in May 1998, George said he used meditation to help forget the past.


The Beatle literature is also silent on this subject. The contemporary newspaper, Mersey Beat, was subjected to spin-doctoring by Brian Epstein. The prolific Beatle biographer, Geoffrey Guiliano, skirts the subject, while Alan Clayson gives one explanation in the biography of George Harrison and another in his biography of Ringo Starr. Interviewers have missed their opportunities. Although, to be fair, the issue may not be high in their list of questions. Jann Wenner for Rolling Stone (1971), David Sheff for Playboy (1980) and Andy Peebles for the BBC (1980) spent hours interviewing John Lennon, and all failed to raise the issue. I can’t criticise them as I’m as neglectful myself. I had 22 minutes of Paul McCartney’s time for BBC Radio Merseyside and never even mentioned their hapless drummer. Add to this that Paul is so damn nice; I suspect that even Jeremy Paxman would submit to his charm and not pursue his interrogation.


The publication of Paul McCartney and Barry Miles’ Many Years from Now in 1997 prompted this book. Paul is frank, very frank, about his sexual exploits and his drug-taking but, despite 600 pages, Pete Best only merits one line in the Index – to be accurate, only half a line as he is bracketed with his mother Mona, usually known as Mo. We learn that the Beatles went to Mo’s club the Casbah, that Pete joined the group, and that Pete left 2 years later. That’s it, and yet there are whole pages about their former bass guitarist Stuart Sutcliffe who, musically speaking, was a passenger. To be fair, the publisher may have cut the text, or Paul may be saving the Pete Best saga for a second volume or another project, but I doubt it.


So I decided to write this book. I have spoken to numerous musicians about Pete Best and I have looked at all the major reference books and been through all the interviews I have kept over the years. I was hoping that this wealth of material would suggest some explanations and I have followed up my leads with further interviews. I have enjoyed being Inspector Morse. I hope that you agree with my conclusions but, whatever, you now have the information and can interpret it for yourself.


Unless identified otherwise, all the quotes come from interviews I have conducted for BBC Radio Merseyside, or for the annual Merseybeatle Convention or for this book. My thanks to BBC Radio Merseyside for the use of my interview material, and also to David Horn at the Institute of Popular Music at the University of Liverpool for encouragement, and for putting me in contact with Garry Tamlyn, an authority on drumming techniques, and the Head of Contemporary Music at Queensland Conservatorium, Australia. My thanks also to Trevor Cajiao, Andrew Doble, Peter Doggett, Bob Groom, Neil Hiley, Ian Kennedy, Bernd Matheja, Bill Morrison, Mick O’Toole, Denis Reed, Daniel van der Slik, René van Haarlem and Granville Wolstenholme. I have also used an interview with Pete and Roag Best from the 17th International Dutch Beatles Convention, Amsterdam in 1996.


Because Pete Best and his brother Roag are involved in various projects they felt unable to help with this book, but I have drawn upon personal interviews over the years as well as Pete’s autobiographies. There can’t be many people who have written their life story twice. How many more does he plan?


Whatever Pete Best’s limitations, the Beatles treated him shittily. His pride took a tremendous knock and yet he has acted without bitterness or rancour over the years. If he harbours a grudge, he keeps it well hidden. Large portions of this book may be as new to Pete as they were to me – after all, when you’re kicked out of a band, you’re not party to the discussions which explain why you’re being sacked.

















Let there be drums







“Ah, the Beatles. There were five of them if I remember.”


Dirk Bogarde being interviewed on BBC TV, 1983




 





Two childhood reminiscences.


Firstly: from Hunter Davies’ authorised biography of the Beatles, published in 1968. Paul McCartney is talking about his relationship with his parents. “I was pretty sneaky,” says Paul, “If I ever got bashed for being bad, I used to go into their bedroom when they were out and rip the lace curtains at the bottom just a little bit, then I’d think, that’s got them.”


Secondly: ‘The Frog Chorus’ from Paul McCartney’s authorised biography, Many Years from Now, published in 1997. Paul McCartney is going for the countryside vote. “All my mates killed frogs anyway. They used to blow them up by sticking a straw up their arse. That was the way to kill a frog. I didn’t fancy that, I thought that was a little bit pervy. I preferred a straightforward killing with a bash, hold the legs and just smash ’em on the head.”


A maxim from William Wordsworth: The child is father of the man.


In July 1997, five surviving Quarry Men reformed for a garden fête at St Peter’s Church in Woolton. The opening number, quite appropriately, was ‘Lost John’ and it was followed by ‘Midnight Special’, ‘Pick a Bale of Cotton’ and some rock ’n’ roll standards. The 50-somethings were recreating the skiffle music of their youth in order to recapture the moment when John Lennon met Paul McCartney 40 years earlier. It was a celebration for all who attended except, perhaps, for the Quarry Men themselves. All but one had been sacked by John Lennon, or seen the writing on the wall – the fifth, Len Garry, left because he contracted TB. But, TB or not TB, John Lennon was the only original Quarry Man remaining by 1959, some 18 months later.


