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Once upon a time there were three little boys called John, George and Paul, by name christened … all of a sudden they all grew guitars and formed a noise … on discovering a fourth little even littler man called Stuart Sutcliffe running about them they said, quote ‘Sonny get a bass guitar and you will be alright’ … So they sat on him with comfort ’til he could play.


- John Lennon – from ‘Being a Short Diversion on the Dubious Origins of Beatles’, 1961

























Introduction





In 1957, the painter Richard Hamilton (who later designed the collage insert in the Beatles’ White Album) famously defined all things Pop as ‘popular, transient, expendable, low cost, mass produced, young, witty, sexy, gimmicky, glamorous and big business.’ This description was particularly applicable to pop music. Yet as pop artists such as Hamilton appropriated the transient imagery of comic books and advertising, rendering them permanent, so the attention of critics and writers signalled a point at which pop music began to be taken seriously. This radical change in attitude was catalysed by the Beatles.


Before the Beatles, at the beginning of the Sixties, no one in the ‘serious’ press paid attention to rock’n’roll. There were no books tracing its (admittedly very short) history, and music critics never gave the popular mass-market a second thought. The weekly music press in England was divided, between the throwaway pop coverage of the New Musical Express and the jazz-dominated Melody Maker. In America, likewise, the jazz fraternity had Downbeat magazine, but there was no contemporary equivalent of the later Rolling Stone. In the space of one decade, the advent of the Beatles would change all this.


‘It seemed to me that pop had come of age,’ wrote critic George Melly on first hearing Paul McCartney’s ‘Eleanor Rigby’. As the Beatles began to transcend the traditional confines of pop music, so an ostensibly more cultured and literate audience sat up and took notice. There were other forces in play, of course. Bob Dylan’s lyrics had become progressively more poetic since his first albums in the early Sixties. Indeed, by the time of the Beatles’ 1966 Revolver album (where ‘Eleanor Rigby’ first appeared), John Lennon, in particular, had clearly come under his influence. Dylan, however, was first and foremost an albums artist. However significant the changes he brought to rock music, he couldn’t impact upon the mainstream in the way that the overtly populist Beatles did.


Populism was the sign of the times – not only in music, but in the popular and commercial arts generally. Nineteen-sixties Britain saw a democratisation of culture. Painting, fashion, photography, journalism and filmmaking all gave rise to a new generation who displaced the old elite. David Hockney, Michael Caine and David Bailey all came, like the Beatles, from modest backgrounds. These were the new movers and shakers who, in turn, informed the new opinion makers.


So it was that ‘highbrow met lowbrow’, as one American commentator put it. For the group’s unprecedented influence on the other side of the Atlantic – not just on the US charts, but on the American psyche – ensured that of the many thousands of column inches devoted to the Beatles throughout the world, a vast number originated in the United States. And it wasn’t just the music journalists who had them in their spotlight. Fashion gurus, film critics, sociologists, psychologists and political commentators all got in on the act.


During the eight short years that marked their career as a recording group, however, only a couple of biographies of the group saw publication: Michael Braun’s Love Me Do: The Beatles’ Progress – the only serious account written during the first year of Beatlemania – and the authorised (but inevitably sanitised) biography by Hunter Davies. There were also two literary efforts by John Lennon – In His Own Write and A Spaniard in the Works – which immediately made him the toast of that social group the English call ‘the chattering classes’.


But, after the Beatles’ break-up, the trickle of books became a flood. From the familiar story of their progress from Hamburg cellars to superstardom to in-depth musical analyses, every possible angle was covered. For every straight biography there was a score of ‘I was there’ recollections by friends and family, ex-colleagues, or even fans; for every realistic assessment of them as a rock’n’roll band, there was some pretentious highbrow critic trying to justify his liking for the Beatles.


Within these pages is a cross section of the very many words written about the Beatles over the years. They range from contemporary reviews to considered retrospective accounts, from thought-provoking challenges to our popular perception of John, Paul, George and Ringo to cynical put-downs by shortsighted pundits. The Beatles often courted controversy – ‘We’re more popular than Jesus now,’ John blithely claimed – but they also stimulated debate (particularly in their candid admissions of drug use), faced the very real physical dangers of Beatlemania – and ultimately, in John’s case, suffered an untimely death. (As did original bassist Stuart Sutcliffe, and manager Brian Epstein.)


The significance of the Beatles – not only in terms of their effect on popular music, but also in their impact upon social mores and attitudes – cannot be overestimated. They emerged from an austere post-war Britain, completely under the shadow of US popular culture. British youth had found a necessary escape from drab surroundings in American movies, street fashion and rock’n’roll. Less than a decade on, the Beatles had turned the tables: an affluent Britain began to dominate pop culture across the globe, and directly triggered a ‘youth revolution’ whose impact is still felt over 30 years later.


 


Mike Evans
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John Lennon 1940-1980


By Ray Connolly





As an early 1940s ‘war baby’, who grew up in the working-class north-west of England, journalist Connolly had a similar background to the Beatles. This extract from his 1981 biography of Lennon displays an authentic feel for 1950s teen culture.


 


Against her better judgement, [Aunt] Mimi bought John his first guitar. (It was once thought that Julia [John’s mother] was the benevolent encourager of young talent. It is certainly a more romantic notion, and one which would have appealed to John, but it was almost certainly a reluctant Mimi who actually nurtured a growing obsession with a cheap Spanish guitar.) Ten years earlier, Elvis Presley’s father had admonished his son with the advice that he ‘never knew a guitar player who ever made a dime’; now Mimi was to take up the refrain: ‘The guitar’s all right, John. But you’ll never make a living with it.’


Even if Julia did not actually buy that first guitar it was certainly she who taught John the first chords he was to play. As a girl she had sung and played banjo, and it was banjo chords that she taught John. By now he was sixteen and in his final year at Quarry Bank. All ambitious boys were already swotting for their GCEs which took place the following June, but John Lennon was busy forming his own group. Naturally enough he called it the Quarrymen, and it comprised any of the boys in his school gang who showed any musical ability and several who didn’t. The personnel changed by the week as John rowed first with one and then another. ‘If you’d been in my class at school I’d have had you in the Quarrymen,’ he later told me. ‘I would have made you join to rebel against your mother.’ Anyone who liked rock and roll could join. John, of course, was the leader of the group. He didn’t know any other way. From childhood he had always assumed an attitude of natural superiority.


Throughout that final year at school John wandered deeper into the world of rock music. Again it was an American culture which was being imposed from outside. It was a full year before Cliff Richard came up with ‘Move It’, a full year before any British act would make a proper rock and roll record, and it was nearly a year before John would meet Paul McCartney. For a year, while the embryonic Quarrymen larked about with John practising in the porch of his home, the craze grew, and the newspapers began to devote more and more space to this new phenomenon, linking it with violence and the screen rebel heroes of James Dean (who was dead before Elvis even had a hit record) and Marlon Brando. At night, instead of doing his homework, John would tune the family radio in to the weak signal of AFN Munich so that he could hear the new American records before anybody else, or he would listen to the more accessible Radio Luxembourg. (The BBC took a dim view of rock and roll music and devoted as little time to it as was humanly possible in those days.) By this time John was beginning to dress in the Teddy Boy style of the times, tight trousers and greasy hair swept back and up into a pompadour on top of his head. Poor Mimi suffered it all, but never in silence.


John was always funny in his reflections on those adolescent days. When the exploitation film Rock Around the Clock was released in Britain there was much written in the papers about how it caused violence among young people. Naturally enough John had to see this for himself. Later he expressed his disappointment at the sedateness of the evening with mock mortification. ‘I was most surprised. Nobody was screaming and nobody was dancing. I mean I’d read that everybody danced in the aisles. It must have all been done before I got there. I was all set to tear up the seats, too, but nobody joined in.’ Writer Maureen Cleave remembers John telling her of one of the terrible moments of decision which faced him during those first few months of rock and roll. He told her: ‘This boy at school had been to Holland. He said he’d got this record at home by somebody who was better than Elvis. Elvis was bigger than religion in my life. We used to go to this boy’s house and listen to Elvis on 78s; we’d buy five Senior Service loose in this shop, and some chips and we’d go along. The new record was “Long Tall Sally”. When I heard it, it was so great I couldn’t speak. You know how you are torn. I didn’t want to leave Elvis. We all looked at each other, but I didn’t want to say anything against Elvis, not even in my mind. How could they be happening in my life, both of them. And then someone said: “It’s a nigger singing.” I didn’t know negroes sang. So Elvis was white and Little Richard was black. “Thank you, God,” I said. There was a difference between them. But I thought about it for days at school, of the labels on the records. One was yellow (Little Richard) and one was blue, and I thought of the yellow against the blue.’


