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1
            Prologue

            9 December 1980

         

         Paul McCartney emerges from the recording studio in which he has been working all day to face a group of reporters holding microphones towards him under blinding lights. They ask for his reaction to John Lennon’s murder, the night before. McCartney is chewing gum. His answers are short, laconic. ‘Er, very shocked, you know.1 It’s terrible news.’

         ‘How did you find out about it?’

         ‘I got a phone call this morning.’ 

         ‘From whom?’

         ‘From a friend of mine.’

         ‘Are you planning to go over for the funeral?’

         ‘I don’t know yet.’

         ‘Have you discussed the death with any of the other Beatles?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Do you plan to?’

         ‘Probably, yeah.’

         ‘What were you recording today?’

         ‘I was just listening to some stuff, you know, I just didn’t want to sit at home.’

         ‘Why?’

         McCartney visibly loses patience. ‘I didn’t feel like it.’ 

         The reporters run out of new questions.

         ‘It’s a drag, isn’t it? Okay, cheers,’ McCartney says, and makes for his car.2

         *

         More than half a century after they stopped making music, the Beatles continue to permeate our lives. We listen to their songs while driving and dance to them in clubs and in kitchens; we sing them in nurseries and in stadiums; we cry to them at weddings and funerals and in the privacy of bedrooms. They are not likely to be forgotten any time soon; if anything of our civilisation is remembered a thousand years from now there is a good bet it will be the chorus of ‘She Loves You’ and an image of four men crossing a street in single file.

         We’ve barely begun to recognise or understand the wild improbability of the achievement. In 1962, nobody could have foreseen that America’s cultural hegemony was about to be rudely disrupted, or that the hegemon would surrender so blissfully to the disrupter. The heist was sprung from a grey island at the edge of the Old World whose glories were behind it. Britain seemed stuck in some long-gone era of top hats and dirty chimneys, all vitality spent. But from its damp soil sprouted a life force so vigorous that it jump-started a new epoch. It didn’t come from the country’s capital, either, but from the suburbs of a provincial city in industrial decline, streets forlorn with war damage. Here two teenage boys invented their own future, and, in doing so, our present. Neither John Lennon nor Paul McCartney studied music; they couldn’t even read the notes. They schooled one another, and then they schooled the world.

         When Peter Jackson’s documentary Get Back was released in 2021, many viewers commented on how strangely modern the Beatles seemed, as people. The footage showed us London streets populated by gents in pinstripe suits and hippies in Afghan coats, everyone timestamped by the historical moment. But when John, Paul, George and Ringo were in frame, we felt as if they could walk out of our screens, into our living rooms, without missing a beat. It wasn’t so much how they dressed as their demeanour: how they talked to each other, the way they sat, the jokes they made. That isn’t a coincidence. The critic Harold Bloom argued that we recognise ourselves in Shakespeare not just because he captured something eternal in human nature but 3because he wrought our very idea of what a person is – an introspective, self-fashioning individual. Similarly, the Beatles were crucial to the creation of a post-1960s personality: curious, tolerant, self-ironising, unaffected, both feminine and masculine. Timothy Leary declared, ‘The Beatles are mutants.2 Prototypes of evolutionary agents sent by God, endowed with a mysterious power to create a new human species.’ The micro-culture of the Beatles, which had such a decisive impact on our culture, germinated in the many hours that John and Paul spent in Paul’s front parlour or in John’s bedroom, guitars on laps, making songs, poetry and laughter.

         This is a book about how two young men merged their souls and multiplied their talents to create one of the greatest bodies of music in history. The partnership of Lennon and McCartney was responsible for 159 of the Beatles’ 184 recorded songs, and they were the dominant creative decision-makers within the group. ‘There is no doubt in my mind that the main talent of that whole era came from Paul and John,’3 said George Martin. ‘George, Ringo and myself were subsidiary talents.’ This is also a love story. John and Paul were more than just friends or collaborators in the sense we normally understand those terms. Their friendship was a romance: passionate, tender and tempestuous, full of longing, riven by jealousy. This volatile, conflicted, madly creative quasi-marriage escapes our neatly drawn categories, and so has been deeply misunderstood.

         We think we know John and Paul; we really don’t. A popular narrative about the group and its central partnership emerged in the wake of the Beatles’ demise in 1970. It was drafted by John Lennon in a series of dazzlingly articulate interviews, and fleshed out by a generation of rock critics who idolised him. In the 1970s, John was the hero the world wanted: ostentatiously anti-establishment, charismatically tormented – a figure who matched not just the moment, but also much older ideas of genius. Paul was deemed a ‘straight’, a bourgeois poser with no substance. A dualism took hold that has persisted ever since, with John presented as the creative soul of the Beatles, and Paul as his talented 4but facile sidekick. After Lennon’s untimely end in 1980, this narrative became canonical. Somehow it survives, albeit in a moth-eaten form, even though it says more about the cultural and political preoccupations of a bygone era than about what actually happened. ‘John versus Paul’ is still the polarising shorthand by which fans and writers discuss the Beatles. But as the protagonists themselves often acknowledged, there was no ‘John’ without ‘Paul’, and vice versa. Their collaboration, even at its most competitive, was a duet, not a duel.

         The standard narrative has distorted the true personalities of Lennon and McCartney, and impoverished our understanding of the Beatles’ music. We need a new story, not least because recent years have seen the emergence of important sources of evidence that definitively undermine the old one. Releases from the Beatles’ record label have included hours of demos, out-takes and studio chatter, which throw new light on the band’s relationships and creative processes. Peter Jackson’s documentary Get Back, for which he updated the extensive footage of the band shot in January 1969 for Michael Lindsay-Hogg’s documentary Let It Be, proved revelatory. These new primary sources give us access to the band as it actually was, rather than as subsequently reconstructed by critics and biographers – or by its members, whose memories, like everyone else’s, are flawed and biased.

         This book tells the story of John and Paul’s friendship, from when they meet until John’s death. It does so by way of the richest primary source of all: their songs. Each chapter is anchored in a song that tells us something about the state of their relationship at the time, either in its words or in how it was created or performed. In 1967, John Lennon said, ‘Talking is the slowest form of communicating anyway.4 Music is much better.’ From the moment they began writing, Lennon and McCartney conceived of the pop song not just as a tune with words but as a way of processing overwhelming pain or joy, or both, and as a means of communication. They saw the song this way because they needed to. They were both deeply emotional men who had the fabric of their world ruptured at a young age, and they longed to 5connect – with each other, with audiences, with the universe. When they couldn’t speak what they felt, they sang it.

         *

         ‘“A drag” isn’t how the world will see it,’5 says an ITN reporter, sententiously, after a clip of McCartney’s reaction to Lennon’s murder is played on the News at Ten. As millions reel at the sudden, violent death of one of the most famous and loved men in the world, that mean and paltry phrase hits the headlines: ‘It’s a drag.’ McCartney’s apparently emotionless demeanour seems to confirm what many already suspect: that Lennon and McCartney fell out years ago and no longer had any affection for each other. Amid the sadness, this news arrives like another little death. The infectious joy the two of them took in each other’s company had been so plain, on stage, on screen and, above all, in music. Now one is gone while the other chews gum and makes glib remarks.

         Whatever happened to John and Paul?6

      

   


   
      
         
7
            1: Come Go with Me

         

         They met on a hot day in July 1957 – twelve years after the war, ten years before Sgt. Pepper – amid the homespun pageantry of a suburban English garden party: brass band, fancy-dress parades, cake stalls and hoop-la games, police dogs jumping through rings of fire. Paul McCartney, fifteen years old, was a tourist that day, over from Allerton, a mile or two across the golf course. He didn’t hang out in Woolton much – it was a posh neighbourhood, a little prissy – but his friend from school, Ivan, lived there, and Ivan had suggested they go to the fete. There would be girls, plus Ivan had this local friend, John Lennon, whom Paul might like to meet, or at least see play with his group.

         The church committee in charge of Woolton’s annual fete had decided to host a skiffle band this year – something for the youth – and they’d invited John Lennon’s group, the Quarry Men, to play (in Britain, skiffle was a more polite forerunner of rock and roll). Ivan knew Paul was a music nut, a sharp-fingered guitarist and an impressive singer. He was not a Teddy Boy like John – he wasn’t as flamboyantly rebellious – but he was a devotee of Elvis Presley and Little Richard. At around 4 p.m., he and Ivan arrived at St Peter’s church, and handed over three pence each to the lady at the gate (half price: the children’s price). The noise of Lennon’s group was billowing through humid air from the field next to the church. Paul sweated in his white sports coat and tight black trousers.

         He had seen John around, on the bus, in the chip shop, and he was already fascinated by him. Paul was an intellectually hungry boy who was unconvinced by school and unimpressed by the prospect of an 8office job. Here was this older lad, nearly seventeen, a leather-jacketed, sideburned, vulpine rocker who seemed to have already made an irreversible break from workaday life. John Lennon was not someone you wanted to be seen paying attention to until you were ready for it to be returned. He carried a reputation for verbal and physical combat and was usually surrounded by a schoolboy entourage.

         Now, as Paul and Ivan approached the makeshift stage, Paul McCartney was afforded a legitimate chance to gaze at John Lennon. To hear him, too. It must have been an awful, muddy, glorious racket. One lad scrubbing a washboard, another grabbing at a tea-chest bass, a drummer dutifully thumping. And up front: Lennon, the opposite of bashful, staring down the crowd and blasting out, in his rude, powerful voice, songs that Paul knew by heart.

         Later, Paul remembered that he was struck by how good Lennon looked, and how good he sounded. He was also intrigued by what Lennon got wrong. Lennon played his guitar oddly, his left hand making simple but unfamiliar shapes on the fretboard, and he messed up the words in a way that Paul found almost inexplicably thrilling.

         *

         The first thing to note is that this was not a meeting of equals but fundamentally lopsided. For teenagers, age gaps are magnified: every year is a generation. John was not just older; he was already a big figure in the small world of south-east Liverpool teenagers. He had glamour, a gang of mates and a skiffle group of which he was the undisputed leader. He was, according to those around him at the time, magnetic, unignorable. Girls fancied him, boys feared him. Standing before that stage, looking up, Paul knew that if he wanted to be friends with John, or to join him up there one day, he was the one who would have to make the effort. John Lennon didn’t care.

         Paul also knew that he had a shot at propelling himself into John’s 9orbit through their shared love of rock and roll – a love of listening to and playing it. Indeed, this was the reason he wanted to meet John in the first place. Paul was seeking out partners who were as crazy about music as he was. What started on his dad’s piano had become a full-blown obsession after he acquired a guitar. He would play it on his bed, in the living room, on the toilet, every minute his hands were free. He learnt the chords for skiffle and rock and roll songs and sang along. He got pretty good, and he knew it. For all that he was looking up to the older boy that day, he was also auditioning him.