On a film clip in The Anthology series, John Lennon stated, “I was the singer and I was the leader, and I made the decision to have Paul in the group. Was it better to have a guy who was better than the people I had in, or not? The decision was to let Paul in to make the group stronger.”


The Quarry Men’s banjo player, Rod Davis, recalls, “I had bought the banjo from my uncle and if he’d sold me his guitar, I might have been a decent enough guitarist to keep McCartney out of the band. I might have learnt guitar chords, I might not, and that was the big limitation really. McCartney could play the guitar like a guitar and we couldn’t, and let’s face it, a banjo doesn’t look good in a rock ’n’ roll group. I only met Paul on one other occasion after the Woolton fête and it was at auntie Mimi’s a week or two later. He dropped in to hear us practising. From my point of view, I was the person he was replacing – it’s like Pete Best – you’re the guy who doesn’t know. Some things had gone on that I was unaware of.”


John’s best friend, Pete Shotton, played washboard. “We were doing a gig in Rosebery Street; it was Colin’s auntie’s do. We were performing on the back of a lorry and John and I went inside the house and we were sitting on the floor. We were having a few beers, John had a reputation for drinking but he hadn’t been drinking when Paul first met him. We were drinking a few beers and we were getting pissed because it only takes a couple at that age. I said to John, ‘This is not really my scene; I’m embarrassed to be up there.’ John picked up my washboard and smashed it over my head and said, ‘That solves that then, Pete.’ The decision had already been made that he was going to develop a serious band and that couldn’t, by definition, include me. It didn’t hurt and we fell about laughing – me with relief and John with relief as well. He had resolved a situation which was very tricky for him.”


Eric Griffiths hung on for 6 months, trying to play the guitar competently. “Paul had mentioned George Harrison in the context of him being a particularly good guitarist. I don’t think I ever played any shows with him but I certainly practised with him. He was a good guitarist, better than me, and shortly after that I left the group. Paul and John asked me to go on to the bass and that meant buying a bass guitar and an amplifier which I wasn’t prepared to do as the group wasn’t going anywhere, and it was an investment on my mother’s part that I wasn’t prepared to follow through. So I went, and George was in. I was sorry to go and they then had to decide who was going to play the bass out of the three of them. I never played a guitar again. I joined the Merchant Navy and my life went in a different direction.”


Drummer Colin Hanton: “John, Paul and Eric Griffiths were the three guitarists and I was on drums. Eventually we were playing at the Morgue in Old Swan, which was run by Rory Storm, and it was a real dump. It was a condemned building and the whole thing was illegal and never advertised. It was a large terraced house and the front room was being used as a tiny dance-hall with a stage. There was a long corridor to other rooms, which were the dressing-rooms, and that is where we met George Harrison. Somebody asked him to play something. I thought it was ‘Guitar Boogie’ but everyone else reckons it was ‘Raunchy.’ A few days later Ivan Vaughan told me that Paul and John wanted George to join the group, but Eric would have to go as they didn’t want four guitarists. I was living on borrowed time as they were running the group. I got fed up in the end. I had carted my drums around on a bus for 2 years as none of us had cars. There were a lot of talent contests where we came second – we were always the bridesmaid and I’d had enough.”


Friendships didn’t count. John Lennon would replace musicians if he thought it would improve the group. In the future, if the occasion arose, he would be prepared to sack Pete Best.


An English army officer, John Best, married a Red Cross nurse of English parentage, Mona, when he was in India. Randolph Peter Best was born in Madras on 24 November 1941 and his brother Rory was born in 1944. The family arrived in Liverpool on Christmas Day 1945 and after staying with relations, eventually settled in a large Victorian house in a middle-class suburban area – 8 Hayman’s Green, West Derby. Johnny Best was a notable boxing promoter, staging fights at Liverpool Stadium by Randolph Turpin and Freddie Mills. Their marriage fell apart in the early 1950s and Mona devoted herself to her sons and their friends who called her ‘Mo’, a derivative of mother as well as Mona. (This is the paragraph as originally written in 1998. The Best family background is somewhat more complicated than this. Please refer to the Postscript.)


Peter won a scholarship to the Liverpool Collegiate in Shaw Street. He obtained five O-levels and was half-heartedly thinking of becoming a teacher, an unlikely choice for someone depicted as ‘silent’ in all the Beatle books. Then rock ’n’ roll took its hold.


The jazz-based Cavern Club had opened in 1957, but some coffee-bars were catering for rock ’n’ roll-minded teenagers. Mona Best turned the large cellars of her house into a rock ’n’ roll club. She named it, rather exotically, the Casbah, a reference to the 1938 film, Algiers, which starred Charles Boyer and which supposedly contains the line, “Come with me to the Casbah,” although this is never said.


Mona Best: “The boys wanted a club for their friends, but I thought it should be bigger than that. We worked all hours to get the cellar open and we had people coming from all places. Everyone wanted to join the Casbah. We ended up with 2,950 members, which was fantastic.” Fortunately, they all didn’t attend at once, but for a house in the suburbs, it was a remarkable achievement. It also illustrates how ill-advised the Cavern was to stick with jazz.