 


These were the stories John would tell for the rest of his life with happy affection and self-deprecating earnestness. With such cosmic thoughts inside his head it was hardly surprising that his final year at school was to end in failure in all eight GCE Ordinary Levels, including art and English Language. When John got a passion about something, anything, he didn’t mess about. When he didn’t … he did.


All the time his macho view of himself was growing. He was never in any street fights or a delinquent, but he liked to dress and act tough. In many ways his life at that age was a pretence. He told Jonathan Cott of Rolling Stone: ‘I spent the whole of my childhood with my shoulders up around the top of my head and my glasses off, because glasses were sissy, walking in complete fear but with the toughest looking little face you’ve ever seen. I’d get into trouble just because of the way I looked: I wanted to be this tough James Dean.’


Throughout the early part of 1957 the Quarrymen played in their homes, at street parties and weddings, usually for nothing or at the most a few shillings. When the Crickets’ record, ‘That’ll Be the Day’, was released Julia taught John more chords, and that became the first song he could play properly. ‘Ain’t That a Shame’ was another. By now rock and roll had a galaxy of stars like Fats Domino, Ricky Nelson, the Everly Brothers, Gene Vincent and Eddie Cochran. They were all gods to John.


On 6 July 1957, not long after completing his ‘O’ levels, John took the Quarrymen to the local Woolton Parish Church’s annual garden party where they were to play. Loyal friend Ivan Vaughan had chosen this occasion as the day John should meet a younger boy from the Liverpool Institute, a fourteen-year-old who was also obsessed with Elvis and Buddy Holly. So John Lennon, his breath smelling strongly of beer, met Paul McCartney, who had gone on his bicycle from nearby Allerton. The Quarrymen did a few variations of songs like ‘Maggie May’, the Del Vikings’ ‘Come Go with Me’ and Gene Vincent’s ‘Be-Bop-a-Lula’, the words of which John improvised because he didn’t know all the lyrics. Paul thought they were quite good.


Afterwards in the Church Hall Paul showed them what he could do, including his version of the Eddie Cochran hit, ‘Twenty Flight Rock’. John had to be impressed because technically Paul was a more competent guitarist than he was. He leaned over Paul’s shoulder all the time to learn the chords to ‘Twenty Flight Rock’. He was also impressed by the fact that Paul had begun writing his own songs, and also because he could sing. He did not, however, decide to take him into the Quarrymen immediately. He wanted him in because he was so obviously good, far better than any of the classmates who had made up the group so far. But there were two problems: John had to be the leader in everything he did, and whoever heard of a group with two lead singers? At the same time John’s commercial brain was telling him that Paul, who ‘looked like Elvis’, had a lot of talent. A week later Paul bumped into Pete Shotton. Pete had a message. Did Paul want to join the group? He did.


The inclusion of Paul into the Quarrymen was more than simply the addition of a new guitarist. It was the spur John needed to take up writing seriously. Much has been written of how the comradeship of the Lennon and McCartney partnership soured in later years and turned into rivalry. But, in fact, although they were friends, they were always rivals, too. ‘I learned a lot from Paul,’ said John. ‘He knew more about how to play than I did and he showed me a lot of chords. I’d been playing the guitar like a banjo so I had to learn it again. I started to write after Paul did a song he’d written.’ Nothing breeds ambition like competition. Among the earliest songs John wrote were ‘One After 909’, which over a decade later Paul was to sing on the last Beatles album Let It Be, and ‘Hello Little Girl’, a song the Beatles eventually gave away to another Liverpool group, the Fourmost …


Despite the age difference (when you are fourteen years old, sixteen seems positively grown up) John and Paul became close friends and would meet at Paul’s home in Forthlin Road. Paul’s mother had died of cancer about a year earlier and because Paul and his younger brother Michael had largely to fend for themselves until their father came home from work the front room of their home became something of a rehearsal room for the new partnership of Lennon and McCartney. Paul had had a much more musical background than John, his father having once played in a traditional jazz band himself, and he was therefore steeped in all kinds of popular music – a facet of his character which was eventually to turn Beatle albums into musical variety shows and aggravate the life out of his co-writer.


It is difficult to imagine two more different temperaments than John Lennon and Paul McCartney. Paul was, and still is, always the hard-working, eager-beaver, charming little diplomat – the perfect PR who hid his massive ego behind a fetching smile. John was reckless, given to wild passions and obsessions, academically lazy, witty, acerbic, and straight-talking. While Paul had a very strong streak of conservatism running through him, John, despite Mimi’s coaching in the social graces, was totally anti-establishment. They were as different as boys can be, and yet united by the common bond of music. Gradually the Quarrymen were taking shape, and one by one John’s childhood friends Pete and Ivan were being replaced by more ambitious musicians. And in 1958 Paul introduced another boy from the Liverpool Institute called George Harrison, who was even younger than Paul.




Nothing affected me until Elvis. I had no idea about doing music as a way of life until rock’n’roll hit me.


– John Lennon





In John’s eyes George was little more than a baby, three years younger and ‘always tagging along’. In fact he was often embarrassed to be seen with George so great was the age gap. Also, at that time, George had no illusions of himself as a misunderstood intellectual. He was not academically good and when he left the Institute he took a job as a trainee electrician. In Mimi’s eyes he was a really rough-looking little Ted, with a very working-class accent (his father was a bus driver) – an observation which probably worked in his favour so far as John was concerned. What worked mostly in his favour, however, was his ability on the guitar. It was the one thing he could do well, and he practised hard and long at it, with the full co-operation of his parents. Years later Brian Epstein would say that George was the most musical of the Beatles. That was probably partly to encourage him, but also because by years of practice George had a far better grasp of the complexities required to be a good virtuoso musician. When he joined the Quarrymen it was right that he played lead guitar, despite his youth. George also had something else going for him. He was nice, a naturally far more likeable person than Paul – who could be a bully, and John who, although usually funny, was often cuttingly cruel. It may have been a drag for John to have this kid tagging on to him, but at least George was a nice kid, and loyal to a fault. And unlike Paul, who always had a pretty grand idea of himself, George hero-worshipped John.


 


John Lennon 1940-1980, Ray Connolly, 1981



















A Twist of Lennon


By Cynthia Lennon





The memoirs of Lennon’s first wife, Cynthia, shine a revealing and intimate light on her life with John and the development of the Beatles. The title is derived from her married name being Cynthia Twist at the time of publication (1978).


 


Once back at college after our summer break, John and I were inseparable. John’s friends at the time were few, but very close. I was in for a very testing time with them. In the beginning I think I was a bit of a joke to them; I just wasn’t John’s type. No way could they see it lasting. ‘She’s from over the water; she doesn’t look anything like Brigitte.’ (Bardot was John’s dream girl.) ‘She’s not funny; what on earth does he see in her? It can’t be for real …’ Nothing was said but I knew by their faces and reactions what was going on in their heads. For my part I was sure I would never be accepted, and John too was up against a great deal of criticism from my friends. ‘You must be out of your mind; he’s a nut-case; you’ll get nothing but trouble from that one; you’re really asking for it aren’t you?’ There was opposition from all sides. But no one was going to interfere with our love, no matter how much truth there was in their arguments. We loved each other and that was all that mattered to us.


John and I used to have our lunch at the back of the stage in the canteen so that we could have some privacy. And it was there that we were frequently joined by two friends of John’s from the school next door to the college – George and Paul. Their school uniforms hung uncomfortably on their rather thin gangly frames. Paul was an old friend of John; George a comparatively new one. I remember they were both so keen and enthusiastic, not about school, but music: guitars and the latest Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley and Buddy Holly. Paul played the guitar and George was learning frantically. They would bring in their fish and chips and their enthusiasm, and talk for as long as time allowed. At first I felt very much an outsider. I had never heard of half of the people they were ranting on about. If they had been talking about Frank Sinatra, fine, or even Tchaikovsky, great, but who the heck was Bo Diddley? I didn’t have the foggiest, but I was soon to be given a crash course in rock and roll and also to learn how two students could survive on eight shillings a day. My travelling expenses came to two shillings. And John was always broke. Guitar strings were expensive and cigarettes made quite a hole in a student’s allowance – and that was before the pub visits at lunchtime. Times were very hard, but great fun.