         Other than music and a pronounced suspicion of authority, John and Paul shared something else: they were walking wounded. Each, in his short life, had experienced jarring, alienating, soul-rending events that left permanent scars.

         *

         By the time he met John Lennon, Paul McCartney’s mother had been dead for eight months. Mary Mohin came from Catholic Irish stock and was raised in poverty, the second child of four. Her own mother died in childbirth when Mary was nine. Mary’s father, who was from County Monaghan, took the family back to Ireland, tried and failed to make a living in farming, and returned them all to Liverpool, this time broke, and with a new wife and stepchildren, with whom Mary and her siblings did not get on. In Mary, this chaos seems to have instilled a steely self-reliance. She threw herself into a nursing career, specialising in midwifery. At thirty she was a ward sister, and unmarried. Mary Mohin had been friendly with the McCartneys, a Protestant Irish family, for years, and had recently moved in with her friend Ginny McCartney. Gin’s older brother Jim, a cotton salesman, handyman and former leader of a semi-professional jazz band, was still single, despite being in his late thirties. Whether it was late-blooming love, loneliness or some mixture of both it’s impossible to know, but in April 1941, Mary and Jim married. Their first child, James Paul, was 10born fourteen months later. Peter Michael (‘Mike’) arrived eighteen months afterwards.

         As a young child Paul was good at getting what he wanted, usually without anyone minding or even realising what had happened. In 1953, he passed the eleven-plus and gained entry to a prestigious grammar school, the Liverpool Institute. It was one of the last times that Paul did just what his parents wanted. After observing how much he liked playing on the piano they had in the living room, Mary and Jim found a teacher for Paul, but Paul abandoned the lessons after a few weeks. He didn’t want to learn scales and dots on a page; he wanted to get straight to playing what he loved. His parents encouraged him to audition for the choir at Liverpool Cathedral – he could sing beautifully – and Paul deliberately flubbed it. His school years would be marked by this kind of self-sabotage. It wasn’t that he had any difficulty learning; quite the opposite: he was a remarkably quick study. Nor was it that he didn’t like his teachers or fellow pupils – he was a socially supple, unfailingly charming boy. It was just that he was very clear on what interested him and what bored him, and he had a stubborn aversion to being told what to do.

         Mary was the engine of family life. Jim McCartney was genial, dapper and funny, but it was Mary who set standards of dress, cleanliness and manners, and insisted they were kept to. She was warm, too, a liberal dispenser of hugs and kisses. As an adolescent, Paul guarded his independence from her – even Mary could not make Paul do piano lessons if he didn’t want to. Still, he admired her. He saw how hard she worked, for one thing. A midwife and a health visitor, Mary, who had responsibility for families on their estate, was a highly respected local figure who received presents from grateful new parents. She created happiness! It was also Mary to whom Paul looked for comfort when he was anxious (he later wrote a song about this, ‘Let It Be’). On Sundays, Mary made roast dinner, while Paul lay on the carpet and listened to his father play songs at the piano – ‘Lullaby of the Leaves’, ‘Stairway to Paradise’. The piano was at the heart of the home and the heart of 11social life – wherever the wider McCartney clan gathered, at home or in the pub, a sing-song usually ensued, often with Paul’s father leading proceedings. The association of music-making with love and happiness became ingrained. Paul lived inside the ordinary miracle of a loving family and, like everyone else who does so, took it for granted. Until it was taken away.

         The McCartneys were not well off. The cotton industry was in a bad way, Jim’s job did not pay well, and he was said to be overly fond of a flutter on the horses. But thanks to Mary taking extra shifts at the hospital, the family did well enough to move out of their house on a poverty-stricken, often violent estate in Speke, to a similar but newer house on Forthlin Road in Allerton, on the southern edge of the city. Paul was nearly fourteen. He loved the house and how on leaving it he could quickly find himself in another world of fields and meadows and cows. Within a year, though, he crossed another kind of borderline. When Mary McCartney felt a pain in her breast she put it down to the menopause. Doctors told her to forget it, but it got worse. She went to see a cancer specialist who recommended immediate surgery, but by then it was too late. Mary was forty-seven when she died. It all happened within a month. Paul and Michael knew almost nothing about it until their mother went into hospital for a mysterious reason, while they were shipped out to their aunt and uncle’s house. Gathered in the living room to be told the news by their dad, Mike cried, while Paul asked, ‘How are we going to get by without her money?’1 It sounds cold, and it troubled Paul for years afterwards, but to me it is heartbreaking: the sound of a hyperactive young brain going into overdrive in order to evade a shattering psychological blow.

         Much of McCartney’s mature personality can be traced to Mary’s life and the fact of her death: his work ethic, his devotion to family and his need to help others enjoy the experience of being alive. Her death also inculcated a determination to project invulnerability. Mike recalled that it had a far bigger impact on Paul than was obvious. It drove him into himself, and for a while he pushed others away, even 12his family. As Paul later put it, ‘I learned to put a shell around me.’2 As an adult, when Paul felt pain, or sadness, or anger, he usually hid it (although it came out in his music). That sometimes made it hard for people to fully trust him, or to feel like they really knew him.

         Paul and Mike were told next to nothing about their mother’s death. ‘We had no idea what my mum had died of,’3 said Paul. ‘Worst thing about that was everyone was very stoic, so nobody talked about it.’ The extended family rallied around Jim rather than the children. In 1965, Mike McCartney recalled him and Paul staying at Auntie Gin’s for the first Christmas without their mum. Seeing them looking miserable, Gin said, ‘Listen, loves,4 I know the way you’re feeling … but you’ve got to try and think of other people. You’ve got to think of your father. I know this has been a great shock but we all get great shocks and we have to get over them. Now you’ll really have to pull yourselves together.’

         Gin wasn’t being cruel or heartless. Pulling yourself together was a necessary coping tactic for anyone who had lived, as she had, through poverty and war. But now it meant that the McCartney children were excluded from their own loss, made to seal up their pain (psychologists today call it ‘grief disenfranchisement’). Paul learnt to maintain an appearance of perfect emotional competence no matter what strain he was under. Bereavement also forced him to consider urgent existential questions in a way that most of us do not until much later, if at all. In the days after Mary’s death, Paul prayed for her to come back. ‘Daft prayers,5 you know. If you bring her back, I’ll be very, very good for always,’ he recalled. ‘I thought, it just shows how stupid religion is. See, the prayers didn’t work, when I really needed them to.’

         *

         In July 1957, John Lennon’s mother was very much alive, almost painfully so. Around this time, Julia Lennon was both central to John’s life and outside it: an intimate who remained just out of reach. It wasn’t 13that she didn’t love him, or that he didn’t love her; it’s that she didn’t seem to want to be his mother, and this broke his heart.

         In 1929, a seventeen-year-old boy called Alf Lennon met a fifteen-year-old girl called Julia Stanley in Sefton Park, Liverpool. Alf was working-class, Irish Catholic, short and irrepressible: a charming chancer, a talented drinker. Julia, who came from a Protestant family, was middle-class, slender and idiosyncratically beautiful, with striking red hair and a fine-boned, noble face. So began an enduring but deeply erratic relationship. Alf joined the merchant navy and began to spend months at a time at sea. Julia had already left school and worked as an usherette at the cinema. The two lovers would see each other when Alf came back to Liverpool, but she never bothered replying to his letters and treated him coolly when he was home, which may have suited both parties. They married in 1938, the result of a dare that escalated: she told him he’d never propose, and so he did. Julia accepted in the spirit of adventure, and because everyone told her it was the wrong thing to do.

         Julia was the fourth of five sisters raised in a cultured and proudly self-improving home. Her father taught her the banjo and she learnt to play popular American songs, picked up from sheet music, films and records. Among her sisters, Julia was known as the freest spirit: the rule-breaker and mischief-maker with no interest in settling down. The oldest, Mimi, eight years Julia’s senior, was in some ways her opposite: ambitious for social advancement, fiercely conscious of responsibilities, a believer in self-betterment through hard work. Yet Mimi had a sense of humour too, and while she was judgemental, she was also forgiving. The two sisters stayed close, despite repeated clashes of will.

         Their biggest clash came over the welfare of Julia and Alf’s son, John, born on 9 October 1940. Mimi was present at the birth. Alf was away at sea. Julia and John lived with Julia’s parents and sister Anne, and various lodgers. Julia, twenty-six, was not ready to give up on her youth. She took a job as a barmaid in a local pub and began a relationship with a Welsh soldier she met there called Taffy, whom John 14would later remember being around. Mimi and her husband George, who did not have children of their own, often looked after John in their house in Woolton. In 1944, Alf returned after eighteen months at sea, to be told by Julia she was pregnant with Taffy’s child. John, who witnessed his parents rowing, must have been horribly confused. Alf then took John away to stay with his brother and sister-in-law, ten miles away. John stayed with this couple for at least a month. He was well looked after, but never saw his mother. When Alf returned to sea he deposited John back with Julia, although John spent much of his time at Mimi’s house (Julia gave birth to her second child in 1945; she gave it up for adoption).

         Mimi felt increasingly strongly about what she perceived to be the neglect of her nephew, and in the spring of 1946 took decisive action. Julia had started going out with a door-to-door salesman called Bobby Dykins and moved in with him to a tiny one-bedroom flat. She and Bobby shared a bed with John, who was five. Mimi was appalled. She informed the council, which sent an official to inspect the home. The official agreed with the boy’s aunt that the child was not being properly cared for. Mimi was licensed to be John’s primary carer. She and George took John into their house, on Menlove Avenue, for good.

         The disruption to John’s early life didn’t end there. A few weeks later, Alf turned up while on leave and stayed the night at Mimi’s. The next day, he told Mimi he was taking John to the shops, and didn’t come back. He whisked John to Blackpool, where they stayed with a friend of Alf’s called Billy Hall and his mother (Hall: ‘He was only five but he seemed much older – you could talk with him almost like an adult’).6 Alf had a vague plan to emigrate to New Zealand with John. His immediate problem was that he needed to go back to sea, and Billy’s mother wasn’t keen on looking after John for the months he was away.

         Julia now arrived in Blackpool, with Dykins, to retrieve John. An argument ensued in the Halls’ living room. John remembered his father demanding that he choose which parent he wanted to be with. Alf later claimed that John said he wanted to be with him, which is quite 15possible, since they had been together happily for the past few weeks. Julia, in tears,7 walked away, which made little John beg her not to go. She picked him up and took him with her to Liverpool. John did not hear from his father again until he was an adult. Once in Liverpool, though, Julia, who was pregnant again, handed her son back to Mimi, instilling a lifelong sense of hurt, puzzlement and betrayal in John.