The Les Stewart Quartet was booked for the opening night, 29 August 1959. The Quarry Men had few bookings and George Harrison was one of the quartet. However, a fierce argument led to Les Stewart disbanding the group and George and their bass player, Ken Brown, teamed with up John and Paul to perform as the Quarry Men on the opening night. No drummer. John brought along his girlfriend, Cynthia Powell, whom he had met at the College of Art and whom he would eventually marry, and another art school friend, Stuart Sutcliffe.


The Quarry Men were booked for each subsequent Saturday night – the club was simply open as a coffee-bar with a jukebox for the rest of the week. On 10 October, Ken Brown had hurt his leg and was not fit to play with the Quarry Men. Their fee was £3, and rather than give £1 to John, Paul and George, Mo gave them each 15 shillings (75p) and said she was holding the balance for Ken. The three guitarists were so annoyed that they vowed never to play the Casbah again and sacked the ailing Mr Brown for hanging on to 15 bob.


Not to worry, as Ken had seen Pete Best bashing out the rhythm on chairs and tables. He suggested that they formed a group and so the Blackjacks was born. Although a record attendance of 1,350 has been claimed, this is preposterous, and in any event, the pillars in the cellar meant that only 50 or so members could see the band at any one time. Even if the garden were full, there would only be 300 on the premises and why would anyone go if they couldn’t see the band? Still, it was certainly cramped and uncomfortable and fortunately for Mona Best, fire regulations were nowhere as stringent as today’s, and certainly the authorities took little notice of clubs, such as the Casbah, which weren’t licensed. The Best’s neighbours were a placid and tolerant bunch – partly because so few teenagers had cars and partly because their own children went to the Casbah. What is more, there was another basement club, the Lowlands, which had opened before the Casbah and straight across the road. Indeed, you could argue that there was no need for the Casbah at all with Lowlands around, but Mona saw the Casbah as a profitable exercise and she was soon providing superior entertainment. Mona Best says of her club, “The club had a friendliness and a homeliness that was hard to equal. If there was any trouble at the Casbah, you didn’t just take on the bouncers, you took on the club.”


Other groups to appear at the Casbah included Gerry and the Pacemakers and Rory Storm and the Hurricanes with their drummer, Ringo Starr. The three key members of the Quarry Men did not play the Casbah again until 17 December 1960, which marked their return from Hamburg with Pete Best as their drummer.


Allan Williams reminds me of Arthur Daley in Minder. It may be unfair, but the image is of his own making, as the entrepreneur can be found in Liverpool pubs, dreaming up new ideas to make him millions. Somehow they never come off. His scheme to turn Spain into another Blackpool by manufacturing rock for tourists fell foul of the authorities, and people say he was on street corners going, “Psst, want to buy a stick of rock.” Some old leather trousers, allegedly worn by Paul McCartney, appeared in a Sotheby’s catalogue with a certificate of authenticity from Allan Williams. It transpired that they belonged to Faron of Faron’s Flamingos.


It was Allan Williams, a one-time plumber, who introduced bullfighting (with a real bull!) into Liverpool club land. It was Allan Williams who booked the Beatles to back Janice, an over-endowed Manchester stripper, for a week in a dodgy Liverpool Club. It was Allan Williams who planned to get the tapes of the Beatles in Hamburg released; he also planned to cut up the original tapes and sell one-inch strips in key-chain souvenirs. On the videotape of Imagine…The Sixties, Billy Butler refers to a club burning down, adding, “And Allan Williams didn’t own it.” When Allan asked Paul McCartney to sign his book about the Fab Four, The Man Who Gave the Beatles Away, Paul said, “I’ve got to be careful here. Whatever I write is going to be quoted on the paperback.” He wrote, “To Allan, Some parts of this book are partially true, Paul McCartney.”


Allan Williams and the former Cavern DJ Bob Wooler have often appeared at Beatle Conventions, even travelling to New York for a prestigious one. They stayed at the same hotel as Richard Nixon and several aides, and Allan and Bob had the larger bar bill paid, of course, by the organisers. Nice to think that Brits can do some things better than the Yanks.


Every city presumably has one, but Allan Williams is one of the most colourful characters around. I can’t help liking the guy even though I’d never buy anything from him.


(I passed this text to Allan Williams before publication and asked him if there was anything he wished to amend, secretly hoping that he would add a few more hilarious misadventures. He told Bob Wooler that a few things were wrong – he was more like Del Boy in Only Fools and Horses than Arthur Daley – but he never gave me the amendments. Not that he would be bothered; when ghosting The Man Who Gave the Beatles Away, Bill Marshall of the Daily Mirror found that he had not enough material. He asked Allan if he could invent some stories about the Beatles to fill it out. Allan said yes, and didn’t even see them before publication. These stories have become part of Mythew Street and Allan Williams recounts them at Beatle Conventions as though they really happened. Allan Williams is contemplating another semi-fictional book of Beatle reminiscences when he should be writing about his other business ventures. There’s a wonderful book to be written about Liverpool’s underworld in the late 1950s/early 1960s, a book that could do for Liverpool what Colin MacInnes’ Absolute Beginners did for Soho.)