On one occasion, a crowd of us went for a lunchtime drink to our local, The Crack. We were all having a laugh and a black velvet, when we sensed there was some excitement going on outside the pub. We rushed out to see what was up only to be confronted by a beautiful shiny sports car and the easily recognisable face and figure of John Gregson, actual star of stage, screen and Genevieve. You could have knocked me down with a feather, but not John. He rushed off out of sight and returned carrying a dirty old boot in his hands and eagerly presented it to John Gregson saying, ‘Can I have your autograph please, guv?’ John was obviously thrilled to bits with his find, he wouldn’t have dreamed of asking for an autograph with something so commonplace as a piece of paper but a boot, well you can’t beat that for something out of the ordinary. John Gregson was highly amused. He signed on the dotted stitching and drove off into the sunset. A lovely little incident to look back on.


John and I would go to the pictures as often as we could, when we had enough money between us. We loved watching films, but the added bonus of being able to be close and warm together, for a few hours at least, was bliss. If we couldn’t afford the luxury of the cinema we would visit the local Chinese coffee bar, where we became famous for making a cup of coffee last as long as two hours at a sitting. The proprietors seemed to understand the plight of the penniless student and John and I in those early days would just sit opposite each other, hold each other’s hands under the formica table, and gaze avidly into each other’s moon-struck eyes. The place could have collapsed about our ears for all the notice we were taking of the world about us. John would tell me a lot about himself on occasions such as these. My curiosity was insatiable. I wanted to know what made him tick; why he dressed like a down and out Teddy boy when his home and background were decidedly middle class.


John would explain that if you looked hard then there was more chance of survival when you came across a gang of tough guys. If you looked like them they were less likely to batter you than if you were dressed in arty gear and glasses. John was a self-confessed coward, but if he was really pushed he could fight as dirty as his attackers and frequently did in the old days. On the other hand, he would use every trick in the book to avoid a confrontation. If you’d ever come across a bunch of rough-necks in Liverpool, you’d find it easy enough to understand John’s strategy – it was a case of the survival of the fittest.


I realised early on in our relationship that life with John was not going to be all hearts and roses. His insecurity had created an angry young man persona and I had to be prepared to take the full impact of his unreasonable rages. Everything would appear to be happiness and contentment one moment, and the next moment all hell would break loose. I would be accused of not loving enough, of being unfaithful, of looking at or talking to a member of the opposite sex for too long. John’s jealousy and possessiveness were at times unbearable and I found myself a quaking, nervous wreck on many an occasion – so much so, that the thought of going into college the following day would fill me with fear and dread. I just had no idea what was in store for me. It was such a strange love I had for John. I was totally under his spell but I was really quite terrified of him for 75 per cent of the time. He tested me to the limits of my endurance. The one thought that kept me going during that time was that if I could last it out, John’s faith in human nature would be restored. If he could believe in just one person, he would be well on the way to calming his troubled spirit, and I desperately wanted to see him at peace with himself and the world, for his sake and mine.


Although I had many opportunities to disentangle myself from John, I just couldn’t make the break. I was faithful to him at all times. When I wasn’t seeing him, I would be at home with my mother watching television, or doing college work until the early hours of the morning. My social life revolved around John and John alone. When I was out with him he would make sure that I didn’t leave until the last train to Hoylake came in. I would then scramble into a carriage full of drunks and late night jokers. I was more often than not the only female on the train at that late hour, all the rest had more sense than me. It was a nightmare journey. I would find a corner seat, get out a large newspaper or a book and hide behind it, making myself as inconspicuous as was humanly possible. I wish I had been the type who could make light of a situation like that and laugh it off, but being me, painfully self-conscious, I just died with embarrassment and nerves. Those twenty minutes always seemed the longest of my life.




I felt that I had nothing in common with this individual. He frightened me to death.


– Cynthia Lennon, on first meeting John





George and Paul often came into the college canteen in those days. George was the tender age of sixteen, Paul seventeen, John eighteen and I was nineteen. Babies really. Paul did his best to look like a student. He would wear a mac or overcoat buttoned up to the neck in order to hide the school uniform that he disliked so intensely. His hair was as long as school rules would permit and his big soulful eyes would gaze around the canteen with envy, looking forward in desperation to the day when he could leave school and blaze his own trail.


As the college term was coming to an end and examinations were imminent, we seemed to have whole days with very little to do, the theory being that if we weren’t competent after two years of work then we never would be. Consequently we were given a great deal of time off to relax before the dreaded intermediate exams. It was on such days as these that John and I would leave the college portals hand in hand for an afternoon at the cinema or a bus ride to see Aunt Mimi in Woolton, just happy being in each other’s company for a while. It wouldn’t be for long, though. Wandering along lost to the world, we would be brought down to earth with a bump by a piercing whistle or yell from behind us that could only mean one thing – George.


‘Hi John, Hi Cyn.’ He would hurriedly catch us up and then it would be, ‘Where are you two off to? Can I come?’ Neither of us would have the heart to tell this thin gangly kid in school uniform to push off. Poor George! He hadn’t really got to the stage of serious girlfriends yet and was totally unaware of what it was all about, Alfie! So we would spend the lost afternoon as a jolly threesome, wondering what on earth we were going to do with ourselves.


On other occasions when Paul just ‘happened’ to be off school too, we would take a bus, and the guitars, to the home where a friend of John’s mother lived. ‘Twitchy’ was the irreverent nickname John had bestowed upon him. Twitchy was a waiter and worked odd hours. John had worked it all out that the house would be empty. The whole situation seemed very wrong to me. ‘How on earth do we get in?’ I asked, full of apprehension. John’s reply didn’t put my mind at rest at all. ‘Oh, don’t worry about a simple thing like that, he usually leaves his larder window open.’ The window was slightly open and proved to be large enough for one of the errant band to squeeze through. Once in, the front door would be opened and the rush to get in broke all records. Once ensconced, illegally or otherwise, the boys would sit cross-legged on the floor, tune up their guitars and begin practising. The music would delight me, the worry and fear of what would happen if we were interrupted disappeared and I would be caught up in the harmony and joy of the music I was listening to. John, Paul and George were totally absorbed in their music. They would listen intently to their records, and then make dedicated attempts at reproducing the sound. I was really becoming hooked on the music that they made, unpolished as it was in those early days.


The session usually lasted about two hours. During this time the larder would be duly raided and tea made. Cheese butties, or anything else for that matter, would be downed, the house would be left as we had found it and we would be away before you could say Bo Diddley. It was following one such occasion that George confided in John his thoughts about my suitability as a girl-friend. ‘I think she’s great, John, but there is one thing wrong.’ Long pause … ‘What’s that, George?’ John asked. George replied with a certain amount of trepidation, ‘Well, it’s her teeth, she’s got teeth like a horse.’


The intermediate exams were upon us before any of us had time to think a great deal about them. The atmosphere in college was serious, the carefree attitudes of the students changed dramatically to mild hysteria and near panic. Here was the crunch. Fail the exam and we would be out on our ears, with no qualifications to assist us in the big bad world. We all seemed to age over night at the unsavoury prospects of that dirty word failure. The usual misgivings abounded. If only we hadn’t spent so much time in that bloody pub; if only we hadn’t taken so much time off when we could have been working; if only … Oh well, it was too late to worry, we just had to do our best, such as it was.


 


Once the exams were over we were free, the weight and the worry were lifted, our futures were in the lap of the gods so we set about the happy task of enjoying ourselves once more. The summer vacation was upon us and results of our examinations wouldn’t be forthcoming until late in August, so we could relax for a while. A great deal of commuting between Hoylake and Liverpool was done during the holidays and John and I spent a lot of our time with Stuart Sutcliffe. Stuart shared a flat in a very large house in Gambia Terrace, very close to college and almost next door to my beloved Junior Art School.




Lennon is clearly on the road to failure


– Quarry Bank High School Report





Stuart’s part of the flat consisted of one enormous room, totally devoid of any home comforts. A double mattress lay desolately in one corner of the room underneath a large, dirty window, bare of anything remotely resembling a curtain. The floor-boards were spotted with different coloured oil paint; an easel was in evidence which seemed to dominate the room; canvasses finished or abandoned in a fit of artistic frustration were scattered around without semblance of order. Stuart’s flat was the archetype of a poverty-stricken artist’s studio. My first impression of this flat was one of horror. How could he live in such conditions? Chip papers filled the sooty fireplace; tubes of half-used oil paint were piled up on the mantelpiece; the walls were adorned with posters and beautiful charcoal sketches of the nude figure of the college’s life model, June. I wanted desperately to get to work on the flat for him. The mothering instinct came on very strong. Stuart always looked as though he needed someone to love and care for him. He was a very slight figure, his whole demeanour was one of sensitivity and gentleness. Art to Stuart was his whole life, comfort and home luxuries were of little importance to him and as long as he had somewhere to lay his head at night and enough money to buy paints and canvasses, he was happy. His room was his castle and his independence and freedom to work on his art surmounted every other need.