         Under the care of Mimi and her husband George Smith, John became a member of Woolton’s genteel community: he enrolled at the local school and at Sunday school at St Peter’s church, where he sang in the choir. Mimi and George were not well off – George managed two small dairy farms – but lived in a semi-detached house with a spacious garden. It even had a name: Mendips. John loved his Uncle George, a kindly man who bought him his first mouth organ, left sweets under his pillow and taught him how to ride a bike. Mimi was a voracious reader, and the house was full of novels, poetry and biographies, which John devoured. He and Mimi would read the same book and argue about it afterwards. He liked to read the household’s two daily newspapers, sometimes on George’s knee.

         Mimi was not affectionate; she didn’t hug. She was strict, demanding, scolding, sardonic, snobbish. But she was never cruel. She did not hit John, despite it being common for parents to do so (Paul was occasionally beaten by his father). Above all, Mimi was present. When she took John in, she promised that he’d never return to an empty house and never be left in the care of a childminder. She kept her word. Mimi walked John to primary school and collected him every day. She always turned up.

         At school, John was a star pupil, inquisitive and articulate. He had no problem passing his eleven-plus to win a place at Quarry Bank High School for Boys. At home, Julia visited him for a while but then the visits stopped. Mimi told Julia they were unsettling for the boy. John spent much of his childhood under the impression that his mother had moved far from him, without understanding why (in reality, Julia lived just a couple of miles away). He did see her now and 16again. The only known photo of him with his mother is from a family gathering at Aunt Anne’s house in 1949. Julia has her hands under John’s armpits, tickling him.

         At Quarry Bank, things started to slide. John did well in art but badly in most other subjects, finishing near the bottom of his year while racking up multiple detentions. He hit puberty early, becoming distracted by girls and by the need to dominate his peers. ‘I wanted everybody to do what I told them to do,’8 he remembered. ‘To laugh at my jokes and let me be the boss.’ John was torrentially articulate and very funny, cracking up his classmates and annoying his teachers. He was always alert to the possibility of violence, occasionally using his fists, but more often finding a way to psychologically intimidate boys he couldn’t take on physically. Ever since he was a baby, Lennon had been passed around between adults, almost none of whom seemed prepared to take him in for good. He learnt to be wily, watchful and manipulative when he needed to be. Richard Lester, the director of A Hard Day’s Night, said of John, ‘I noticed this quality he had of standing outside every situation and noting the vulnerabilities of everyone,9 including myself. He was always watching.’

         When he was fourteen, John suffered his first bereavement: his beloved Uncle George died suddenly from liver disease. Around this time, John began seeing more of Julia, of his own volition. He turned up at her front door one day, emboldened by a cousin down from Edinburgh who wanted to visit her. He was welcomed in, and from then on John would often bunk off school and hang out at Julia’s house. At first he kept these visits a secret from Mimi. It must have been an oddly illicit thrill, making clandestine visits to his own mother. It was certainly disorienting – he wasn’t sure if Julia felt like his mother, or his aunt, or a big sister, or something else; in later life he talked about a sexual attraction to her.* Julia, who was in her early forties, loved pop 17music. She introduced John to American folk songs and Doris Day records, a pleasure he later shared with Paul. She taught him to play the banjo and sing along. Later on, she bought him his first guitar; he played banjo chords on it. Julia was the most outrageous, the most reckless person John knew. She flirted with his mates, wore stockings on her head and danced in the kitchen. In 1956, she shared John’s excitement about Elvis. When he decided to form a skiffle group, she was all for it. As John’s relationship with Julia deepened, his schoolwork suffered, and his love for rock and roll became all-consuming. He and Mimi rowed more incessantly and bitterly than before. He spent an increasing amount of time at his mother’s, staying for weekends in the home she shared with Dykins and her two daughters.

         John’s close friends could sense that underneath the schoolboy bravado was mental turmoil. And no wonder: a bereavement is awful for a child but does at least provide a degree of negative certainty. John’s mum wasn’t dead; she just lived somewhere else, with other children, and, worst of all, this was seemingly through choice. Julia reappeared intermittently, shimmeringly. When she visited Mendips she would hug him, tickle him and vanish; later on, when he started visiting her, he was made to feel at home without ever feeling truly at home. Julia was loving and magnetic and always just out of reach. It was a relationship that blurred the lines between parent, sister, friend and lover. He adored Julia in part because she did not act like a mother,10 but at some 18level he dearly wished her to be one. John’s childhood left deep flaws in his psyche: a nagging need for all-consuming love, and a terror of abandonment and betrayal.

         When John played at the Woolton village fete, he wore a checked shirt Julia had bought for him. Julia came to see him, with her two daughters. Mimi was there too, and she was appalled. ‘Mimi said to me that day that I’d done it at last. I was now a real Teddy Boy,’11 he said later. It was not a compliment. It’s tempting to say that John was inspired by Julia and had to overcome Mimi, and indeed that’s how the story is often told. In fact, he and Mimi stayed in affectionate touch right up until the end of John’s life. She was his only constant. It is true to say, however, that these two women, who between them were the biggest influences on John’s formative years, offered diametrically opposed models for how to live. One represented hard work and self-discipline: the importance of making something of yourself, of learning how to play the social game and win it. The other represented freedom, self-expression and the need to break out of society’s prison to seek higher, purer truths of art and experience. In 1957, it must have felt to John Lennon that life was about choosing between these two paths – between two ways to be a person.

         Then along came Paul.

         *

         Years later, when Paul recalled how John chewed up and spat out songs on stage that day, the one that came to his mind was not ‘Hound Dog’ or ‘Be-Bop-a-Lula’, but ‘Come Go with Me’. It wasn’t skiffle or rock and roll, it was doo-wop. Elvis Presley led the invasion of America into the lives of British teenagers, but behind him came battalions from different cities playing different genres. On pirate radio, alongside rock and roll, you could hear the plangent twang of country and western, the dirty and seductive grooves of R&B, the suave harmonies of doo-wop. If you were really into music, as John and Paul were, you 19recognised all these different sounds, even if you didn’t bother much about classifying them.

         Passionate, joyous and playful, doo-wop was a glimpse of heaven from the street. A style developed by the gospel quartets of the 1940s, it was adopted by groups of young African and Italian Americans who wanted to sing somewhere other than a church and about something other than Jesus. Although largely male, it was decidedly non-macho, and later became the basis of the girl group sound. Doo-wop retained a strain of spirituality, a sense of secular prayer. If rock and roll embodied kinetic desire, doo-wop was the sound of longing – for sex, sure, but also for something more elevated. There was a seeking, childlike quality to it. It was the sound of young adults, or old children, making pleas and asking questions: ‘I Wonder Why’, ‘Tell Me Why’, ‘Why Do Fools Fall in Love?’

         ‘Come Go with Me’ was a song by the Del-Vikings, a mixed-race group of US Air Force servicemen who met at a base in Pittsburgh. They released this, their first single, early in 1957. It was a sensuous and dreamy invitation to elope. When the Quarry Men bashed through it, it became something else. In the original, the singer pleads with his darling to run away with him, and begs her not to leave him languishing: ‘Please don’t let me / Pray beyond the sea.’ When John sang it, said Paul, it became, ‘Please don’t send me down to the penitentiary.’ John must have picked up the word from a skiffle or blues song. By throwing it into ‘Come Go with Me’ he semi-accidentally made it a song about freedom and imprisonment. Years later, McCartney looked back in wonder at this: ‘It was amazing12 how he was making up the words … he didn’t know one of the [actual] words. He was making up every one as he went along. I thought it was great.’ Why was McCartney so blown away by this? For one thing, ‘Come Go with Me’ wasn’t a song that any casual fan of skiffle or rock and roll would know. It was a rarity, the kind of tune you would know only if you were listening to Radio Luxembourg, as they both were. If you knew it, then you really knew. More importantly, by improvising his own words, John was showing Paul that you could be enthralled by 20American music without deferring to it; that you could make it your own rather than pretending to be someone you were not; that you could get it wrong in a way that felt right.

         Doo-wop and the music that grew out of it, from girl groups to Smokey Robinson-style soul, formed an under-acknowledged but crucial influence on the Beatles. You can hear it in their painstaking attention to harmonies and love of vocal blending, in their use of backing vocals as sonic colouring and in a plethora of details, like the way John hangs on a falsetto in ‘In My Life’ (‘in m-ah-ahy life’) or Paul sings the bass part on ‘I Will’. Lennon uses doo-wop’s innocence as a backdrop for dark humour in ‘Revolution’ (‘shoo-bee-doo-wop’) and in the final section of ‘Happiness Is a Warm Gun’ (‘bang bang shoot shoot’). Paul rips his vocal cords to shreds over a doo-wop chord progression on ‘Oh! Darling’. Lennon drew on doo-wop, this time affectionately rather than ironically, in ‘(Just Like) Starting Over’, which turned out to be the last single he released. Doo-wop bookends the John-and-Paul relationship, present at its beginning and at the final parting of ways.

         *

         After the Quarry Men finished their set, a period of hanging around ensued – the kind of hanging around that teenagers do a lot of, listless and tense at the same time. The group had been booked to perform again that evening, for a dance in the church hall. There seemed little point in going home, and given that the day was hot and sticky, they wandered over to the hall, which was being prepared for the dance. They gathered by the stage, in a room off to the side with a piano.

         John and Paul had been introduced briefly outside, but it was in the church hall that each began to assess the other at close quarters. The conversation turned to music. Paul, who must have run through this moment in his head, asked John for a go on his guitar, and John said yes. Paul had to retune it, since John had tuned the strings in a funny way. The others noticed that Paul held the guitar upside down, 21which was odd, although even just in the act of tuning up he looked like someone who knew what he was doing. Then Paul knocked out a stunning version of ‘Twenty Flight Rock’, an Eddie Cochran rocker familiar only to aficionados. He knew every word.

         Paul then took to the piano to sing Little Richard’s ‘Long Tall Sally’. He had honed his Little Richard impression at home. When he first tried to emulate a Little Richard whooo, he couldn’t escape his self-consciousness. What was a well-brought-up boy from Liverpool, England, doing trying to imitate a wild-sounding black man from America? Then one day he forgot himself and just did it, and it felt amazing, like he had jumped out of his skin. So he did it again, and again. Now he did it for John Lennon, his screams and whoops reverberating through the hall.