In 1958, Allan Williams, himself a trained singer, opened the Jacaranda coffee-bar in Liverpool’s city centre – 23 Slater Street to be precise. It’s still there and in the basement you can see the original murals by Stuart Sutcliffe and, possibly, John Lennon – well, guess who claims that? Don’t all rush at once – they’re nothing to write home about, just gloomy, sub-Picasso doodlings.


Early in 1960 Eddie Cochran and Gene Vincent were touring the UK for impresario Larry Parnes. The tour played the Liverpool Empire for a week and Allan Williams suggested that the two rockers might top a show at the Liverpool Stadium on their return in May. Cochran was killed on 17 April but Vincent was forced to honour his contract. The Stadium show included Gerry and the Pacemakers but not the Beatles, who were not considered good enough.


Parnes told Williams that he was looking for a backing group for Billy Fury, and the Beatles attended the auditions on 10 May with Johnny Hutchinson of Cass and the Cassanovas playing drums. As a result, the Beatles backed another Parnes protégé (and Scouser), Johnny Gentle, on a tour of Scotland. John, Paul, George and Stu (on bass) took Tommy Moore as their drummer.


Artist and blues singer Al Peters: “Stu Sutcliffe was a bass player who was passing through and that’s putting it kindly. He was in the band because he was a friend of John’s. The first thing you do when you have a band is to have your friends in because you can relate to them easier than strangers. Also, John and Stu had artistic endeavours between them; they were kindred spirits and could talk about the same things. I saw the TV programme in 1997 about Paul McCartney’s art work and if you compare that to the depth in Stu’s work, you’ll see the difference. Paul is a musician who is dabbling in art and if you reverse that, you have an artist who is playing a bit of bass to help his mates out. Paul is enjoying what he does, but how he arrives at his points on the canvas is totally different to the way that Stuart arrived at his. Stuart had emotional and physical problems and that also shows in his work.”


Allan Williams: “Nobody rated the Beatles at all early on, they were known as a rubbish group, and they had difficulty finding a drummer. Also, John was very difficult person to get on with. Poor Tommy Moore was recommended by Cass of The Casanovas. He was 10 years older than John and stood no chance at all.”


As well as suffering John’s vicious wit, Tommy Moore lost several teeth in a car accident. When John came to see him in hospital, he insisted he joined them on stage in Fraserburgh that night. Back in Liverpool, the group played at the Jac and secured a booking at the Grosvenor Ballroom in Wallasey. When Moore didn’t turn up, Allan Williams went to collect him from his home in Toxteth. “You can piss off,” screamed his girlfriend, “he’s got a job on the nightshift at Garston Bottle Works.”


So ended the career of another Beatle drummer. Norman Chapman played a few gigs but was conscripted into the Army. However, my favourite has to be Rockin’ Ronnie. John Lennon announced on stage that they were minus a drummer and could anyone help. Rockin’ Ronnie stepped forward and although the huge Teddy Boy had never touched a set of drums before, the Beatles had to do the best they could – or suffer the consequences.


Lord Woodbine, Allan Williams’ front for his strip club, was forced to close it down. Allan Williams divulges, “We sold the club and the show, and Woody and I went to Amsterdam on the dirty businessman’s trip you could get for £10 return in an old Dakota. We moved on to Hamburg and heard a German group singing rock ’n’ roll songs that they had learnt parrot-fashion. The Kaiserkeller agreed to take some Liverpool groups, but we couldn’t agree a fee. Unknown to me, Bruno Koschmider went to London to find Rory Storm, Gerry and the Pacemakers and the Beatles and he was persuaded to take the Jets with Tony Sheridan instead. Meanwhile, Derry Wilkie and the Seniors had been let down by Larry Parnes and blamed me for this. I took them to the Two I’s in London and quite by chance, Bruno was there looking for some groups.” Koschmider was a Grade A thug and although the Liverpool beat boys assumed he had been injured during the war, he had not been old enough to fight. He was very tough and imposing, given to hitting offenders with a hard truncheon, and it is possible he had had his damaged leg since birth. He looked threatening, certainly to John Lennon who had an aversion to anyone who was crippled. Although only thirty-three, Bruno Koschmider must have looked out of place in that teenage coffee bar.


So, by the summer of 1960, Allan Williams was a booking agent for the Hamburg club owner, Bruno Koschmider. The Seniors were performing with success at the Kaiserkeller and Koschmider wanted a second Liverpool group for the Indra. Williams needed a group whose members were not tied to day jobs and, having little choice, selected the Silver Beatles. There was a problem. The contract stipulated a drummer and the Beatles didn’t have one. Curse the contract – if Bruno Koschmider wanted a drummer, you had to have one. In the Anthology series, Paul McCartney defended the drummerless Beatles: “People would say, ‘Where’s the drums?’ and we would say, ‘The rhythm’s in the guitars.’” Such an argument wouldn’t convince Koschmider. As an aside, it would be noted that the Hamburg club managers had wonderfully onomatopoeic names – Bruno Koschmider, Horst Fascher, and Manfred Weissleder. In Liverpool, on a lighter note, there was George Blott and Sam Leach. These names are worthy of Charles Dickens.