On one particular visit to Stuart it emerged that he would love to be involved in music. The influence John had over Stuart was very strong and the urge to communicate with John on every level was important to him at that time. John came up with a suggestion that seemed to suit everyone. George at the time played lead guitar, Paul and John concentrated on rhythm guitar so they were really in need of a bass player in the group. Stuart, with all his enthusiasm, could possibly fill that space. But it would mean starting from scratch and learning quickly.


He was over the moon when John came up with this suggestion. The main drawback, of course, was the absence of a bass guitar. The mere thought of the price of the instrument was daunting, to say the least, to a student on a very limited government grant but Stuart was not to be put off by such trifles. He scraped enough money together to put a down payment on a new bass guitar and put himself very much in debt to acquire the instrument. But that was of little importance to him, he had what he wanted and was determined to make full use of it.


If anyone deserved success in whatever they did it was Stuart. With John’s help he mastered the basic guitar chords in next to no time. Every spare moment was taken up practising, struggling to better his speed and technique, hoping for words of praise from John for his efforts, which John gave when they were really warranted. The particular problems Stuart had to contend with were coping with the size of the bass (Stuart was only tiny and the guitar was quite large to handle) and his poor blistered, bleeding fingers. The hardening of the skin on the fingers is normally a slow process but with Stuart he wanted to be able to play proficiently, yesterday! Consequently his fingers were in a terrible state as the taut strings cut painfully and relentlessly into his skin.


With the end of the summer holidays came our examination results. Gloom pervaded: I passed with flying colours but John’s results were a different matter altogether. He had failed in the subject he loathed most, lettering. What now? The matter was in the hands of the head of the college and the education authorities. We could only keep our fingers crossed. As it happened luck was on our side. John was to be given the opportunity of taking the lettering exam again the following year but in the meantime he was to carry on working for the National Diploma in design. The diploma course, lasting two years, involved specialisation in a particular subject, only partly of one’s own choice.


Although I have said Stuart was influenced by John, John was also influenced by Stuart in different ways. He was in awe of Stuart’s paintings and they inspired John to enter the painting department for the following two years. I, on the other hand, plumped for illustration, a subject which appealed to me and was clearly suited to my particular talents.


Now John, as I found out with time, was very attractive to the opposite sex. He held a great fascination for girls and the thought of being in separate departments didn’t exactly fill me with joy. But our relationship was relatively young and our feelings for each other were very strong, so I really didn’t think there was much danger of losing him to anybody at that time.


The autumn term commenced with great excitement. The new courses were a challenge, and the fact that we were one step further up the ladder of our careers made us feel older and more confident for the future. We weren’t the babies of the college any more. John and I spent whatever free time we had with each other, but our ups and downs, jealousies and petty rows continued interspersed with times of love and happiness.


 


A Twist of Lennon, Cynthia Lennon, 1978



















The Arty Teddy Boy


By Mike Evans





The subjects of this article – the early artistic and musical development of John Lennon, his relationship with Stuart Sutcliffe, the British art school system and the youth culture of the late 1950s – were explored by the editor in his earlier book, The Art of the Beatles (1984).


 


It was during the late 1950s, while still a grammar-school boy in North Wales, that I began to get involved with the artistic bohemia of Liverpool 8. At that point, I knew the ‘full time’ painters better than the students from the College of Art, although I was acquainted with Lennon’s flatmate, Rod Murray and, in passing, the bunch of boisterous cronies he hung round with, though none of them by name. I do remember my art teacher at school, a genial character called David Kinmont, referring to the new breed of art student emerging at the time as ‘nothing better than arty Teddy Boys’. 25 years later, while helping with my research for the Art of the Beatles exhibition subsequently staged at Liverpool’s Walker Art Gallery, Peter Blake recalled a similarly hard-nosed crowd of students from Liverpool who graduated to London’s Royal College of Art in the early 1960s. He called them ‘the Liverpool toughies’.


John Lennon, regardless of his ability – or lack of it – in visual art, was an archetype: the product of a clash of cultures that first occurred in the English grammar schools, and more specifically art colleges, and manifested itself generally in the popular culture of the 1960s.


England has been, and still is, the most class-conscious of countries. Ironically, the ‘levelling’ of society by post-war egalitarianism only served to throw traditional class differentials into sharper focus, and to introduce new ones. The 1944 Education Act had two direct effects on matters of class as far as the generation of ‘war babies’ was concerned. The entry-by-merit established in the eleven-plus exam for the traditional grammar schools meant that working class children for the first time entered the mainstream of higher education in large numbers. However, the class-by-birth barriers this helped to erode were replaced by a new set of status values governed by intellectual ability. Almost regardless of their background, children from the working and lower-middle classes were categorised at eleven into the achievers and the no-hopers, those with career potential and those doomed, like their fathers, to the life of industrial and rural labour. (Another anomaly in the system was that the upper classes never had the rigidity of this academic apartheid forced upon them, fee-paying education being untouched by the changes in the State sector.)


So strong were the identity pressures associated with ‘grammar’ or ‘secondary’ education that, by the mid-1950s, when John Lennon was in his teens, the lines were fairly clearly drawn in terms of the new youth culture which was springing up all around. Grammar school culture tended to be ‘posh’ – even more so if the background was solidly working class. They were the ‘swots’, the kids more likely, in the mid-1950s, to have cottoned on to jazz. The Goons were the schoolyard cult par excellence; folk music and skiffle abounded; the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) found its largest following. By the end of the decade, along with university fodder, the grammar schools had produced (with the help of Fleet Street) the beatniks.


Secondary schools, on the other hand, represented the mainstream proletarian teenager, who, for reasons more economic than artistic, now also had a cultural identity: an identity which was non-academic, non-literary, essentially anti-art, and centred on the style and music surrounding rock’n’roll.


The institutions of further education – universities, teacher-training colleges, art schools – were open to the grammar-school educated offspring of the masses. But whereas most establishments had specific academic criteria for entry, the art schools had a much looser system of recruitment. In the case of John Lennon, with his paucity of academic achievement, this was just as well. Despite being intellectually able, he resented and rejected the disciplines involved in passing exams, ending up with no O-Levels at all – not even in English and Art, the two subjects where his teachers admitted he showed a real talent. Throughout school, especially during the last two years, he was branded a troublemaker, the classroom joker, more interested in his embryo skiffle group and his ad hoc cartoon-sheet, The Daily Howl, which featured his own graphic caricatures of the teaching staff. As if in desperation to find a role for the wayward Lennon, the headmaster at Quarry Bank suggested he use the cartoons he was producing so prolifically as the basis for a portfolio to seek entry into Liverpool College of Art. It was possible to join the basic intermediate course at a local art school on the merits of artwork alone. The door was now open to ‘non-academic’ students who happened to show some artistic ability, the broad spectrum of would-be artists.


Since post-war National Service imposed conscription on all males at the age of eighteen, further education had been a catch-all for bright kids who wanted to avoid the call-up; most students were simply exempt. Even after conscription was abolished in the mid-1950s, college continued to attract not only the career-minded, but those still anxious to avoid a ‘real job’ for a year or two. What the art schools offered to those of an artistic inclination was the chance to avoid adult responsibility, and the opportunity to indulge in both the technical disciplines and the Bohemian lifestyle of the art student. For many people, the latter was indeed a greater attraction than the former.


Out of these tensions, disparate cultural pressures and influences, came a new kind of rebel. Not, on the one hand, the acceptably unconventional student, the duffle-coated radical conforming to the stereotype of the pipe-smoking jazz fan, his roots in the Angry Young Men of earlier in the decade, John Osborne’s Jimmy Porter personified. And certainly not mere miscreant youth, which is all the Teds added up to in most cases: essentially conservative in their chauvinism and with limited aspirations – a revolt in style inexorably linked to a music (that of early Elvis, Buddy Holly, Little Richard) which was already just a memory on provincial jukeboxes by the closing years of the 1950s. What hit the art schools at precisely this time was a potent hybrid of these models of the teenage malcontent. From the social melting pot of the grammar schools came a mixed bag of cultural references: kids from terraced back streets more interested in pulp comics than Picasso; suburban romantics hung up on the new American Beat writers; and everywhere the all-pervasive influence of rock’n’roll and the English skiffle craze that went with it. The result was a species of which the seventeen-year-old John Lennon was both typical and one of the first – the art-student-as-Teddy Boy.