         McCartney later recalled sitting at the piano and smelling beery breath over his shoulder, before realising it was John. Looking back, it’s tempting to imagine Paul as the centre of attention, everyone crowding around him, mouths agape. But one of those present – Pete Shotton, a Quarry Man, and John’s best mate at the time – said he barely remembered Paul being there at all. I suspect that Paul didn’t seek to dominate the occasion and was quite happy for others to drift in and out. He had an audience of one.

         He hit his target. Lennon was struck by how well this lad could play, and by how handsome he was. (‘He looked like Elvis.13 I dug him.’) He was also impressed and a little unsettled by Paul’s lack of fear. Lennon looked to dominate any group of boys, including his group. Up until then, the Quarry Men had been an irregular, slightly half-hearted affair, months of inaction lightly punctuated by gigs. Members came and went, turning up or not turning up, staying in only until John turned on them. ‘I’d been kingpin up to then,’14 he recalled. ‘Now I thought, if I take him on, what will happen?’

         * 

         22Shortly after the fete, John sent Pete Shotton to ask Paul if he wanted to join the Quarry Men. Paul pretended to think about it before saying yes. There’s a photo from November that year of one of John and Paul’s first appearances on stage together. It was taken at New Clubmoor Hall in north Liverpool. The Quarry Men have smartened up: they’re wearing white shirts and thin black ties. John and Paul are the only two wearing dinner jackets, and they take the front of the stage, with neither at the centre. It would not be true to say they were equals – not yet – but Paul was already much more than just another member of John’s group.

         At Woolton fete each of them heard the other say, Come go with me. And when Paul reached across to take John’s guitar – retuning it, reversing it, turning it on its owner like a weapon – the twentieth century tilted on its axis. Two damaged romantics with jagged edges that happened to fit began to fuse into something new and packed with energy. ‘That was the day,’15 John Lennon said, ten years later, ‘the day that I met Paul, that it started moving.’

         
            * From an audio diary Lennon made in 1979: ‘I was just remembering the time I had my hand on my mother’s tit in Number 1 Blomfield Road … I was about fourteen. I took the day off school, I was always doing that and hanging out in her house. Oh we were lying on the bed and I was thinking, I wonder if I should be doing anything else, you know. I always think whether I should have done it, presuming she would have allowed it.’ There’s no evidence that Julia invited or encouraged any such transgression; the story is significant insofar as it lingered in John’s mind for the rest of his life. According to Lennon’s biographer Philip Norman, John told the story to Yoko Ono, and to the therapist Arthur Janov. Oddly enough, Paul has spoken of having sexual feelings towards his mother too: ‘At night there was one moment when she [Mary] would pass our bedroom door in underwear … and I used to get sexually aroused.’ (Quotations from Philip Norman, John Lennon; Barry Miles, Paul McCartney.)
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            2: I Lost My Little Girl

         

         In Peter Jackson’s Get Back, we watch the Beatles at work in 1969, as they attempt to put together both a new album and some kind of TV show, as yet unspecified. The sessions are beset by uncertainty over the project and the future of the group. In muted conversations, the Beatles acknowledge the possibility of an imminent split. Between takes, they run through dozens of songs that they learnt years before in Hamburg and Liverpool. Some are covers, some are songs that Lennon and McCartney wrote before they were famous. John or Paul will sing an opening phrase and the other will pick up on it, his face lighting up with a grin. There is a loose plan to make the album about the band’s musical roots, but the most important role of these run-throughs seems to be emotional. The songs remind them of what they have loved about playing together. The songs are sustenance.

         At one point, Lennon launches into a song called ‘I Lost My Little Girl’. It is about as simple as can be. It uses three basic chords, the first chords anyone learns on the guitar. The words are trite: the singer says he woke up this morning, his head in a whirl, and only then did he realise he’d lost his little girl. There is another verse, in which we learn that her clothes were not expensive and her hair didn’t always curl. Then it’s back to the title phrase, followed by Oh, oh, oh. The clip in Get Back is short, but on the bootlegged audio tape of the sessions we can hear the band spin this elementary song out for over five minutes. Lennon cycles through the three chords over and over again, repeating the verses, adding his own embellishments. The others join in: George adds bluesy lead guitar; Paul harmonises and calls back to John, echoing his lines in a cheesy American accent. There is no attempt at developing 24the song. It doesn’t go anywhere. It just is. Those pulsing, repetitive chords go round and round until the song begins to sound less like the Beatles than their minimalist peers, the Velvet Underground. It’s a fascinating moment, particularly because John is singing a song by Paul – the first song Paul ever wrote on a guitar.

         *

         We can almost pinpoint the moment that John Lennon first heard ‘I Lost My Little Girl’. At his first gig with the Quarry Men, Paul botched a guitar solo so badly that they all remembered it for years afterwards. Paul was deeply embarrassed – he had been brought into the band on the basis of musical competence and now he was the one exposing them as amateurs. It marked the end of his brief tenure as lead guitarist, and the start of something else. Soon afterwards – possibly later that evening – Paul did something he hadn’t done before: he played John one of his own songs. Perhaps he felt the need to redeem himself. The song he played was far from a masterpiece. But it was a song.

         In interviews, McCartney sometimes refers to ‘I Lost My Little Girl’ as his first song, because it was the first rock and roll song he wrote. Actually, by the time he was fourteen he had already been trying his hand as a songwriter, composing songs at his dad’s piano, influenced by the music that wafted around the house: big band jazz, showtunes, music hall. One of his compositions from this period was ‘Suicide’, a jaunty but dark Sinatra-style song about women who put themselves at the mercy of smooth-talking men. Another was a music-hall-style number, later titled ‘When I’m Sixty-Four’. After Elvis – then Little Richard, Chuck Berry and Buddy Holly – erupted into McCartney’s world, rock and roll became his primary obsession, as it did for John Lennon, and the object that represented it was the guitar. In July 1957, soon after meeting Lennon, McCartney won his father’s consent to trade in his first instrument, a trumpet, for a guitar. ‘The 25minute he got the guitar,1 that was the end,’ said his younger brother Mike, ten years later. ‘He was lost. He didn’t have time to eat or think about anything else.’

         McCartney, left-handed, was learning an instrument designed for a right-handed person to strum or pick the strings with their stronger hand. Given the primacy of rhythm in rock, that meant he had trouble making songs come alive. Rather than accept this hindrance as an unfortunate fact, he made the guitar fit him. At first this simply meant turning it upside down, as he did when he grabbed hold of John’s guitar in St Peter’s church hall. But playing a guitar upside down changes its sound: the strings ring out in reverse order, top notes first. McCartney took the strings off and put them back the other way around, so that he could attack them with his left hand from the correct direction.

         Lennon also approached the guitar from an unusual angle: he had been taught to play the banjo by his mother and transferred these lessons directly to the guitar. Lennon realised he needed someone of McCartney’s calibre at least as much as McCartney needed him. He rationalised the Quarry Men, weeding out members he didn’t consider good enough, rarely firing anyone directly but finding ways to make them go. Pete Shotton had been Lennon’s closest friend since the age of six. He didn’t play an instrument, so he was given the washboard to play. In the autumn of 1957, Lennon engineered a row while they were out on their bikes, then finished the job by smashing the washboard over his head at a party. ‘Well that takes care of that problem,2 doesn’t it, Pete?’ said John, brutal and amicable all at once (they stayed friends).

         Around the time he heard Paul’s song, John came up with what he later regarded as his first song: ‘Hello Little Girl’. It had the melodic zing of Buddy Holly, who first entered the British charts the month before that gig at New Clubmoor Hall. As skiffle faded, Buddy Holly and the Crickets became Lennon’s guiding inspiration. Holly’s songs were catchy yet based on a handful of chords. Holly himself was not stunningly handsome like Elvis, exotic like Little Richard or 26swaggering like Gene Vincent. He was a normal-looking guy with glasses (for John, short-sighted and self-conscious about it, this was significant). Holly’s singing style was different, too: intimate, almost conversational, and decorated with little vocal hiccups. ‘Hello Little Girl’ is a more fully formed song than ‘I Lost My Little Girl’. It stayed in the repertoire of the Quarry Men and then the Beatles for years; it was one of the songs that caught George Martin’s attention when Brian Epstein first played him a disc of the group. There is an echo of Paul’s song in its title: a suggestion that even at this stage, the two were borrowing and building on each other’s ideas.

         As 1957 turned into 1958, the friendship deepened at an accelerating rate. Lennon was now attending art college. John had failed all his O Levels, even art, and seemed to have squandered any hope of betterment through education. But his headmaster, who, despite everything, rather liked Lennon, agreed with Mimi to recommend him to Liverpool College of Art, which accepted him. Lennon was soon bored by classes on printing and architecture, and fitted awkwardly into the college’s bohemian milieu. Among the tweed jackets who discussed the finer points of typefaces while sipping ale and listening reverentially to jazz, this lilac-shirted, leather-jacketed Teddy Boy stood out. Lennon projected attitude: he had a baleful stare and always looked ready to launch or repel an attack. This was partly a habit from school and partly accidental: he preferred not to wear his glasses.

         Liverpool College of Art was on Hope Street, not far from the city centre, and it happened to adjoin Paul’s high school, the Liverpool Institute. Paul had another year of school to go, but he was thoroughly disaffected. He’d already taken two O Levels and failed one; the school expected him to take more, progress to the sixth form and train to become a teacher. Paul did not believe in that plan. He had his own. His intelligence was not in question – his teachers had always commented on how quickly he learnt. Jim McCartney recalled how he seemed to be able to dash off his homework while watching TV and yet retain 27information from both. Paul didn’t hate authority so much as refuse it. He didn’t dress outrageously or insult his teachers. He would listen to them, and smile, and do the opposite of what they said.

         John and Paul now spent their weekdays divided only by walls. They met frequently and illicitly, skipping their respective classes, exiting their respective buildings and meeting up on Hope Street. John would have his guitar. They’d walk to the bus stop and catch a double-decker to the southern suburbs. Up on the top deck they would smoke, strum and talk. Half an hour later they would be inside Paul’s house, usually empty during the day. Paul would grab his guitar, and the two of them would sit in the small living room, or ‘front parlour’, face to face. John wore his glasses, the better to see what Paul was doing. Paul pointed out that John’s banjo chords were different from guitar chords, and showed him the right shapes to make. Paul’s reversed guitar meant that the two of them could act as mirrors for each other. (Years later, Paul recalled that John had beautiful hands.)3 There was a gramophone in the living room, and they would play a record, attempt the song themselves, then lift the needle to hear it again until they figured it out. Lennon’s humour, savage and silly, cracked Paul up, and John realised that in Paul he had not just an audience, but a foil.

