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John F. Kennedy Airport, New York, February 1964




PROLOGUE






They went to sea in Sieve, they did, in a Sieve they went to sea:


In spite of all their friends could say, on a winter’s morn, on a stormy day,


In a Sieve they went to sea!


Edward Lear, “The Jumblies”








On a gray, blustery Friday afternoon in February 1964, the four young British musicians collectively known as the Beatles arrived on a gleaming Pan American Airways jetliner at Kennedy Airport in New York, where they were met by a crowd of two hundred jostling reporters and photographers and some four thousand fans, mostly teenaged girls, who lined the rooftop observation deck of the airport’s International Arrivals Building in a great singing, shrilling mass.


The reporters and photographers were there because, over the preceding three months, news of a phenomenon that had consumed the attention of the British public since the summer before had been drifting across the Atlantic in reports filed by the London bureaus of American newspapers, magazines, and television networks. The British press had coined the term “Beatlemania” to describe the relentless and seemingly hysterical response of that country’s teenagers to an indeterminate mixture of musical presence, public personality, and social significance that was projected by this pop group from the port city of Liverpool, whose fresh-faced exuberance and insouciant wit had endeared them to a substantial number of adult Britons as well. Beginning with a smattering of articles in the fall of 1963, early coverage of the Beatles by the American press had been playfully condescending. There were repeated references made to the stereotype of English “eccentricity” and much reliance placed on metaphors of infestation and epidemic: BEATLE BUG BITES BRITAIN read a headline in the show-business weekly Variety. The British had gone mad for—of all things—rock ’n’ roll.


Rock-’n’-roll hysteria was considered old news in America in 1964. Most people thought of it as something that had come and gone in the years since Elvis Presley had burst upon the national consciousness in the spring of 1956. By the early 1960s, the pop-singing teen idol had become a cliché epitomized by the character of Conrad Birdie in the 1963 Hollywood musical Bye Bye Birdie: a loutish, leering naïf, plucked from obscurity by a cynically manipulative manager and foisted on a needy, worshipful adolescent public. Though nobody had thus far been able to expose the hands that were pulling the strings, the American reporters who were assigned to cover the story took it for granted that “Beatlemania” was another spectacular example, with an unaccountably British twist, of an established promotional technique by which the hormones of pubescent femininity were milked for money and fame.


Having cleared the formalities of Customs and Immigration, the Beatles and their small entourage were escorted into the terminal’s press room and grouped around a podium for an impromptu news conference. Uninitiated as to which of these slim, dark-suited figures was which, reporters directed their questions at the group, whose members seemed to vie with one another to come up with the most flippant or outrageous answer. They began by affirming their professionalism with a bluntness that was startling by the prevailing standards of show-business cant. “Won’t you please sing something?” asked a woman reporter. “No!” said one. “Sorry!” said another. “We need money first!” said a third. And away it went from there: “Are you for real?” they were asked. “Come and have a feel.” “How many of you are bald, that you have to wear those wigs?” “Oh, we’re all bald … and deaf and dumb, too.” “How do you account for your success?” “We have a press agent.” What started as a press conference rapidly devolved into a parody in which the Beatles, speaking in the droll, hooded accents of their native Liverpool, seemed to gather up the banality of the entire proceeding and toss it back good-naturedly in the faces of the New York press. “What do you think of Beethoven?” “We love him—especially the poems.” Through it all, the four of them exuded an almost mysterious sense of solidarity and self-possession. They were their own show, and their own audience. Having attracted the sort of attention for which most people in their line of work would be willing to sell their souls, here they were, cracking dumb jokes for their own amusement, calling attention to the mercenary motives of their visit, and generally acting as if it really didn’t matter what the newspapers and television stations reported about them after all.


And what of the thousands of fans who squealed on the roof and raced down the corridors and pressed like love-starved orphans against the doors of the room where this curious rite of transatlantic passage was taking place? By and large, their motivations were more complex, and their intentions more honorable, than those of the New York press. They were there because, for the past month, they had been listening to an incessant crescendo of Beatles songs on the radio and buying unprecedented numbers of Beatles records as fast as the group’s American label, Capitol Records, could press them and ship them to stores. On the basis of what they had heard in the tough, bluesy rhythms and tender pop melodies of those songs, they were in thrall to a form of passionate enthusiasm that was, for most of them, unlike anything they had ever experienced before.