Stuart was John’s closest and dearest friend. They were on the same wavelength but they were opposites. Stu was a sensitive artist and he was not a rebel, as John was. He wasn’t rowdy or rough. But they complimented each other beautifully. John taught Stuart how to play bass. He wasn’t a musician, but John wanted Stuart to be with him.


– Cynthia Lennon





With his greased-back hair, narrow-as-permissible trousers and ‘slim jim’ ties, Lennon already looked ‘a bit of a Ted’ at Quarry Bank, and he stuck out like a sore thumb at Art College. Fellow student Helen Anderson recalls, ‘I liked John, we all thought he was great fun, but I never fancied him. He was greasy, a bit of a Ted, and he always smelled of chips.’ Chip-shop diet notwithstanding, just a couple of years after Lennon’s entry into Liverpool College of Art in 1957, the style had established itself; hence Blake’s reference to the ‘Liverpool toughies’ who left the college a couple of years after John. Students suddenly appeared on post-graduate courses in London, at the RCA and the Slade, revelling in their working class (i.e. regional) accents, swaggering round like macho motorbikers, swearing a lot, getting into the occasional fight, terrifying some of the tutors, mesmerising most of the girls. But when he burst on to the intermediate course at Liverpool back in ’57, Lennon’s gritty style and coarse manner was almost unique. Almost, but not quite.


There was one other quasi-Ted among the students, a year ahead of John, who, if only for reasons of image, Lennon would inevitably have been drawn to: Stuart Sutcliffe. As it emerged, after their introduction through graphics student and amateur journalist Bill Harry, Stuart’s sense of style went much deeper than just his dress, although in 1957 that in itself certainly set him apart from his fellow students. Almost as soon as he had left Prescot Grammar School, during the summer vacation prior to his first term at Liverpool in the autumn of ’56, Sutcliffe began to adapt his schoolboy ‘sticky out’ hair (as everyone described it) and ‘swotty’ glasses to look reminiscent of his recently deceased hero James Dean. By the time the young John Lennon entered the course a year later, Sutcliffe already struck a highly individual pose, with his tight drainpipe trousers, sandals, combed-back quiff and sunglasses. None of these diverse elements were, in themselves, particularly alien to art-student fashion of course, but their combination by Stuart made for a striking image that soon became the talk of the college.


But it was Sutcliffe’s concern with style, his attitude to the visual, that sparked in John an enthusiasm that he recognised somewhere in himself. They spent hours talking, Stuart enthusing about his painter heroes (he was considered the bright new talent among college painters), about James Dean, about life in general; John raving about his rock’n’roll ambitions with a manic sense of humour that came out in gobbledegook word-play and pungent wit.


Stuart was basically intellectual rather than intuitive, John the reverse. In this respect he was more ‘arty’ than Lennon, who very consciously wore the mantle of the anti-intellectual Teddy Boy. But both rubbed off on each other. John admired, albeit tacitly, Stuart’s ability, his self-discipline and knowledge. Sutcliffe, on the other hand, saw in Lennon the primitive, the intuitive artist he could never be, although in many ways his progress to totally abstract painting could be seen as a way of achieving the ‘natural’ and unrepresentational quality of music. Stuart articulated things in this way, analysed them. If John hadn’t known him better, he would quickly have dismissed him as an arty pseud. Conversely, Lennon felt that if you wanted to paint in a certain way, play music in a certain way, you did it – without wasting time talking about it. It was an attitude that was to permeate much of what he did for the rest of his life.


Sutcliffe loved rock’n’roll, and in John’s natural dynamism he perceived the romantic vision of the rock’n’roll musician, a vision rooted in the image as much as in any personal ambition actually to play. So when eventually John offered him a place with his skiffle-group-turned-rock-combo, he was in without hesitation.


Once Johnny and the Moondogs started gigging with Stuart Sutcliffe on bass guitar, he and John Lennon agreed that the first thing they needed was some sort of on-stage image. Although John revelled in his Ted image around the beard-and-sandals corridors of the art school, neither he nor Stuart wanted the group to ape the appearance of all the other Liverpool rock’n’roll outfits, real-life Teddy boys to a man. Not for them the mohair and lamé of pop circa ’59. Right from the start they adopted a ‘cooler’ look. While the haircuts were definitely based on teenage America, the clothes constituted a darker, subtler look than those of other groups of the time: black polo-neck sweaters, dark blue jeans and white sneakers.


 


The Arty Teddy Boy, Mike Evans, 1987



















Art Into Pop


By Simon Frith and Howard Horne





From a more sociological point of view, Frith and Howard focus on how the English art school environment of the late Fifties impacted on Lennon, Sutcliffe and other British rock’n’rollers.


 


The first of Britain’s art school blues musicians, John Mayall, attended junior art classes in Manchester in the 1940s, debuted as a pianist in a blues trio in 1950, and formed the first version of his Powerhouse Four when he returned to the Regional College of Art after a couple of years National Service. For the next decade (and even after his move to London and the buoyant Southern R’n’B scene in 1963) Mayall took commercial art and graphic layout jobs by day, blues gigs by night, and lived a life much like that of the original Dixielanders – he even had the same reputation as George Webb for ‘purism’ and an intimidating disapproval of band members who strayed away from the correct blues line. But while Mayall’s stance was to be significant well into the 1960s (in his famous 1965 gesture of anti-commercialism, Eric Clapton left his art school band, the Yardbirds, to join John Mayall’s Bluesbreakers) by then there were other ideological positions involved in art school students’ attitudes to music-making.


John Lennon, who was at Liverpool College of Art from 1957-60, best exemplified the changes. For a start he was there as much for negative as positive reasons. He was a bright, disruptive, lower-class grammar school boy with no o-levels, no career plans, and nowhere else to go (and when he left the college three years later he had no art qualifications either). Lennon was, then, happy to go to art school simply because ‘it was better than working’ (and as an unqualified entrant, with few signs of artistic talent anyway, he found himself on a lettering course as dull as his school subjects). This was the period, from the mid-1950s to the mid-1960s, when art schools operated most liberally to provide further educational opportunities to working-class and middle-class school leavers who had neither academic nor occupational qualifications but whose ‘awkwardness’ seemed to have some sort of creative potential. In 1959, for example, Keith Richards, council estate yob and truant, was expelled from secondary school and wangled a place at Sidcup College of Art, while Chris Dreja, later of the Yardbirds, then of the Surbiton middle class, found himself placed in his secondary mod’s ‘pre-art school set-up called the “art-stream”’. Dreja had failed the eleven-plus and already, as a thirteen-year-old, was obviously ‘anti-social’ but, as he remembers, ‘if you took certain aptitude tests or your hair was too long and you didn’t fit in anywhere else’ you were defined as an art school type. Dreja joined the art stream experiment in its third year; two years above him were Eric Clapton ‘plus a whole collection of other buffoons and social drop-outs’. (1)


For such misfits and rebels, art college was as much an ideological battleground as school had been, and fellow students were as despised for their sloppy bohemian pose as fellow school pupils had been for their stupidity and/or eagerness to please. Lennon and Richards alike thus played up their supposed working classness, dressing up as teddy boys (or what their peers thought were teddy boys), using rock’n’roll as a sign of their contemptuous vulgarity.


‘I think it is shit music,’ John Lennon sneered about jazz, ‘even more stupid than rock and roll, followed by students in Marks and Spencer pullovers. Jazz never gets anywhere, never does anything, it’s always the same and all they do is drink pints of beer.’ Fellow student Michael Isaacson, who ran the college music club ‘and provided a staple diet of jazz, notably the trendy sounds of Miles Davis and the Modern Jazz Quartet,’ remembers Lennon’s response: ‘What a lot of fucking shit you play. Why don’t you play something proper – like Little Richard, Chuck Berry, Elvis Presley?’




Isaacson’s retort was a challenge: ‘What do you know about it? Most of the people here like this. If you really want to do something, bring your group to the art school dance and prove yourselves. I’ll put you on and give you a break.’ The group did play, and Isaacson says they were a shambles, with a poor sound, and deservedly got a thin reception.2





Even as they were being awkward and rude, taking their own musical interests far more seriously than their fellow students’ artistic skills, using rock’n’roll as a way of puncturing bohemian pomposity, students like Lennon were finding unexpected opportunities in art school life and were being changed by them. At the very least colleges offered even the idlest students material benefits. They provided stages and audiences for first, faltering performances, and while reception may have been ‘thin’, college audiences have always put less value on ‘professionalism’, been more open to experiment and surprise than any other group of rock and pop fans. Entertainment doesn’t necessarily define an art school night out; bad performances can easily be transformed, by the right sort of self-consciousness, into good performance art (or ordinary Dada).