The Silver Beatles consisted of four guitarists – John Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison and Stu Sutcliffe – and they had to find a drummer. On 6 August a local booking had been cancelled and they gravitated to the Casbah. The Blackjacks were playing but because of college commitments, they were on the verge of breaking up. However, Pete Best, with his new kit, wanted to be, at least, semi-pro.


A vintage interview with John Lennon was included in the Anthology series. “People who owned drum-kits were few and far between because it was an expensive item and they were usually idiots, you know. We got Pete Best just because we needed a drummer for Hamburg.”


Harsh words – and how the film-makers must have been delighted to find that – but Allan Williams would agree, “Pete Best wasn’t a Beatle. When I got them the Hamburg job, they needed a drummer and they came up with Pete Best. He didn’t fit in with their image or get on socially with them. I don’t think he was sacked because of his drumming.”


From 17 August to 3 October 1960, the Beatles played at the Indra on the Grosse Freiheit in Hamburg. Then they moved to the Kaiserkeller playing alternate sets with Rory Storm and the Hurricanes until they were deported for alleged arson on 30 November. No Allan Williams jokes please. Actually, Paul and Pete had gone to their dilapidated sleeping quarters at Koschmider’s cinema, the Bambi-Kino, to collect their belongings as they were moving to the new Top Ten club with Tony Sheridan. There was no light in the room so they attached contraceptives to some old tapestry on the walls and lit them. They gathered their belongings together while the contraceptives burnt out, leaving scorch marks on the wall. No harm done, certainly not in a dump like that, but Bruno did not want the Beatles playing at a rival club. He didn’t want to start a gang war at that time; hence the deportation.


The Beatles had played 106 nights in Germany and their throats must have been like raw liver. It’s hard to credit John Lennon’s voice being on its last legs at a Parlophone recording session, and George Martin having to get ‘Twist and Shout’ down in one take. The session was easy-peasy compared to this – and heck, you can’t tell Bruno Koschmider you’re sick. “Anyone of us could have been beaten up or killed in Hamburg,” says Tony Sheridan, “but fortunately, the gangsters and the pimps loved the musicians.”


Because the Beatles returned home unexpectedly, they had no work to hand. Of course they could play the Casbah, and did so on 17 December and New Year’s Eve. Allan Williams found them a Christmas Eve dance at the Grosvenor Ballroom in Wallasey. They could have played at his new Top Ten Club in Soho Street, but one night in early December it mysteriously burnt down. Allan Williams had to go to court as the suspicious insurance company refused to pay out. (Another aside: I was in a pub with a Merseybeat group a year or so ago and one of them said, just as you might point out an accountant or a barrister, “That’s Tommy the Torch. He’s done more damage to Liverpool than Adolf Hitler.”)


The torching of the Top Ten was unfortunate for its new compere, DJ Bob Wooler. He had resigned his daytime job with British Railways and so passed his time in the Jacaranda. Bob Wooler: “You can write your own entry for Who’s Who and Paul McCartney has written, “Made first important appearance as the Beatles at Litherland Town Hall near Liverpool in December 1960.” It was Tuesday 27 December 1960, a BeeKay (Brian Kelly) dance. I am pleased that I got them the booking. I asked for £8 and Brian nearly collapsed because he was a tight wad – but most of the promoters were. He said he would give them £4 and we compromised on £6, which is £1 a man, five Beatles, and £1 for the driver. I didn’t take my ten per cent.”


Brian Kelly added a sticker to the promotional posters, “Direct from Hamburg – The Beatles.” This didn’t say that the Beatles were German, although this is how it was interpreted. Bob Wooler: “The impact was so tremendous on that Tuesday evening that Brian Kelly posted a bouncer on the door that led backstage to stop any promoter who might be there getting to the Beatles. Brian Kelly signed them to a string of dates for £7.10s, 30 bob a man.” The Beatles played 36 dances around north Liverpool for Brian Kelly in the first 3 months of 1961.


If Beatle fans could go back in time, that performance at Litherland Town Hall is the one that most would choose. By all accounts, John, Paul, George, Pete and Chas Newby were sensational. Chas Newby? Oh, I forgot to tell you – Stu Sutcliffe stayed with photographer Astrid Kirchherr in Hamburg, so the Blackjacks’ Chas Newby played bass. So, if we could go back in time, you now know who the mysterious stranger is.


Paul McCartney became the Beatles’ permanent bass player. He is quoted in the guitar book British Rock Guitar, “None of us wanted to be the bass player – we wanted to be up front. In our minds, it was the fat guy in the group who nearly always played bass, and he stood at the back. None of us wanted that, we wanted to be up front, singing, looking good, to pull the birds.”