In a uniquely American gesture of hospitality, the four Beatles were then individually placed into four black Cadillac limousines and driven into midtown Manhattan. As they rode into the city, they listened with amazement to the sound of their own songs blaring forth wherever they turned on the radio dial, interspersed with the disc jockeys’ simultaneous accounts of their trip into the city and their approach to the Plaza Hotel on Central Park South.


The Beatles spent their first weekend in New York holed up behind the imposing faux-Renaissance façade of the Plaza, insulated by a thickening blanket of police, press, and fans. “I don’t want to talk to them. I just want to stand here and get images,” announced a reporter from The Saturday Evening Post. “I don’t want to interview them. I just want their autograph for my managing editor,” echoed his colleague from Life. In the public square that adjoined the hotel, a crowd of several hundred teenagers maintained a constant vigil, their eyes riveted on the entrance to the Plaza, their backs pressed against the stonework of the Pulitzer Fountain, a gift to the city from the famous newspaper publisher, its granite basins topped by the statue of Pomona, the Roman goddess of abundance. Periodically the Beatles would reward the attention of these sentries by emerging from the hotel on one pretext or another—a photogenic stroll by the boathouse in Central Park, a visit to local night spots like the nearby Playboy Club, a television rehearsal at the CBS studios on Broadway at 53rd Street. Then, on Sunday evening, February 9, the group performed live on The Ed Sullivan Show, while an estimated 74 million Americans, or 34 percent of the population, watched from the comfort of their homes. According to the Nielsen rating service, this was the largest audience that had ever been recorded for an American television program. Included in the total was an extremely high percentage of the country’s 22 million teenagers.


Looking like the world’s most nervous substitute teacher as he faced a studio audience of 1,500 fans, the dour, square-shouldered Sullivan—a man renowned for the awkwardness of his stage presence—introduced the Beatles at the top of the show. Their appearance was greeted by a sustained screech from the audience that one New York television critic likened to the sound of a subway train rounding a curve in the track.


The Beatles went on to perform three songs. Two of these, “All My Loving” and “Till There Was You,” were drawn from an album called Meet the Beatles, which had sold two million copies in the three weeks since its release. The third song, “She Loves You,” had been issued as a single in the United States the previous summer and had sold negligibly at the time. That record now stood at number three on the American charts, two positions behind the Beatles’ most recent single, “I Want to Hold Your Hand.”


By the time of this performance, most of the material on the two albums and five singles the Beatles had released in Britain over the preceding year was familiar to their American fans. The saturational press coverage had helped to familiarize most teenage viewers with the faces and emblematic personality traits of the individual Beatles as well. (For many adult Americans, by contrast, it would take years to learn to tell them apart). What came as a complete revelation to the budding Beatlemaniacs who first saw them on The Ed Sullivan Show was just that: the sight of the group onstage. For the Beatles looked and acted like no performers they had ever seen. The four of them were dressed identically in dark suits, white shirts, and knit ties, the conventionality of which was subverted by the tight fit of their jackets and trousers and the sleek, almost reptilian line of their pointy-toed, Cuban-heeled boots. The band’s defining physical feature, however, was the helmetlike profusion of hair that shook and bounced around their faces as they sang, longer and fuller than the hair on any males these kids had ever seen outside of storybook illustrations of the Middle Ages. In addition to the novelty of their physical appearance, another notable feature of the Beatles’ performance involved the absence of any obvious leader or focal point. All three of the guitarists not only played but sang, while the two on either side, their guitar necks pointing in opposite directions, shared the lead vocals on the songs. The television cameras reflected this egalitarian arrangement by dividing their attention between shots of the group, shots of its individual members, and shots of the fans in the audience—shrieking, shouting, waving their arms, and careening in their seats. At the end of each number, the Beatles acknowledged the bedlam in the studio by performing a courtly, well-synchronized bow. The final chord of “She Loves You” was followed by the reappearance of a relieved-looking Ed Sullivan, who read a brief benedictory telegram from Elvis Presley before inviting his viewers to partake of “a word from Anacin.”