         They went to John’s house too, though less often because it was rarely empty, and Aunt Mimi was rather strict. Although Paul could walk from Allerton to Woolton, John’s house, full of novels and poetry, felt like another world: a world of intellectuals. Mimi, who could be sharp with John’s visitors, didn’t mind this one. She would patronise Paul (‘Your little friend’s here’),4 which he interpreted as a sign that she liked him. Although Mimi did not object to the boys playing their guitars, she didn’t welcome noise inside the house and insisted they stood in the front porch, or vestibule. The porch’s high roof and tiled floor endowed their voices with an Elvis-like echo. They worked out harmonies, John taking the lower part. One boy stood with his back to the outside, the other with his back to the house, close enough to feel the other’s breath.

         28They were playing the rock and roll songs they loved, but they were also doing something extraordinary: coming up with songs of their own. Neither Paul nor John knew anyone who wrote songs; it was not common practice even among rock and roll fans with guitars. Songwriting was for Americans. It was Americans who created classic songs sung by Bing Crosby and Frank Sinatra, and Americans who made rock and roll. John and Paul vaulted this psychological barrier together, assisted by Buddy Holly, who wrote his own songs, using a few simple chords. After ‘I Lost My Little Girl’ the songs began to flow, in bedroom, parlour and porch. John or Paul might come to the other with a scrap of an idea, a chorus or a title, and together they would try to make it into something. This meant overcoming another barrier. Anyone who has created something knows how exposed you feel when showing someone your unfinished work. Yet these two trusted each other enough to do so, even when the work they shared was full of feelings. The more they shared, the closer they became.

         Sometimes John and Paul would get together at Julia’s house for their writing sessions. Like John’s other friends – like John – Paul was dazzled by Julia, and quite fancied her. ‘I always thought she was a very beautiful woman,5 with long red hair … a very spirited woman.’ Whenever they left Julia’s house, Paul noticed a tinge of sadness about his friend.6 Julia loved American songs from the 1920s and 1930s. Paul knew plenty of these himself and they became an ingredient of his and John’s shared enthusiasms. They admired the intricacy of these songs, their elegant structures and well-crafted melodies, and for both of them, these songs invoked their parents.

         Songwriting became a competition, but not a competition of egos so much as ideas. They made the songs compete. They were ruthless critics of each other’s work, but not of each other. After they were famous, Paul put it like this: ‘We never argue.7 If one of us says he doesn’t like a bit, the other agrees. It just doesn’t matter that much. I care about being a songwriter, but I don’t care passionately about each song.’ (By which he means not that he doesn’t care about the song 29being good, but that he doesn’t care if he is the reason it’s good.) Each was just as capable of dismissing his own idea.

         They were already taking this work seriously, and shared an unspoken recognition that there was no time to waste. With one foot out of the education system, they were effectively betting their futures on music. Paul appropriated an exercise book from school in order to record and catalogue their songs. Each song was given its own page. There was no musical notation, since neither could read music; just lyrics and chord names and occasional vocal instructions (‘Ooh ah, angel voices’). At the top of each page was the song title and above it the phrase ANOTHER LENNON–McCARTNEY ORIGINAL.

         John and Paul made an agreement to take shared ownership of each other’s talent. If one wrote a song by himself, he would bring it to the other and the credit would always be the same, effacing its origin. ‘We decided on that very early on.8 It was just for simplicity, really,’ said McCartney, ‘and – so as not to get into the ego thing – we were very pure with it.’ The decision to put Lennon’s name first was made relatively straightforward by the alphabet (although it is hard to imagine the older boy would not have taken precedence). They had in mind the songwriting pairs who made American songs famous before rock and roll came along: Rodgers and Hammerstein, Lerner and Loewe, Gershwin and Gershwin.

         They were not replicating the classic model of a songwriting partnership, however, but creating a new one, whether they realised it or not. By the time Rodgers and Hammerstein met at university they were already musical sophisticates, and they did not write a show together until each had established successful careers. Lerner and Loewe were twenty-four and forty-one respectively when they met. George and Ira Gershwin didn’t start writing together until they were in their early twenties, after George had studied composition in Paris and Ira had a musical under his belt. In every case, there was a clear division of labour between composer and librettist: Hammerstein, Lerner and 30Ira Gershwin did the words; Rodgers, Loewe and George Gershwin did the music. Leiber did words, Stoller music.

         The Lennon–McCartney partnership was a very different creature. It entailed the two of them educating each other in the art of songwriting and doing so from scratch, or, if not from scratch, then from whatever was lying around: records, TV, books of guitar chords, a few tips from experienced musicians like Paul’s dad. And there was no division of labour. ‘Who writes the words and who the music?9 So people ask endlessly,’ wrote Brian Epstein, in his memoir. ‘The answer is that both write both.’ Words and music were intuitively understood by both as a single compound. Music created meaning, words made rhythms and sounds. As they were learning how to write songs they were learning about each other, moulding each other, at an age when personality is at its most malleable and porous.*

         *

         Paul’s disastrous turn on lead guitar meant that the Quarry Men had a vacancy, and by early 1958, he was confident enough in his relationship with Lennon to make a risky suggestion: that they give a try-out to a boy he knew from school. George Harrison had been in the year below Paul at the Liverpool Institute and they used to get the same bus to school. When Paul was set back a school year, in the autumn term of 1957, he began to see more of George, and noticed how accomplished a guitarist the younger boy had become. George had been taught guitar by someone his dad was friends with from his merchant seaman days. He picked it up quickly. Like Paul, he was an intelligent boy who resented school and loved rock and roll. Like Paul also, he 31came from a stable and loving family (in George’s case, with both parents present throughout his childhood). George was overtly rebellious. He grew his hair long and sculpted it into an Elvis quiff. He took great care over clothes, wearing a bright yellow waistcoat under his school blazer. Paul and George visited each other’s home to play guitars, and while they never formed the intense connection Paul had with John, they became good friends, despite the age gap.

         Introducing him to John was another matter. George was a kid, after all, even younger than Paul, not quite fifteen. He was slight in build and might have been taken for thirteen. Still, the three of them hung out. Nobody is quite sure who broached the topic of George joining the group, but they all remembered an encounter on the top deck of a bus coming back from a night out. George had his guitar, and Paul urged him to play a tune called ‘Raunchy’. ‘And Little George10 – he was always little – he got his guitar out of his case and by golly he played it. And we all fell about. He’s in, you’re in, that’s it!’ The three of them quickly became the core of the Quarry Men, playing gigs as a trio at private parties and wedding receptions, sometimes rehearsing at George’s home in Speke.

         John’s relationship with Paul was unchanged by George’s addition to the group. It was accepted by George that Paul was closer to John than he was, and he seems to have been unbothered by this. He wasn’t quite as voluble or antic as the other two: his pulse was slower, his sense of humour almost lugubrious. There was a stubborn confidence to George; he never seemed intimidated. He could soak up John’s derision or Paul’s condescension and return either with interest. George did not write his own songs. Rather than disrupting or changing the Lennon and McCartney friendship, he reinforced it.

         By early 1958, the Quarry Men had shed their identity as a skiffle group to focus on rock and roll. They sometimes played with a school friend of John’s called Duff Lowe, who remembered: ‘I never took it that seriously.11 But Paul and John always gave it 120 per cent. It had to be perfect.’ That summer they even made a professional recording, 32having discovered a local studio and record press for hire. On 12 July 1958, in a suburban living room with a microphone hanging from the ceiling, they recorded two sides of a single: a rather breathless version of the Buddy Holly song ‘That’ll Be the Day’ for the A-side, and a Paul song called ‘In Spite of All the Danger’. John sang both. Seventeen years later he said, ‘I was such a bully12 in those days I didn’t even let Paul sing his own song.’†

         At art college, John formed a close friendship with a fellow student from the year above him. Stuart Sutcliffe was regarded as an exceptional talent by his tutors. Physically he was small and unimposing, but like George Harrison he had a quiet charisma, projecting the introverted cool of James Dean. The friendship seemed unlikely to fellow students, but John adored Stuart. He liked that Sutcliffe was not passing through art college on his way to a day job but was a true artist, driven to create, committed to his craft. Sutcliffe had left home and lived in glamorous squalor with fellow artists. For his part, Stuart was, in the words of a female friend at college, ‘carried away’13 by Lennon.

         *

         On Tuesday 15 July 1958, John was at his mother’s house on Blomfield Road when Julia left in the evening to visit Mimi at Mendips, less than two miles away. She didn’t tell him the purpose of her visit. A couple of weeks previously, Julia’s partner Bobby Dykins had been arrested for driving while drunk, on his way back from the restaurant where he worked as a waiter. He received a heavy fine and was banned from driving. He also lost his job, since he was no longer able to get home from the city late at night. When the household’s straitened situation became apparent, Dykins told Julia that they could no longer 33afford to have John round to stay. However she felt about it, Julia’s purpose that evening was to convey the message to her sister. Julia left Mimi’s house shortly before 10 p.m. As she was saying goodbye at the gate, John’s friend Nigel Walley approached to see if John was home. Mimi told him he was out. Julia, with her customary charm, said, ‘Oh Nigel,14 you’ve arrived just in time to escort me to the bus stop.’ They walked down Menlove Avenue together. As they neared the bus stop, which was on the other side, they said goodbye. Julia turned left to cross the road; Nigel turned right towards his home. He heard a terrible skidding and a thump. When he turned around he glimpsed Julia’s body flying through the air.

         John recalled a policeman knocking on the door of Blomfield Road and asking if he was Julia Lennon’s son, before informing John and Dykins that Julia was dead. John was seventeen. Later, he recalled: ‘I thought, fuck it, fuck it,15 fuck it. That’s really fucked everything. I’ve no responsibilities to anyone now.’

         In the months after Julia’s death, John seemed numb on some days, drunk and vitriolic on others. Mimi, in shock herself, saw it as her role to maintain order rather than tend to his emotional needs. Alf Lennon, who found out a couple of months later, did not get in touch. John was left alone with his grief.

         Perhaps not completely. Paul, George and John would get together and play guitars, often at George’s house (George’s mum was keen that the boys keep John busy). John did not talk about his mother’s death with Paul but the event cemented their bond. It’s common for someone who is bereaved to want to be with someone who knew and liked the one who has passed away, and John knew that Paul understood something of what he was going through. McCartney later said: ‘Each of us knew16 that had happened to the other … at that age you’re not allowed to be devastated, and particularly as young boys, teenage boys, you just shrug it off.’ It shattered them, he said, but they had to hide how broken they felt. ‘I’m sure I formed shells and barriers in that period that I’ve got to this day. John certainly did.’ 