Johnny Guitar was with Rory Storm and the Hurricanes. He kept a diary, which deserves to be published in full with annotations. This is an extract:


28 September 1960. Got band-jackets from C&A.


29. Got train from Lime Street, missed the other three, caught up with them on the boat train.


30. Arrived in Holland 6am, caught the 7am Hamburg Express. Arrived about 5pm. Derry and the Seniors was there, also Beatles.


1 October. Kaiserkeller. We played six hours and finished at 6am. It was hard work. We slept like logs.


2. Had to get up and start playing again. We finished at 5am.


3. We only played four 30-minute sets. The talent contest was a farce; we couldn’t understand what people were singing.


4. Indra closed down. Beatles move in with us. Rory, Ringo and I staying at hotel, good one.


9. We started at three, finished at three.


10. Refused to sign extension contract. We get more money, send 80 marks home.


12. Allan Williams came. The Beatles sign their contract so I doubt that they’ll get any more cash.


14. Wally and Beatles going to make a test recording tomorrow.


That heralds a significant event in the Beatles’ early history. Pete Best was not well on the 15th and so John, Paul and George met up with Lou Walters and Ringo Starr of the Hurricanes to make a demo at a small recording studio. Wally sang the idyllic lullaby, ‘Summertime,’ and it was the first time that John, Paul, George and Ringo were captured together on record. It’s never been heard in public and, as far as I can tell, the only remaining copy is owned by Wally’s former wife.


Johnny Guitar’s diary gives an overview of the 3 months from October to December 1960: “At first hard-going. Rory got notice because he wouldn’t stay on stage. The Beatles and us wrecked the stage; Bruno sacked Rory and said we had to pay 65 marks damages. Rory took our big poster. Bruno got the police on to him. Rory got a job in the Top Ten with Tony Sheridan, he worked for a bed, then Beatles got a job in the Top Ten for 2 weeks and got deported because they burnt down the Bambi Kino. Bruno gave me champagne for my 21st birthday. Gerry and the Pacemakers came from Liverpool and we had a Christmas dinner in the mambo. We got a job in a fab place when we finished Kaiser, but we had to quit because we signed not to play within 6 months. Two girls saw me off. Rory got home free, we bluffed our way home. New band in Kaiserkeller no good. We picked up pile of souvenirs, mine were smashed. I was sick in the boat, all over the floor, very rough.”


Promoter Sam Leach described Pete Best as ‘The Atom Beat Drummer.’ Pete Best: “I had to hit the bass drum really hard in the clubs in Hamburg to wake up the crowd. We played non-stop for 8 hours sometimes. When we came back to Liverpool, all the groups copied our big drum sounds. It was like the birth of Merseybeat.”


Harry Prytherch, drummer with the Remo Four, was on the same bill as the Beatles on 5 February 1961: “Blair Hall had a stage with a big slope. The first time we saw the Beatles there the curtain opened and this mighty, mighty sound came out. Pete Best was really hammering the drums and the bass drum started sliding forward. He was hanging on to his bass drum with one hand and playing it with a stick in the other. He was in real trouble so I got some string and wrapped it around his bass drum pedal and his seat, and every time after that he took a piece of string with him.”


Howie Casey (Seniors): “There was a Liverpool fashion for drummers to play four in a bar on the bass drum, which is a bit military, Germanic really. Pete used to talk to our drummer Jeff Wallington quite a lot, and George used to talk to Brian Griffiths, who was a wonderfully melodic guitar player. There was learning curve going on. You’re always influenced by other people.”


This is from Pete Best’s second autobiography, The Best Years of The Beatles, written with Bill Harry, the editor of Mersey Beat: “When I rehearsed with the band or practised by myself, if I felt something sounded good I decided to develop it. A lot of it was self-taught, plus I always had in the back of my mind Gene Krupa and his big, powerful sound which carried everything. In Germany I was still doing the same thing, but because of the long hours and the fact that we had to develop the music and make it wilder, I began to emphasise what I was doing more. I started slapping the bass drum more to make it a lot stronger, doing more rolls, more cymbal work, and a lot more tom-tom work, which was, again, a throwback to Krupa. Instead of just playing a single or double-snare drum shot, I started doubling up, so you had this powerful effect. What my right hand was doing on the cymbal, my left hand was doing on the snare drum, basically to emphasise the beat. So you had stages where it was one bang, one bump bump, and you had that fierce bass drum going on all the time, which was like the backbone to it. Drummers and other members of bands commented on my style as, ‘This beat which is booming out and surging everything forward.’ I think it was then when people began to remark on it, that I began to think about it myself. ‘What is it that I am doing which is different to them?’ Drummers were coming and asking things like, ‘How do you keep your bass drum going all the time?’ Questions like that stumped me, I thought, ‘Doesn’t everyone do that?’ Then it became apparent, because other people were picking up on it, that there was something special there.”