In the late 1950s experiments were mostly less drastic but equally necessary – they gave musicians a chance to make music without having to please anyone, without having to fit either the showbiz routines which had already changed the approach of rock’n’rollers like Cliff Richard or the rapidly hardening formulas of jazz, folk and skiffle clubs. Colleges provided rehearsal space and time – lunch sessions seem to have been routine in all art colleges, and even Jimmy Page, who arrived at art school as a well-established rock and roll guitarist, found college life valuable simply for its lack of formal demands – ‘he immersed himself in blues studies, collecting old records, practising hours every day.’3


For less worldly, less experienced students, the most valuable college resource was other students, who provided ideas, records, equipment, moral support, even money. It was in college that Keith Richards first heard American blues, got an electric guitar (in a swap for some records), and played in an R’n’B band. It was from a college friend, Andy ‘Thunderclap’ Newman, that Pete Townshend learnt the creative use of tape recording. It was at a college gig that Ray Davies met Alexis Korner and so got access to the London R’n’B scene. It was thanks to his college contacts that John Lennon improved the early Beatles sound – they became the first of many groups to subsidise their equipment costs illicitly, from student union funds!




Stuart also dreamt up a new name for the group. Buddy Holly had his Crickets, and, on a forthcoming month-long tour of Britain, Gene Vincent was going to be backed by the Beat Boys. How about ‘The Beetles’? One of the motorbike gangs in The Wild One was called that too. A brainstorming session with John warped it eventually to ‘The Beatles’ – you know, like in ‘beat music’.


– Pauline Sutcliffe, Backbeat





In a sense all we’re describing here is a familiar aspect of student life – art colleges were special in the late 1950s and early 1960s only because universities and technical colleges then catered for a much narrower range of student interests, demanded much more systematic academic work, and weren’t yet into the entertainment business. But art school friendships also involve attitudes and influences that are not normal in other educational settings even now – they offer a way for students to apply the tenets of Romanticism (all art students are, after all, in one way or another, ‘creative’) to everyday life. For Pete Townshend, for example, friendship with Tom Wright didn’t just mean access to ‘a massive collection of American blues, R’n’B and jazz albums’. Wright also gave Townshend ‘his first taste of marijuana’, and, as Dave Marsh comments:




At the time, one of the major functions of pot smoking was to throw Townshend together with a group of very unconventional students, leading him to question the relative social stability in which he’d been raised and supporting his ego by marking him as eccentric rather than just weird.4





Eric Burdon remembers meeting John Steel (who became the Animals’ drummer) in his very first class at Newcastle College of Art (‘I heard someone yell from the back of the room: “Is anyone here interested in jazz?”’) and the two of them were soon part of the college clique who dominated lunchtime jam sessions and the studio record player, spending the rest of their time in ‘frantic’ record exchanging, film-going and discussions of white American beat style and black American beat music. For John Lennon, by far the most significant aspect of art school life was his friendship with students like Bill Harry and, in particular, Stuart Sutcliffe – ‘they would sit for hours in Ye Cracke,’ the student pub, ‘discussing Henry Miller and Kerouac and the “beat” poets, Corso and Ferlinghetti.’ Lennon had always regarded himself as a genius; Sutcliffe taught him, by both precept and example, what it meant to be an ‘artist’:




From Stu, he learned of the French Impressionists, whose rebellion against accepted values made that of Rock and Roll seem marginal. Van Gogh, even more than Elvis Presley, now became the hero against whom John Lennon measured the world.5





Through Sutcliffe, Lennon (and the Beatles) became, first, part of the Liverpool 8 art scene, the bohemian cafés, pubs, clubs and pads (the flat Sutcliffe and Lennon shared in Gambier Terrace was even featured in the People as an example of ‘beatnik horror’), and then, part of the Hamburg art scene (so that, eventually, Lennon moved from wearing a rock hairstyle to shock the art school world to wearing an art school hairstyle to shock the pop world).6


The changes in Liverpool music in this period weren’t caused by the Beatles (or by art schools). The Cavern, which had started as a trad jazz hangout, had already moved into modern jazz and skiffle, and became a ‘beat club’ in 1960 out of commercial necessity (just as the jazz group the Bluegenes became a beat group, the Swinging Blue Jeans). The Beatles’ importance (or, rather, the importance of Lennon and Sutcliffe) was to keep a sense of Bohemia alive in the club, even as it drew a younger, lower class, more casually hedonistic crowd, and to apply an artistic attitude to these youths’ concerns for style and rock’n’roll. Lennon had, indeed, first been drawn to Sutcliffe by the way he looked:




For Stu, in 1959, resembled neither Teddy Boy nor jazz cellar habitué. He had evolved his own style of skin-tight jeans, pink shirts with pinned collars and pointed boots with high, elasticated sides. His dress, in fact, was disapproved of by the Art College far more than John’s, but was tolerated because of his brilliance as a student.7







1 John Platt, Chris Dreja and Jim McCarty (1983) Yardbirds, Sidgwick & Jackson, London, p.8. John Lennon quote from Hunter Davies (1981) The Beatles, Panther, London, p.64.


2 Davies, op. cit. p.77 and Ray Coleman (1985) John Lennon, Futura, London pp.62-3.


3 Stephen Davis (1985) Hammer of the Gods, Sidgwick & Jackson, London, p.18.


4 Dave Marsh (1983) Before I Get Old, St Martin’s Press, New York, pp.50-1.


5 Philip Norman (1981) Shout!, Elm Tree, London, p.52. And see Eric Burdon (1986) I Used To Be an Animal but I’m Alright Now, Faber & Faber, London, pp.17-19.


6 The best account of the Beatles’ art school influences is Mike Evans (1984) The Art of the Beatles, Anthony Blond, London, ch. 1.


7 Norman, op. cit., p.52.





Art Into Pop, Simon Frith and Howard Horne, 1987



















John Lennon 1940-1980 (2)


By Ray Connolly





This account of the Beatles’ very early days contrasts the rough-and-ready rock’n’roll of their Hamburg period with the sharply manufactured (but dull) professionalism of the era’s major pop stars.


 


The financial rewards for being in the Quarrymen at that time were not exactly bewitching and they rarely earned more than a couple of pounds a night. The basic trouble with the group was that they had three guitarists, no proper bass player since Stu was so hopeless, no drummer and no proper equipment. George Harrison could undoubtedly have made a better career for himself by joining one of the more professional groups of the time who were aware of his prowess, but he didn’t. Of course, they were all still very young, just two schoolboys and two college students. Still, they did get gigs, places like the Finch Lane bus depot party (George’s father worked there) and eventually they even got selected to appear in one of the heats to a Carroll Levis TV Discoveries show which took place in Manchester. It was at this point that the name Quarrymen finally disappeared, to be replaced for a short time by Johnny and the Moondogs. The change of name did not help their fortune. The Moondogs did not go on to become one of Mr Levis’s discoveries. They went back to Liverpool and changed their name again. This time they became the Beatles, after a short aberration when they took the rather grandiose showbiz title of the Silver Beatles.


The first regular gigs that the Beatles were to get came ironically through the one Beatle who could not play, Stu. Because of his friendship with a local Liverpool hustler Allan Williams the four began to appear in the basement of Williams’s coffee bar known as the Jacaranda, a meeting place for itinerant scrubbers, students and all kinds of rag, tag and bobtail people from Liverpool 8. Because the Beatles were still at college or school most of the gigs were in the lunch hour, and the line-up was still very basic. They were still without a drummer and Stu’s bass playing had hardly improved. But in their black Marks and Spencer polo-neck sweaters, black jeans and white gym shoes they at least were beginning to look like a group, and what they lacked in professionalism they made up for in energy and enthusiasm, playing in front of borrowed amplifiers and speakers, and trying to cover up for Stu on bass. Other groups also played at the Jacaranda, minor local stars like Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, who had a drummer called Ringo Starr, and Cass and the Casanovas.