         34Shells and barriers are defensive fortifications, but for John and Paul this shared trauma also blasted open an underground tunnel through which they were able to communicate in secret from the rest of the world, and even from themselves. In music they could say what they felt without having to say it.‡ The songs they wrote and sang together were not ‘about’ their feelings – they were their feelings, including those for each other. At least in their early years, those feelings were refracted through the idiom of rock and roll. It was not a conscious strategy. I lost my little girl – only much later did McCartney reflect that he wrote it in the wake of his mother’s death.

         *

         The 1969 group rendition of ‘I Lost My Little Girl’ that was captured in Jackson’s Get Back happened towards the end of the January sessions, in a studio the Beatles built for themselves at the headquarters of their then-new record label, Apple, on Savile Row in London. Earlier on we see the group sitting in a circle, discussing Paul’s dream of making an album that culminates in a spectacular theatrical show of some kind. But he hasn’t overcome either his own vagueness about what the show ought to be or the reluctance of the others to play live. The mood is downbeat. Paul chews his thumb while rocking gently back and forth on his chair. He looks tired and glum. Lennon tells him, gently but firmly, that he isn’t going to get what he had in mind when he initiated the project. Addressing George, but talking to Paul, indirectly, John says, ‘Say it’s his number, this whole show. Well, it’s actually turned into our number more than his number, that’s all. It’s just that, really.’ Paul sounds resigned. ‘Yeah, I know, it is the majority decision and all.’ Paul can feel life seeping out of the project and out of the band itself. He 35says to John, ‘We’re in a recording studio again, in London, making another album … It’s just funny to realise that after this is all over you’ll be off in a black bag somewhere, at the Albert Hall.’§ The mildly derogatory reference to Lennon’s peace tour with Yoko Ono hints at how McCartney feels about where his partner’s attention is now focused. He knows that what John and Paul make together is no longer the central concern of John’s life, and although he does not admit it, he is hurting. John can tell; he feels it too. Shortly after this conversation he launches into ‘I Lost My Little Girl’. It’s a balm.

         
            * Their collaboration wasn’t restricted to songwriting. When Paul arrived at Mendips one day in October 1958, John was at a typewriter hammering out a story called ‘On Safairy with Whide Hunter’ [sic]. Paul joined in. It went into the book as another Lennon–McCartney original. John later published it in a book of his poetry, with the note ‘Written in conjugal with Paul’.

            † It’s usually misleading to assign exclusive authorship of a song to either John or Paul, at least while they were in a group together. So when I refer to a ‘John song’ or a ‘Paul song’, what I mean is that John or Paul originated the song, and oversaw it to completion, rather than that the song was theirs alone.

            ‡ In 2016, McCartney told Rolling Stone: ‘Music is like a psychiatrist. You can tell your guitar things that you can’t tell people. And it will answer you with things people can’t tell you.’

            § The Albert Hall event took place the previous month. It was actually a white bag.
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            3: What’d I Say

         

         By the autumn of 1959, the Quarry Men were a trio. At various times, Eric Griffiths, Rod Davis, Pete Shotton, Bill Smith, Len Garry, Colin Hanton and John ‘Duff’ Lowe were lost or pushed out. This left an odd, lopsided group: Lennon, McCartney and Harrison all played the guitar. Drummers and bass guitarists were in short supply, and Lennon’s eccentric little band found it very hard to recruit any, partly because they found it hard to tolerate anyone except each other (‘The rhythm’s in the guitars,’ they told sceptical promoters). They almost ceased to exist for a while; Harrison played briefly with another group.

         More and more beat groups were springing up in Liverpool’s suburbs, playing American-style rock in cafe-bars and informal clubs: Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, Cass and the Cassanovas, Derry and the Seniors. As their names suggest, these groups followed a format – a front man and singer, backed by an instrumental group. The Quarry Men didn’t have a front man, since Lennon did not want to be one or be subordinate to one. The group pottered around the edges of the scene, playing family parties and art college dances, and eventually landed a regular spot at a club called the Casbah, run by a local woman called Mona Best in the basement of her home. They picked up some fans here, although in the scene at large they remained something of a curiosity, almost a joke.

         John and Paul were still meeting at each other’s home and writing songs, but less often than in their first flush. Paul was studying harder. Having been placed in a remedial class with younger boys, he had stepped up his efforts, and achieved good enough O Levels to join the 37sixth form. Under a new English teacher, Alan Durband, Paul found himself reading – and actually enjoying – Chaucer, Shakespeare, Oscar Wilde, Tennessee Williams and others (he particularly liked reading plays, and wondered if he might become a stage director).

         Early in 1960, Lennon moved into a flat on Gambier Terrace with Stuart Sutcliffe and another art college friend. Harrison and McCartney, who still lived at home, became frequent visitors to this citadel of adult bohemia, where they could smoke and play guitars and listen to American records as much as they liked. Having left behind the broken Menlove Avenue–Blomfield Road nexus of his childhood, Lennon was even more dependent on his friends for emotional succour, and when Sutcliffe sold one of his paintings for £90, Lennon encouraged him to buy a bass guitar and join the group, even though Stuart could not play bass or anything else. Paul wasn’t happy about this: it broke what he took to be an inviolable rule of the group, that any new addition should be able to play. He later admitted that he was also jealous of Stuart’s closeness to John. Still, in the absence of alternative bass players, he agreed to Stuart joining. Even if Paul and John were seeing less of each other, they were still tight. During the 1960 Easter holiday, the two of them hitchhiked down to Caversham, Berkshire, in the south of England. They took their guitars and stayed for a week with Paul’s cousin Bett and her husband Mike, who ran a pub. John and Paul worked behind the bar and played a gig at the end of the week, billing themselves as ‘the Nerk Twins’.

         Sutcliffe helped the group solve the problem of its name. Now that Lennon was no longer at Quarry Bank there was no reason to persist with the ‘Quarry Men’, and the group experimented with a few names without settling on any. In a half-hearted attempt to conform to beat scene norms, they tried ‘Johnny and the Moondogs’, but they were never comfortable with having a designated leader. In homage to Buddy Holly and the Crickets, Sutcliffe suggested another kind of insect. John decided it would be better if ‘beetles’ was spelt wrong, to make a pun on beat music. Although they tinkered with it a few times, it stuck. 

         38John and Stuart hung out at an Italian-style espresso bar near the college. The Jacaranda was run by Allan Williams, an entrepreneurial Welshman who had formed a business relationship with the London pop impresario Larry Parnes. The raw energy of rock and roll’s first phase was fading now, as a new generation of more carefully packaged singers took over. Britain’s leading star was Cliff Richard, a smooth-voiced singer who adopted some of Elvis’s mannerisms while making them more palatable to older generations. Observing Richard’s success, Parnes hit on a successful formula: find a pretty boy who can hold a note, give him an emotionally evocative name, dress him up like Elvis. Tommy Hicks became Tommy Steele; Ronald Wycherley became Billy Fury. In May 1960, Parnes asked Williams to help him find a backing band at short notice for one of his lesser stars, Johnny Gentle, for a week-long tour of Scotland. Williams asked four groups, none of whom could take the time off. So he asked the Beatles.

         Lennon and McCartney hated the new breed of pop stars. They had already formed an aversion to the artificial and synthetic. Even Elvis, back from military service, was making sappy movies. Their other heroes were dead or missing: Buddy Holly had been killed in a plane crash; Little Richard had renounced the devil’s music (for now); Chuck Berry was in trouble with the authorities. In 1957, they had been, in their own minds at least, at the vanguard of a revolutionary moment. Now they found themselves at a tangent from their peers, a subculture within a subculture, gazing backwards as much as forwards. Still, they could hardly afford to be purists, and this was a big deal: a whole week of paid engagements and a chance to impress a big-time London promoter. As usual, they had no drummer, so they enlisted a stolid twenty-eight-year-old called Tommy Moore, rented a van and set off. The tour was shambolic. They played to half-empty halls in small Scottish towns. They crashed the van, injuring Moore, who was already miserable, since he didn’t share the sense of humour of his young, bewilderingly garrulous co-workers. He had to go to hospital, but there was a gig that evening. Lennon, displaying the kind 39of ruthlessness he reserved for anyone he didn’t regard as an equal, corralled Moore into playing.

         Still, with a professional tour under their belt, Williams was able to find the Beatles more gigs over the summer of 1960. They were not regarded as anything like a first-rate act, even by Williams, but they would play anywhere they were asked to. They played bleak clubs in out-of-the-way towns, facing down marauding Teds who threatened to duff them up. For a while they were the resident band at a strip club run by Williams, where they had to play unobtrusive instrumental tunes. John and Paul were still writing songs – a tape of the group playing at Forthlin Road in spring 1960 includes six new Lennon and McCartney originals. But as they did more performing, they did less songwriting.

         A bigger break came in August. On a trip to London, Williams met with a German promoter, Bruno Koschmider, who was in England to find beat groups to play in his Hamburg nightclub. Williams offered Koschmider one of his successful bands, Derry and the Seniors, who went to Hamburg in July 1960 and immediately proved the viability of Koschmider’s plan. Koschmider got back in touch with Williams to see if he could find him another group for a second nightclub he owned. Williams asked Rory and the Hurricanes, but they had a residency at a Butlin’s holiday camp for the summer. So he turned once more, with trepidation, to the Beatles, promising Koschmider he would work on finding him a better option. The Beatles leapt at it. For one thing, they would be earning a proper wage – even Mimi was impressed when John told her how much. For another, it would be an adventure – a month overseas, when none of them had ever spent time abroad. There was still one hurdle to clear: Williams stipulated they find a drummer. Tommy Moore was not an option. Paul and George knew Mona Best’s son Pete, a handsome, taciturn eighteen-year-old. Pete Best had been playing drums in a group for a year or so. He was competent enough, and he had his own kit. So it was that in late summer 1960, five Beatles loaded themselves and their gear into a minibus 40owned and driven by Williams. After an arduous journey they arrived in Hamburg, in the early hours of 17 August 1960.

         *

         In some ways, Hamburg was similar to Liverpool: a west-facing port, heavily industrial, cosmopolitan, very much not the country’s capital and proud of it. It had been devastated by bombs, though unlike Liverpool it had been handsomely rebuilt. Fifteen years after the war, it was prosperous and thriving with well-organised activity that extended even to the city’s red-light district, where Koschmider’s clubs were located. In St Pauli, just behind the dockyards, merchant seamen and dockers went looking for music, gambling, sex, fights and beer-induced obliteration. The district’s main drag, the Reeperbahn, and principal side street, Grosse Freiheit (‘Great Freedom’), constituted a twenty-four-hour, multi-coloured neon carnival of desire, crammed with nightclubs, cafes, gay bars, drag shows, peep shows, strip joints, transvestite bars, brothels and sex shops, peopled by hookers, pimps, sharks and gangsters, and guarded by belligerent bouncers. Violence was an ever-present undercurrent, and often an overcurrent.