 





Peter Cook of the Top Spots: “Early in 1960, we played with the Beatles virtually every week at the Grosvenor Ballroom in Wallasey. Paul was on rhythm guitar then, he had a Lucky 7, which was a crappy thing. They were a very average band and I used to think that we were far better. Paul did have a brilliant voice for singing ‘Good Golly Miss Molly’ and John had a good voice as well but, apart from that, they were nothing special. They went to Germany and then there was a buzz going round, ‘Have you heard the Beatles?’, and I pooh-poohed it. We played Lathom Hall in Seaforth and the Beatles were on, and I had my arms folded thinking, ‘Let’s see how good you are.’ The curtains opened and they started off with ‘Lucille’ and they were so tight and so good that every hair on my neck stood up. I had never heard anything like it in my life. I know now that they had the drums miked up, they had a mike in the bass drum, and they were playing together. Nobody had ever played together before as everybody did their own thing. I was completely in awe of them.”


Alan Stratton of the Black Cats: “The Beatles were really the first band to have harmonies and they would switch lead vocalists – John would sing one, then Paul and then George, which was very interesting as a lot of the bands only had one singer. They were into harmonies, plus that deep, throbbing bass drum with Pete Best. The most exciting thing for me with the Beatles was watching Pete Best set up his drums. The atmosphere was electric. They were intelligent and they knew that was wanted. They would speak to the audience a lot, and if they snapped a string, as Paul did once, he would smile and continue. He wouldn’t go off and change it.”


Harry Prytherch, the drummer with the Remo Four: “Most of us did two or four beats to the bar, which was a bomp-ba-bomp, bomp-ba-bomp. Now Pete Best had the original Beatles sound because he would drum eight – bomp-bomp-bomp-bomp-bomp-bomp-bomp-bomp. That was lashing out at you, and that was half of their sound. When they went to a recording studio, I think George Martin must have said, ‘This isn’t going to come over on record.’”


John Cochrane, drummer with Wump and His Werbles: “I was knocked out the first time I saw the Beatles, not because I thought they were particularly good, but because they were playing stuff I liked. We were all trying to be Cliff Richard and the Shadows, which is what we thought people wanted, and here was a band that had the nerve to play hard rock ’n’ roll. There was no Top of the Pops or promotional films then so we had to work out for ourselves how the Americans did it. I used to watch Pete and think, ‘This doesn’t look right but it certainly sounds good.’ I found it intriguing that he had worked out how to do it.”


Pat Clusky of Rikki and the Red Streaks: “The Beatles were the first group I heard with the bass drum actually driving along, which made a great rock sound. We’d been pussyfooting around and trying to sound good and the Beatles just came straight at you. That was due to Pete Best, whom I thought was a fabulous drummer and a fabulous person.”


1961 was a good year for the Beatles… maybe they were at their best as a live band. They worked non-stop in Liverpool January to March; in Hamburg April to June and Liverpool the rest of the year. Hundreds of performances and their first chart hit to boot. The Beatles? A hit in 1961? Does this guy know what he’s writing about?


When the Beatles returned to Hamburg in April, they worked with Tony Sheridan at the Top Ten Club. Sheridan influenced many Merseybeat musicians, notably John Lennon and Gerry Marsden. I have a video of ITV’s Oh Boy! From 1959 and Tony Sheridan’s stance is pure John Lennon. Les Maguire of Gerry and the Pacemakers: “Any group that came back from Hamburg would say, ‘Tony Sheridan, fabulous. He’s a knockout.’ He influenced so many people that the Liverpool sounds should be called the Tony Sheridan sound. He did more for Liverpool and the Beatles than anybody else.”


Johnny Hutch of the Big Three agrees: “It was like going out with an old banger and coming back with a Rolls Royce. The Beatles owe everything to Sheridan because they copied him to a T. They copied his style on guitar. Sheridan was a fantastic guitarist, the guv’nor.”


Ian Edwards of Ian and the Zodiacs: “We used to copy a record as best we could, and then we came across Tony Sheridan, who didn’t give two hoots as to how somebody else had recorded it. We realised that we shouldn’t be carbon copies and we got a lot more adventurous.”


Fred Marsden of Gerry and the Pacemakers: “I played with Tony Sheridan a few times and he said I wasn’t good enough for him. He said I was too slow. He’d say, ‘Come on Fred, you’re dragging there, get going.’ He was brilliant but he was unpredictable.”


Tony Sheridan: “You have a lot of highs, good nights where you turn yourself on and you turn on everybody else. I have decided that being spontaneous is the best way – you’ve got to surprise yourself. There’s no point in playing ‘Blue Suede Shoes’ the same way two thousand times – you’ve got to be innovative; you put in sevenths, ninths and elevenths, anything to make it interesting. When you’re playing several hours a night, you start putting in chords where they don’t really belong.”