By 1959 a great deal had happened in the rock and roll world which was to affect the Beatles. Buddy Holly and Eddie Cochran were both dead, Chuck Berry was in jail. Elvis was being musically emasculated in the US Army, and the first generation of British rock and rollers were enjoying their first flush of success. Like all true connoisseurs of rock music the Beatles found their more successful contemporaries cringingly embarrassing: after one good record with ‘Move It’, Cliff Richard was becoming increasingly wet, Tommy Steele was always a hyped-up joke for the media (a good family entertainer, but never a rocker), Wee Willie Harris was an even worse joke, and, while Marty Wilde and Billy Fury undoubtedly had talent, it was a derivative talent, seemingly based on whatever happened to be doing well in the American charts. Even American rock and roll was going soft, it seemed, with newcomers like Bobby Vee, Fabian, Bobbie Vinton and Frankie Avalon singing teenage laments about high school proms and graduation rings. This was not the music that had first attracted John Lennon and Paul McCartney. When Elvis had started it had all been straight from the gut lust, a sound produced apparently by mainlining virility and passion. He had taken black rhythm and blues music and bleached it into a steaming poor white rock driven along by jangling guitars and an eruption of nervous energy. Chuck Berry and Buddy Holly had adopted that sound, and given it a new literacy, observations on the American way of auto-life in the case of Chuck Berry, and whimsical, clever, sad little love songs from Buddy Holly. But most of the newer sounds were simply pale shadows of that music, augmented and softened now with orchestral backing or pizzicato strings. The Beatles hated it.


They may not exactly have hated Billy Fury, but then neither did they love him either. He was from Liverpool himself but had become a very big star in the moody Elvis mould while they had been beavering along at school. But it was Billy Fury who first suggested that they be given a decent break. The incident occurred when impresario Larry Parnes, Fury’s manager, was looking for a group to accompany Fury on a tour. At Allan Williams’s suggestion Parnes and Fury came to Liverpool to audition some of the local groups. The audition took place in Williams’s new club the Blue Angel.


As always the Beatles were short of a drummer for the audition (a drum kit was very expensive, so drummers were always in short supply) but they borrowed somebody and played along with the other groups for Parnes and Fury. Fury wanted the Beatles, but Parnes was worried about the bass player. Stu had played with his back to Parnes during the whole audition because he actually couldn’t play, but Parnes hadn’t been fooled. He asked if the group would play again without the boy on bass. ‘No,’ said John, with a loyalty which was not to turn into a lifelong habit. Either Parnes wanted them with Stu, or not at all.


Parnes chose to live without them on that occasion, but a few months later he booked them for a tour with one of his less prestigious protégés, a youth named Johnny Gentle. (All of Parnes’s boys had names like Wilde, Fury or Gentle.) Again they found themselves a fill-in drummer and set off on their first tour. It was not a success. Although they took Stu (who was not being paid) along with them, they used to pull the lead out of his amp so bad was his playing, and although he was John’s friend this did not prevent him from becoming the butt of a great deal of the more vicious Lennon humour. It is worth remembering that not everyone liked John Lennon. To many people he was a mean, vicious and cruel man who made fun of authority and scoffed at weakness. He could behave like a complete bastard, and frequently did – as he was openly to admit many years later.


In the summer of 1960 Paul left school with one ‘A’ level (in Art) and to no one’s surprise John was kicked out of art college. Allan Williams, their friend and de facto manager, got them a booking in Hamburg. From now on they were no longer part-time students and part-time musicians: all three, plus Stu, and a new drummer they had picked up called Pete Best, were to become full-time musicians. The Beatle sound was about to be conceived.




So you see lads, I’m very annoyed (you can say that again) you should welsh out of your agreed contract. If you decide not to pay I promise that I shall have you out of Germany inside two weeks through several ways and don’t you think I’m bluffing.


– letter to the Beatles from their original manager, Allan Williams





When the Beatles finally emerged to national and then international prominence there was a genuine surprise in the pop world at their technical abilities and apparently limitless repertoire. How could four unknown men play so well, write so originally, sing in such close harmony and be so totally self-confident and professional? The answer lay basically in Hamburg. Unlike most British rock stars, the Beatles had years of playing and writing together before they became famous. They had masses of opportunities to make their mistakes and learn from them before being catapulted into the public gaze. Had they won the Carroll Levis Discoveries show they would most probably have withered and died before very long; had Larry Parnes recognised the budding talent they would have been robbed of their opportunities to experiment, and found themselves with some butch name and mohair suits long before they were ready for success. As it was, the world took an awful long time to recognise the Beatles, and when it did they had paid more than their dues. They were good and they knew it.


In Liverpool they had already built up a small following before going to Hamburg, but it was in the long tortuous hours of playing on stage in the small sleazy India Club in Hamburg that they were to begin to graduate from being just a good rock and roll band, to being the best group in the world. Billy Fury, Marty Wilde, Cliff Richard and Adam Faith all had it much easier. They got to the top very quickly, without having time to really learn their trade, and it was only Cliff Richard among the dozens of early British rock stars who was to make any lasting impression. Phil Spector used to say that you can’t hide talent; but sometimes talent needs hiding while it is being nursed. In Liverpool the longest gig the Beatles had ever played was an hour. In Hamburg they were expected to go out and entertain for as long as eight hours at a stretch. No wonder they got good. They were given the opportunity to fail, to rehearse and improvise before an audience. And when it came to rock and roll they recognised and were grateful for their opportunities.


Domestic arrangements on that first visit to Hamburg were primitive, all five boys sleeping in one room behind a cinema screen. They did everything together. Everything. Apart from the girls, there was drink and there were pep pills. At first they started on Preludin, slimming pills, because they were told that that was the way to stay awake during their marathon playing stints; and then they graduated to whatever else was available, usually purple hearts, which, combined with the alcohol they were consuming, made them even loonier.


Before long they moved to another, larger club called the Kaiserkeller, and more marathon sessions, in which they had to play very loudly to get their drunken unruly audiences to pay any attention at all. None of the Beatles had much knowledge of the German language and John never even bothered to try and learn. They were rough bars, where the waiters carried flick knives, and sailors would get drunk and brawl while the Beatles played deafeningly on. When the Beatles weren’t playing, Rory Storm and the Hurricanes were, driven along by Ringo’s steady drumming. Of course there were still arguments in the group, particularly between Paul and Stu. Paul had been John’s special friend until Stu had come along. Paul probably resented him. And Stu was still having trouble with his bass guitar.


The Beatles stayed in Hamburg for five months on that first occasion. Of course the local rockers liked them, but they were now taken up by a new force of fans from the local art college including Klaus Voorman and his girlfriend Astrid Kircherr, the first in the never-ending line of self-considered intellectuals who were to become Beatle fans. Klaus was also a musician and was eventually to turn up in England in the mid-sixties to illustrate the cover to the Revolver album and play bass with John on several solo albums including Imagine. Over the next few months Astrid set about photographing them, moody black and white pictures, encouraging them to wear black leather, and eventually to comb their hair forward.


Then just before Christmas 1960 they ran into trouble. George was deported because at seventeen he was under age, and Paul and Pete Best were thrown into jail after accidentally starting a fire in the room in which they lived.


One by one the Beatles drifted back to Liverpool. The great adventure had ended in failure. They were all broke. Only Stu had done well: he had fallen in love with the enigmatic Astrid. John went home to Mimi and got his customary scolding, and dropped out of sight for a while. He wasn’t even sure whether he wanted to continue with the Beatles, he was to say later. John may have been the exhibitionist on stage, he may have talked more than virtually anybody in the world but, even then, he was always prone to states of reclusivity.


The need to work brought him out of it. At first they played a few gigs at Pete Best’s mother’s club, the Casbah, and then just after Christmas, 1960, they appeared at Litherland Town Hall. It was then that they first realised that something had changed while they had been in Hamburg. Suddenly they had fans. They were unlike anything or anybody else. John would say later that they were the first punks. A few weeks later they began making regular appearances at the Cavern club in the city centre, mainly during the lunch hour since evenings were reserved for trad jazz. Their fans became more numerous. Their fame was spreading like wildfire around Liverpool. They looked and sounded different, and alongside the thin, over-rehearsed rock groups of the day, who usually played variations of the Shadows’ sound, their music was positively brutal. Altogether they were to make over 250 appearances at the Cavern.


Later in the year they returned to Hamburg, and this time they even made a record, with John singing ‘My Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean’ for Bert Kaempfert’s company. Later, when it was released in America at the height of Beatlemania, it was a huge success, but John always hated it. It was on this trip that Stu eventually decided that he was never going to be happy as a musician, and left to join the local art college. Paul finally took over the bass guitar. For a year John and Stu wrote to each other, long letters of affection. Then in April 1962 Stu died of a brain haemorrhage. He had never been cut out to be a musician, but he was certainly an artist of some promise, and certainly more intellectually able than the other Beatles. Although John had teased him mercilessly about his bad playing, and had not been particularly distressed when he voluntarily left the group, Stu’s death hit John badly. Stu had been an intellectual soul-mate.