         For John, Paul and George, perhaps nothing – Beatlemania, Shea Stadium, LSD – ever lived up to the thrill of arriving in Hamburg for the first time. The place must have felt exhilarating and terrifying all at once. Picking through crowds on the garishly lit Reeperbahn, they were in a city where they didn’t speak the language, a world away from families and schools; from friends working factory jobs or diligently preparing for careers in offices; from the people who cared about them but who also surveilled and judged them. There was nobody to rag them for playing at being pop stars. They were pop stars: almost unbelievably, they were here because somebody was paying them to be a rock and roll group.

         The group met Koschmider at his club, the Kaiserkeller, an impressive venue, where Derry and the Seniors were in residence. 41Koschmider whisked them to the smaller, grottier of his two clubs, the Indra, a former transvestite cabaret joint on Grosse Freiheit. The Beatles were booked to play there six nights a week, four to six hours a night. Koschmider, a war veteran with a crippled leg, alighted on British beat bands as a USP in St Pauli’s competitive marketplace. Live music in most clubs meant mediocre jazz. Rock and roll attracted a younger crowd who stayed out later and drank more beer. That was the Beatles’ job: to sell beer. When sailors and tourists strolled down Grosse Freiheit, their decision on whether to enter a club would be determined by the music spilling out of doorways. The Beatles had to make enough noise to pull them inside and then be sufficiently entertaining to keep them there.

         Koschmider was dissatisfied at first. For one thing, the Beatles were playing so loudly that local residents were complaining; when he told them to turn it down, they ignored him. (Koschmider recalled: ‘You couldn’t talk to the Beatles.1 They were so cocksure of themselves.’) For another, they were not dancing. The Beatles had never put much effort or thought into stagecraft, which they associated with showbiz phoniness. Through a mixture of nervousness and principle, they tried to project an air of beatnik cool. Sutcliffe wore shades and sometimes turned his back on the audience while playing. Koschmider was dismayed. Customers were wandering in, taking a look and wandering out. He complained to Williams, who wrote a sternly worded letter to the group from Liverpool, which they more or less ignored. Then one night, Koschmider’s day-to-day manager, Willi Limpensel, started yelling at them: ‘MACH SCHAU [make show]! MACH SCHAU!’ To the Beatles it sounded hysterically funny, like a member of the Goons doing a Nazi impression. But it worked.

         We can regard what happened next as the true birth of the Beatles. John Lennon was first to respond to the absurdity of the situation. Taking Limpensel’s instruction as a goad, he started diving around the stage as they played, lurching towards the mic, duck-walking like Chuck Berry. He sang lying on the floor, and pretended he had a bad leg like 42Gene Vincent (or Bruno Koschmider). Paul picked up on John’s wild spirit, raising the neck of his left-handed guitar to engage in a fencing match. George stamped his feet. A rubicon had been crossed. The Beatles had answered the German’s demand in their own way rather than by attempting to emulate the bland professionalism of acts like Derry and the Seniors. They were doing stagecraft, and doing it wrong. ‘We did “mach schauing”2 all the time from then on,’ said John.

         They worked hard at it. In Liverpool, the teenagers could be rowdy but they were at least there to see a band. In Hamburg, the Beatles faced customers who weren’t sure if they wanted to be there and had no reason to pay attention. The group learnt what kind of noise made people stay and buy beer, how to get applause, what made people dance, how to detect boredom, what to do when people are too tired or too drunk to pay attention. Once customers were inside, the Beatles conscripted them. Breaking the fourth wall became a defining characteristic of their act. They asked for requests, bantered with some regulars and genially insulted others, and kept up running jokes. One musician who watched them play said, ‘All the other bands said,3 “Thank you, the next song is …” But the Beatles made jokes on stage.’ Sometimes John and Paul would face each other across the same microphone as they sang, Paul’s left-handed guitar mirroring John’s right-handed one. As Icke Braun, a Kaiserkeller regular, put it: ‘The audience saw them sideways,4 and there was such a wonderful symmetry in it that also suited their music.’

         In Liverpool, the Beatles had been used to playing twenty-minute sets; now they had to play for hours at a time. They were not short of material, even then, but since they had so much time to fill, they would sometimes take one song and spin it out for twenty minutes or even an hour. They loved to do this with ‘What’d I Say’, a call-and-response Ray Charles number, sung by Paul. They played it every night, and every night it was different. They would substitute new words for the lyrics, take off in different directions on the bridge, pull and push the song in every direction to the verge of collapse. After a 43few weeks, the Indra Club was regularly jammed with smoking, dancing, beer-drinking customers.

         *

         In a foreign land, the Beatles turned themselves into a sovereign principality. John and Paul had already created their own micro-culture back home, drawing from songs, radio comedy, nonsense poetry and playground slang. Now, in a place where they could barely make themselves understood, they developed a densely self-referential group vernacular, with the two of them its most fluent speakers. They regarded themselves as artists, drinking in experience. Paul: ‘I had been reading Shakespeare,5 Dylan Thomas and Steinbeck, so that when we came to this Hamburg experience … we saw it differently from the other groups.’

         The five Beatles shared squalid living quarters: dingy storage rooms, backstage at a run-down movie theatre called the Bambi Kino. As Paul recalled it: ‘No heat, no wallpaper,6 not a lick of paint, and two sets of bunk beds, like little camp beds, with not very many covers.’ German movie dialogue boomed through the walls. Their rooms were next to the toilets, which they shared with customers. John, Stuart and George were in one room, Paul and Pete in a second, smaller adjoining room. Conditions forced a rough intimacy. They would be on stage together all night, crash out together in their cells, sometimes with girls, then manage a couple of hours of daylight before returning to the club for the next show. On nights off, they would go drinking together, visit strip joints and brothels and share sexual adventures. They were growing up in fast-forward deep inside each other’s lives, melding into a single organism. Only Pete Best did his socialising away from the group. He was the odd man out, although it makes more sense to see him as the only normal bloke in a group of oddballs.

         *

         44In October, Koschmider moved the group to his main club, the Kaiserkeller, which they would share with Rory Storm and the Hurricanes. The Hurricanes had played a season at Butlin’s, which put them well above the Beatles in the rock-group hierarchy. They wore suits and executed well-honed stage routines. The Beatles noted their professionalism but did not rate them; in a letter home, George described them as ‘phoney’.7 The only person in the group who was any good, he said, was the drummer, Ringo Starr.* Now that the Beatles were in direct competition with the Hurricanes they increasingly defined themselves against them; the slicker the Hurricanes were, the more anarchic the Beatles became.

         Lennon was the wildest. He performed his tasteless ‘cripple’ impressions (since his teenage years, he had had a fascination with the physically handicapped or deformed; the characters in his drawings often sported grotesquely long necks or two heads).8 If he felt that a crowd was unresponsive to the group, he might shout, ‘Go on you fucking Krauts,9 you fucking ignorant German bastards.’ This was partly to get a reaction from the audience but also to amuse and scare his bandmates, who were, after all, almost the only people in the room capable of understanding him. If an audience member did get provoked, Lennon relied on the club’s truncheon-wielding bouncers to head off the threat. Just as at school, he would raise the possibility of physical confrontation while finding ways to avoid it. When he was drunk, however, which was often, he seemed capable of anything.

         Kaiserkeller sessions were nine to twelve hours long, with the Beatles and the Hurricanes alternating every hour or ninety minutes. The Beatles were fuelled on free beer and Preludin (‘Prellies’), a variety of amphetamine popular with St Pauli musicians. The Kaiserkeller was 45crowded, unventilated and frenzied. A member of Rory Storm’s band recalled:

         
            The whole place just shook10 … a solid mass of bodies. You couldn’t see through the smoke. Fights would break out on the dance floor or on the seats, and these huge glasses would be flying every which way … If there was a sailor on the floor you’d see [the bouncers] lay into him, kicking him.

         

         St Pauli clubs were owned and patronised by mobsters with fearsome reputations. If they bought you a drink, you drank it; if they requested a song, you played it. The Beatles, engaged in amicable enmity with everyone around them – rival bands, Koschmider, Germans in general – had to be smart to survive. At the same time, they exuded a spirit of childlike fun by which the Germans found themselves carried away, almost despite themselves. One day, the Beatles began a leapfrogging contest11 in the street that ended in a long line of Germans leapfrogging behind them, cops holding up traffic to wave them through. Another night, they started a strawberry fight with the audience.12

         *

         John, Paul and George all strove to get better at playing and singing. Stuart Sutcliffe, though artistically ambitious, did not share this commitment to self-improvement, which became problematic. (Neither did Pete, but the Beatles had learnt that if you have a competent drummer, you stick with him.) As the others developed their techniques and extended their range, Stuart’s deficiencies became more apparent. Paul, the most committed to self- and group betterment, needled him about it. Had they been in Liverpool, Stuart’s awkward fit would have generated only acrimony; Hamburg transformed it into something more creative. Shortly after the Beatles started playing at the Kaiserkeller, a young graphic artist called Klaus Voormann wandered in. Riveted by the boisterous leather-jacketed Englishmen on 46stage, he returned the next night with his girlfriend, Astrid Kirchherr, a photographer’s assistant, and a friend, Jürgen Vollmer. Voormann, Kirchherr and Vollmer became regulars. They stood out from the crowd of sailors and mobsters. Most Kaiserkeller customers talked among themselves; these three observed the band closely, from a table near the stage. One night, Voormann approached Lennon during a break to show him a record sleeve he’d designed. Lennon put him on to Sutcliffe, ‘the artist in the band’.13 Sutcliffe was captivated by the Germans, who had met at art college in Hamburg. They were unembarrassed intellectuals, engaged in a quiet rebellion against stolid post-war German society. Their cultural touchstones were French: films, novels, fashion, philosophy. Stuart and Astrid, at twenty-two a couple of years his senior, fell in love. Within weeks, she parted amicably from Voormann to be with him.

         Lennon dubbed them ‘Exis’ because of their affinity with existentialist intellectuals such as Sartre and Cocteau. The Exis were more likely to listen to jazz than rock and roll, but the raucous wall of sound generated by the Beatles converted them. As with everyone who fell for the band – then and since – it was the people as much as the music that compelled them. Astrid said, ‘They looked absolutely astonishing … my whole life changed in a couple minutes.14 All I wanted was to be with them and to know them.’ As far as we know, nobody ever said this about Rory and the Hurricanes. The fascination was mutual: Astrid, in particular, made a strong impression. She dressed in black, wore her blonde hair boyishly short and conveyed firm opinions on art and design in broken English.