Despite the accolades, Tony Sheridan never became a star and I didn’t understand why until I met him at the 1989 Merseybeatle Convention. The first evening he’d had too much to drink and couldn’t appear on stage. The next morning he appeared on my radio programme and libelled someone (not a Beatle) who might have been listening (he wasn’t, but his mother was). When I said, “Tony, you don’t mean that”, he said, “Yes, I bloody well do.” That evening the nightmare continued as he told Roag Best’s band there was no need to rehearse as he’d be playing rock ’n’ roll standards. He opened with Leonard Cohen’s ‘First We Take Manhattan’, a unique choice for a rock ’n’ roll standard. I don’t know what Tony did the next day but I caught up with him at Southport Theatre 2 days later. He was again backed by Roag’s band but, having spotted Merseybeat friends in the audience, he heckled the band, called them incompetent and invited his mates on stage in their place. “It was a nightmare,” remembers Roag. “He would start a song in D and then jump to E. We didn’t have a clue as to what he was going to do and I was on the verge of tears.” All this is in front of a paying audience who must have wondered what the hell was going on. Okay, he’s an exciting musician, but I realised that he had no discipline whatsoever. Ideal for a wild, uninhibited place like Hamburg, but not suitable for elsewhere.


In 1961, the German orchestra leader Bert Kaempfert had had a US Number 1 with ‘Wonderland by Night (Wunderland Bei Nacht)’. He disliked touring and preferred making sophisticated, orchestral albums with studio musicians. He also worked as an A&R man discovering talent for Polydor. God knows why, he was giving up a wonderland by night – first class hotels and restaurants – for Hamburg’s underworld. He had wide musical tastes and he signed Tony Sheridan to make records accompanied by the Beatles. He thought German record-buyers might purchase a rocked-up version of an old folk tune, ‘My Bonnie’, which had been an instrumental hit for Duane Eddy as ‘Bonnie Came Back’ in February 1960. “What a silly choice, “recalls Tony Sheridan, “but Bert Kaempfert said that we had to do something that the Germans would understand and they all learnt ‘My Bonnie’ in English lessons. We went to bed at five and got up at eight to make the record. We took some uppers to get us awake. The guitar solo in ‘My Bonnie’ is all right.”


And so was the drumming. Garry Tamlyn: “‘My Bonnie’ has a snare rhythm that Pete Best uses consistently on his records and it dates back to the late 1950s. A lot of Sun Records like ‘Great Balls of Fire’ have that rhythm. You can also hear it in ‘Surf City’ and a lot of surf records. Pete Best’s drumming is very tight on this recording. There are snare fills at the end of the four eight-bar phrases, semi-quavers on the snare drum and they are very tightly executed. It’s very accurate drumming on a fast tempo recording.”


The Polydor sessions are chronicled in Discography 1 and you will see that Kaempfert allowed the Beatles to record two numbers on their own. Kaempfert was the only musician to work with the Beatles, Frank Sinatra (writing ‘Strangers in the Night’) and Elvis Presley (writing ‘Wooden Heart’, which was based on a German folk tune). ‘Wonderland by Night’, ‘Wooden Heart’ and the Beatles – 1961 was a momentous year for Bert Kaempfert.


Bert Kaempfert’s instincts were right about ‘My Bonnie’ – according to Hit Bilanz, the book of German chart singles, ‘My Bonnie’ was on the German Top 40 for 12 weeks, albeit only reaching Number 32. The Germans were the first to put the Beatles on the chart, the Germans had taste but, mind you, the book also reveals that Sweet had eight Number 1s.


The Cavern decided to hold lunchtime sessions and because the jazz musicians had day jobs, they had ipso facto to be beat ones. Jazz was losing its popularity anyway, and soon the programme was almost exclusively beat music. And, as Bob Wooler says, the rest is hysteria.


The Beatles were working for Ray McFall at the Cavern and other promoters like Sam Leach and Brian Kelly. They filled as many days as possible, usually making the arrangements through Pete and Mona Best. “She was a real bundle of energy, full of bright ideas,” says Sam Leach.


Southport promoter, Ron Appleby: “In the early days, that is BE (before Epstein), the only person you could contact was Pete Best as he was the only one with a telephone. The way we were in those days, anyone with a telephone was rich, they were posh and I think it was also Pete’s van. Really, the only way to book the Beatles was via Mona Best and Pete.”


Mrs Best had a tough side. Paddy Delaney, the doorman at the Cavern: “I wouldn’t want to cross Mona Best. She dominated Pete, she was his guiding light, but she had a very nice personality and she liked a laugh and joke whenever she came to the Cavern. She guided the Beatles to a certain extent and took them under her wing.”


I have spoken to scores of musicians and Cavern dwellers about the Beatles in the Pete Best days. They have their favourite Beatles, but all testify to Pete’s extraordinary popularity.


Geoff Nugent (Undertakers): “It was Pete Best that put the Beatles on the map. Wherever Pete went, you would see two or three girls around the others, and fifty around Pete. You rarely saw him smile, yet he was always pleasant and never nasty. If you look at any of the photos of the Beatles, it is his face that you are drawn to – even if you’re a feller.”


Paddy Delaney: “I remember a show at the Tower Ballroom, New Brighton with a couple of thousand kids and all you could hear was ‘Pete, smile.’ Pete very rarely smiled, but there was a trace of humour around the corner of his mouth. If you cracked a joke, he’d give a whimsical smirk and this fascinated the girls.”





OEBPS/title_online.jpg





OEBPS/9780857161017_cover_epub.jpg