Altogether the Beatles made five trips to Hamburg and each time they made a bigger impression. Each time Cynthia stayed at home – the steady girlfriend, while John wallowed in excesses of sex, pills and drink. Cynthia was the archetypal rock and roll widow. Whenever they were in Liverpool the Beatles appeared at the Cavern or local dance halls. Very, very slowly their earnings were increasing, but still no record company had come along to whisk them away to fame and fortune. Part of the trouble was that they no longer had a manager, due to a disagreement with Allan Williams, and there was no one to realise their abilities. All the record companies were based in London and in those days Liverpool was a very long way away.


Then in October 1961 Brian Epstein, then 27, and the manager of one of his family’s Liverpool music shops, was asked for a copy of ‘My Bonnie’. Later in the day he was asked again. He had never heard of the Beatles, but an acquaintance had. He was told he could see them at the Cavern where they were performing. The club was dank with sweat, excitement and poor draining, the music was deafening, and the four boys on stage looked extremely rough. But they had presence, they generated excitement, and they were funny. After the show he asked if he could be their manager. They agreed. They had nothing to lose. To them Epstein was a man of some sophistication.


Much has been made of Epstein’s homosexuality in deciding to manage the Beatles. But probably not even he ever really knew what were his true motives. He had been to RADA, without much success, and clearly was attracted by the bright lights. Perhaps he really did think that the Beatles would be ‘bigger than Elvis’, as he claimed a year later. But that was more probably hindsight. In all likelihood he was simply a fairly well-off young man, attracted to the four unkempt individuals who had no respect for anything, least of all him, and who, unlike him, had not had so much of their personalities repressed by guilt, family, religion and school.


 


John Lennon 1940-1980, Ray Connolly, 1981



















A Cellarful of Noise


By Brian Epstein





Brian Epstein’s account of his early experiences managing the Beatles was published in 1964, at the height of Beatlemania. Despite his natural restraint, Epstein’s sense of amazement shines through – such as in this recollection of his momentous first encounter with ‘the boys’.


 


The name ‘Beatle’ meant nothing to me, though I vaguely recalled seeing it on a poster advertising a university dance at New Brighton Tower and I remembered thinking it was an odd and purposeless spelling.


Raymond Jones was one of any average dozen customers who called in daily for unknown discs and there seems now no valid reason why, beyond my normal efforts to satisfy a customer, I should have gone to such lengths to trace the actual recording artistes. But I did and I wonder sometimes whether there is not something mystically magnetic about the name ‘Beatle’?


Now they are world famous, the Beatles defy analysis as to the specific ingredients of their success, but I do wonder whether they would have been quite as big if they had been called, for example, the Liverpool Four, or something equally prosaic.


One interesting feature of the Beatles’ entry into my life was that without being conscious of it, I had seen them many times in the store.


I had been bothered a little by the frequent visits of a group of scruffy lads in leather and jeans who hung around the store in the afternoons, chatting to the girls and lounging on the counters listening to records. They were pleasant enough boys, untidy and a little wild and they needed haircuts.


I mentioned to the girls in the shop that I thought the youth of Liverpool might while their afternoons away somewhere else, but they assured me that the boys were well behaved, and amusing and they occasionally bought records. Also, said the girls, they seemed to know good discs from bad.


Though I didn’t know it, the four lads were the Beatles, filling in part of the long afternoon between the lunchtime and evening shows in the best cellars.


On October 28 Raymond Jones left the store after I had taken a note of his request. I wrote on a pad: ‘“My Bonnie”. The Beatles. Check on Monday.’


But before I had had time to check on Monday, two girls came into the store and they too asked for a disc by this curiously-spelled group. And this, contrary to legend, was the sum total of demand for the Beatles’ disc at this time in Liverpool. It is untrue that there was a milling fighting crowd around NEMS waiting for the disc to arrive.


That afternoon I telephoned a few of the agents who imported discs, told them what I was looking for and found that no one had heard of the thing, let alone imported it. I might have stopped bothering there and then if I hadn’t made it a rigid rule never to turn any customer away.


And I was sure there was something very significant in three queries for one unknown disc in two days.


I talked to contacts in Liverpool and found, what I hadn’t realised, that the Beatles were in fact a Liverpool group, that they had just returned from playing in clubs in the seamy, seedy end of Hamburg where they were well known, successful and fairly impoverished. A girl I know said: ‘The Beatles? They’re the greatest. They’re at the Cavern this week …’ The Cavern. Formerly a jazz club which had been a huge success in the mid-1950s, it was now owned by Raymond McFall, an ex-accountant who was filling some of his jazz programmes with raw ‘Made in Liverpool’ beat music played, usually, on loudly amplified guitars and drums. The Cavern was a disused warehouse beneath Mathew Street, Liverpool and I remember that I was apprehensive at the thought of having to march in there among a lot of teenagers who were dressed as if they belonged, talking teenage talk and listening to music only they understood. Also, I was not a member.




Nothing could come close to what he gave them – which was absolute love – and that’s irreplaceable. And they needed that in those days. They needed a man with wisdom and a little bit of money. He also had grace and charm, which impressed a lot of people worldwide. I think there is no doubt that had they not had a manager of Brian Epstein’s determination – I don’t think that they would have emerged from Liverpool.


– Ray Coleman





So I asked a girl to have a word with the Cavern, to say that I would like to pop in on November 9th at lunchtime and to ensure that I wasn’t stopped at the door. I have never enjoyed scenes on doors with bouncers and people asking for ‘your membership card, sir,’ or that sort of thing.


I arrived at the greasy steps leading to the vast cellar and descended gingerly past a surging crowd of beat fans to a desk where a large man sat examining membership cards. He knew my name and he nodded to an opening in the wall which led into the central of the three tunnels which make up the rambling Cavern.


Inside the club it was as black as a deep grave, dank and damp and smelly and I regretted my decision to come. There were some 200 young people there jiving, chatting or eating a ‘Cavern lunch’ – soup, roll, cokes and things. Over all the speakers were loudly-amplified current hit discs, then mainly American, and I remember considering the possibility of some ‘tie’ between NEMS and the Cavern in connection with the Top Twenty.


I started to talk to one of the girls. ‘Hey,’ she hissed. ‘The Beatles’re going on now.’ And there on a platform at the end of the cellar’s middle tunnel stood the four boys. Then I eased myself towards the stage, past rapt young faces and jigging bodies and for the first time I saw the Beatles properly.


They were not very tidy and not very clean. But they were tidier and cleaner than anyone else who performed at that lunchtime session or, for that matter, at most of the sessions I later attended. I had never seen anything like the Beatles on any stage. They smoked as they played and they ate and talked and pretended to hit each other. They turned their backs on the audience and shouted at them and laughed at private jokes.


But they gave a captivating and honest show and they had very considerable magnetism. I loved their ad libs and I was fascinated by this, to me, new music with it’s pounding bass beat and it’s vast engulfing sound. There was quite clearly an excitement in the otherwise unpleasing dungeon which was quite removed from any of the formal entertainments provided at places like the Liverpool Empire or the London Palladium, though I learned later that the response to the Beatles was falling off a little in Liverpool – they, like me, were becoming bored because they could see no great progress in their lives.


I hadn’t appreciated it but I was something of a figure in the Liverpool Pop Scene as a Director of NEMS, and I was surprised when after the Beatles had finished, Bob Wooler, the Cavern Disc jockey, who later became a great friend of mine, announced over the loudspeaker that Mr Epstein of NEMS was in the Cavern and would the kids give me a welcome.


This sort of announcement then, as now, embarrassed me and I was a little diffident when I reached the stage to try to talk to the Beatles about ‘My Bonnie’.


George was the first to talk to me. A thin pale lad with a lot of hair and a very pleasant smile. He shook hands and said ‘Hello there. What brings Mr Epstein here?’ and I explained that I’d had queries about their German disc.


He called the others over – John, Paul and Peter Best – and said ‘this man would like to hear our disc.’


Paul looked pleased and went into the tiny band-room next to the stage to get it played. I thought it was good, but nothing very special. I stayed in the Cavern and heard the second half of the programme and found myself liking the Beatles more and more. There was some indefinable charm there. They were extremely amusing and in a rough ‘take it or leave way’ very attractive.


Never in my life had I thought of managing an artiste or representing one, or being in any way involved in behind the scenes presentation, and I will never know what made me say to this eccentric group of boys that I thought a further meeting might be helpful to them and to me.


But something must have sparked between us, because I arranged a meeting at the Whitechapel store at 4.30 p.m. on December 3rd, 1961, ‘just for a chat,’ I explained, without mentioning management because nothing as precise as that had yet formed in my mind.


 


A Cellarful of Noise, Brian Epstein, 1964
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