         Crucially, she took the Beatles seriously as artists, rather than just kids having fun with guitars. Not long after their first meeting, Astrid invited the Beatles to a deserted fairground for a photo shoot. Instead of aiming for showbusiness glamour, Astrid presented the Beatles as pensive, scruffy rebels. She had them pose among shuttered carnival booths and empty rides: the structures that remain when all glitz is stripped away. A group of young men who loved to clown around 47returned solemn gazes to the camera. Up on stage, blasting out ‘What’d I Say’, the Beatles were a wild, whirling fairground ride. Astrid saw that they were not just that.

         
            * There is almost an hour of live and home demo recordings of the Hurricanes from around this time, which shows us what Harrison meant: they perform a tidy pastiche of American pop, without bringing anything of themselves to it.
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            4: Will You Love Me Tomorrow

         

         In November, with the Beatles’ contract at the Kaiserkeller running out, a rival of Bruno Koschmider’s, Peter Eckhorn, made them a good offer to play at his club. When Koschmider found out, he was furious, sabotaged the deal and played a hand in getting McCartney and Best arrested and deported on a trumped-up charge of arson (they had been working illegally without permits, anyway). Harrison left for home too (at seventeen, he was too young to work in Hamburg’s clubs and since the start of November had been playing only until the 10 p.m. curfew). A week later, Lennon, now without bandmates or a source of income, made his way back to Liverpool, alone and miserable. Sutcliffe stayed in Hamburg with Kirchherr.

         Dispirited by this humiliating end to the best time of his life, John took a while to reconnect with Paul and the others, who were not even sure if John was back in Liverpool. It might have been the end of the Beatles. Paul got himself a Christmas job as ‘second man’ on a lorry delivering parcels. The group got back together after the intervention of a friend of Allan Williams called Bob Wooler. Wooler, thirty-five, was a disc jockey and compère on the dance-hall circuit. After talking to a despondent Lennon in the Jacaranda, he lined up a few gigs and squeezed the Beatles onto a bill with three other groups at Litherland Town Hall, in the north of Liverpool. The group started rehearsing again, recruiting a temporary bass player in Sutcliffe’s absence.

         The Litherland gig took place on 27 December 1960. Few in the audience had heard of the Beatles, who came from the other side of the city. Since Wooler billed them as ‘direct from Hamburg’, many assumed that the group with the odd name was German. If anyone remembered 49them, it was as a shambolic, drummerless group who didn’t seem much interested in putting on a show. Wooler had barely seen them play himself, but they intrigued him as people. ‘I just trusted my instinct that they would go down in an unusual,1 important way,’ he said. He was right. When the curtains opened and Paul McCartney ripped into the opening of ‘Long Tall Sally’, the city shook. Nobody had ever seen a band like this. The Beatles did not play dainty pop tunes; they played rock and roll, hard and fast and direct. The two frontline singers, sometimes joined at the microphone by a third, combined roars and howls with sweet balladeering and soaring harmonies. They looked different from other bands, too: they dressed in black leather jackets and cowboy boots, which they stomped to the beat. Instead of dance routines, they clowned around. And it turned out they were not German. They bantered in Liverpudlian accents; they were funny and rude. When Lennon stepped up to the mic and said, ‘Get your knickers down,’2 the crowd erupted with delight. The Beatles ended their set with a rollicking half-hour version of ‘What’d I Say’.

         This was the band that Allan Williams sent to Hamburg because none of his good bands could make it. What happened? It wasn’t just practice. ‘Hamburg didn’t change anyone else the same way,’3 said Chris Huston, a rock guitarist from Liverpool. ‘When [the Beatles] came back from Germany it was like they knew something we didn’t. They had this arrogance.’ The Beatles historian Mark Lewisohn notes that when Rory and the Hurricanes returned from Hamburg, they found it hard to get work and went on the dole (their drummer, Ringo Starr, considered becoming a hairdresser). Only the Beatles came back transformed. After Litherland, they went from almost total obscurity to being the undisputed leaders of the Liverpool beat scene. While they were away, local guitar groups had proliferated. Most modelled themselves on Cliff Richard and the Shadows: they wore matching suits and performed neat little step routines. The Beatles seemed from a different world entirely; a spectator recalled that while most Liverpool bands performed in ‘a polite, orderly way’,4 the Beatles ‘attacked 50the crowd’. A guitarist with Rikki and the Redstreaks recalled, ‘We’d been pussyfooting around … The Beatles just came straight at you.’5 At gigs, people who had been paying only partial attention to the bands on stage would be suddenly transfixed by the Beatles: ‘Everybody who was anywhere in the hall … stopped and came forward,6 straight to the front of the stage. They stood there with their mouths open.’ Violence often followed, as crowds of drunken men obscurely perceived a threat. Lennon liked to wind them up, performing a theatrically exaggerated wink to the girls in the audience, and it was left to McCartney to calm things down. This was already an established dynamic: John would push things as far as he dared, knowing that Paul would be there to pull him back.

         Rock and roll remained at the core of what the Beatles did, but they were not content to be an oldies band, playing only Chuck Berry and Little Richard. They ransacked musical genres – country and western, rhythm and blues, instrumentals, ballads – for songs they could make their own. They sought out obscure songs nobody else knew about: B-sides and rarities dug up from the NEMS (North End Music Stores) record department on Whitechapel. They could listen to a song one or two times and not just remember it but swallow it, digest it, absorb it into their bloodstream. Every song they played became a Beatles song; they stole but never copied. Being different was a marketing strategy but above all an expression of voracious musical curiosity.

         A natural extension of the imperative to be different would have been to play their own songs, but while John and Paul had dozens of Lennon–McCartney originals under their belts, they rarely played them. Lewisohn notes that ‘no one around the Beatles in 1961 … was aware7 of [their songwriting]’. Perhaps they felt their songs weren’t good enough to perform, although several became part of their repertoire or hits for other bands later on. More likely, they saw the group as separate from the songwriting they did together. One was public, the other was private and personal, something between them. On the rare occasions they did play a Lennon–McCartney song, like ‘One 51After 909’, they failed to mention it was one of their own. For now, songwriting was a secret they kept to themselves.

         *

         The Beatles had nearly ceased to exist after Hamburg came to an end. They now came close to breaking up again, this time because of an intra-group dynamic that was to recur throughout their career. Early in 1961, Paul took a full-time job as an electrical apprentice in a factory called Massey & Coggins. His father had been insisting that he start a professional career rather than rely on the Beatles to work out. McCartney made an effort in his new job, winning the respect of the manager, Jim Gilvey (‘He was a very polite young man’).8 He got on with his colleagues, who called him ‘Mantovani’ after finding out he sang in a group. He says he considered the possibility that his father was right about the Beatles: ‘The group had got going again but I didn’t know if I wanted to go back full time.’9 Lennon was furious. He thought it was mad not to commit to the group just as they were gaining momentum. Later on, John said: ‘Paul would always give in to his dad.10 His dad told him to get a job and he fucking dropped the group, saying, “I need a steady career!” We couldn’t believe it.’ Perhaps Paul did want to please his father, but perhaps he also wanted to establish his independence from John. It’s hard to believe that Paul was serious about pursuing a factory-based career. He later said of his decision to leave the job, ‘I never liked bosses,’11 which goes directly to one of McCartney’s defining traits: a powerful aversion to being controlled by anyone or anything, and to the feeling of being bossed. Paul used his job as capital in an unspoken negotiation with John over status. He wanted John to recognise him as an equal, his closest partner, the one he could not do without. If John wanted Paul to commit to the band, then he would have to commit to Paul.

         A turning point arrived after the Beatles landed a gig at the Cavern, a former jazz club in the middle of town. Its new owner, Ray 52McFall, hired Bob Wooler as a talent booker, and Wooler suggested the Beatles for the lunchtime slot. The Cavern was a step up from their usual venues. It was housed in a cellar on a street in the middle of the city’s business district. McFall cultivated a smart crowd: no alcohol, no jeans. The lunchtime clientele consisted of secretaries, shop assistants, runners, boys in suits and girls in nice dresses. McFall served food so that customers would stay for a whole hour or more.

         Only a handful of bands were able to play at lunchtime, since the members of most groups had day jobs. The Beatles were free of such quotidian concerns – except, that is, for Paul. On the day of the booking, 9 February 1961, Lennon and Harrison went down to Massey & Coggins to persuade Paul to join them. After putting up a show of reluctance, Paul sneaked out of work and went with them. When the scruffy, jeans-wearing Beatles first arrived, McFall was uneasy, but when he heard them play, he was smitten. McFall’s description conveys a sense of their triple threat: ‘John started,12 then Paul, then George, and they alternated. Then there’d be a number with two of them – Paul and George or John and Paul – and I couldn’t get over the quality of the music.’

         The question over Paul’s membership in the group was still unresolved, however. It came to a head when McFall booked the Beatles for another lunchtime slot. This time, according to their friend Neil Aspinall, Lennon offered McCartney an ultimatum: ‘John said to Paul on the phone,13 “Either fucking turn up today or you’re not in the band anymore.”’ McCartney passively resisted, until turning up at the last minute. Lennon recalled this as a personal victory: ‘So he had to make a decision between me and his dad then,14 and in the end he chose me.’ In the end he chose me. It is striking how Lennon frames McCartney’s decision as a struggle with his father – not how McCartney himself characterised it – and as a choice between his father and John Lennon. Paul didn’t choose the Beatles, or rock and roll; he chose John. It’s as if Lennon wanted McCartney to come and be an orphan with him.

         53McCartney left his job, without breaking from his father. With the band’s central relationship functioning once more, the Beatles continued to get better and busier. The Cavern became a regular gig. Half empty at first, the club was packed within weeks. There was no language barrier here, and even more than in Hamburg, they became closely attuned to their audience. There wasn’t much of a backstage at the Cavern. The stage was low, the space cramped. Even if they had wanted to, the Beatles could hardly have pretended to be who they weren’t. They pulled the audience into their weird world. Paul and John bounced off each other; George made drily funny interjections; John pretended to have a club foot. Someone in the audience would be asked on stage to do a number. Being in a basement enhanced the sense of a refuge from reality, as did the lunchtime slot: going to see the Beatles in the middle of a weekday must have felt like walking into someone else’s daydream.
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‘The first new Beatles story in decades — and the
one that will make your heart burst.’ 1 ﬁ