The supporting acts on the program that night included the juvenile cast of Oliver!, a hit Broadway musical based on the story of Oliver Twist, and an impressionist named Frank Gorshin, whose routine was based on the then-ludicrous concept of Hollywood stars running for political office. Near the end of the hour-long show, the Beatles returned for two more numbers, “I Saw Her Standing There” and “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” the two sides of their current number-one single. The girls in the audience now rewarded themselves for forty minutes of good behavior by completely cutting loose.


The press coverage redoubled on the morning after the broadcast with reviews in all the New York papers and a formal news conference at the Plaza that was likened by Variety to a White House briefing. (Capitol Records later claimed that its nationwide clipping service had collected 13,882 newspaper and magazine articles about the Beatles by the end of their two-week stay.) “How did you propose to your wife?” a reporter asked John Lennon, the acknowledged wit of the group, whose wife Cynthia had accompanied him to New York. “The same as anyone else,” said Lennon, clearly irritated by the question. “I want to do it right,” the reporter insisted. “You want to do it right?” Lennon responded coldly. “Then do it with both hands.” Asked if they had found “a leading lady” for their upcoming film, the Beatle named George Harrison replied, “We’re trying to get the Queen. She sells.” “Obviously, these kids don’t give a fig about projecting any sort of proper image,” a reporter was heard to say.


On Tuesday a snowstorm forced the Beatles to travel by train to Washington, where they were scheduled to play their first live concert in America and attend a reception in their honor at the British embassy. The concert was held at a sports arena whose centrally located stage required the Beatles to pause after every few songs to physically reorient themselves and their equipment toward another quadrant of the eight thousand screaming participants. The embassy reception was attended by much of the Washington diplomatic corps and marred by an incident involving a scissors-wielding guest and the hair of Ringo Starr. After accepting a flustered apology from the wife of the British ambassador, Ringo turned to her husband and asked, “And what do you do?”


The following day the group returned to New York to play two concerts at Carnegie Hall, where they paid their respects to America’s great shrine of classical music by opening their set with Chuck Berry’s “Roll Over Beethoven” to the delight of two thousand fans and those members of New York’s political, social, and cultural establishment who had the clout to demand and receive tickets. (“I loved it. They were marvelous,” said Mrs. Nelson Rockefeller, wife of the governor.)


Next the Beatles flew to Miami Beach, where on Sunday, live from the Napoleon Ballroom of the Deauville Hotel, they performed before another 70 million viewers on The Ed Sullivan Show. (This time Sullivan introduced them as “four of the nicest youngsters we’ve ever had on the show.”) Then, after several days of exceedingly well-reported relaxation in the Florida sun, the Beatles flew back to Britain. On American newsstands, their faces filled the covers of Life, Look, and The Saturday Evening Post. On the American record charts, their music occupied the first and second positions for both singles and albums. (The trade journal Billboard later estimated that the Beatles accounted for 60 percent of all the singles sold in the United States during the first three months of 1964.) At London’s Heathrow Airport, a crowd of ten thousand British patriots turned out at seven o’clock in the morning to afford their heroes the sort of welcome that General Gordon might have received if Gordon had returned from Khartoum.


FOR ALL THAT came after, the events of February 1964 remain to this day the best-known chapter of their well-known story: the Beatles’ “conquest” of America, a moment worthy of mention in the most cursory chronicle of the 1960s, preserved for posterity in a set of iconic photographs and grainy black-and-white video images whose familiarity has served, over time, to obscure the sheer strangeness of it all. Until this point, the influence of American and European models on their music and fashion sense notwithstanding, the Beatles’ lives and their popular phenomenon had been bordered by the bounds of a British world. The outbreak of Beatlemania in Britain had marked the culmination of nearly seven years of self-improvement and self-promotion on their part, in a career that had progressed through distinct stages of success at the local, regional, and national level. Now this same crazed enthusiasm had leaped the borders of Britain to arrive in New York City, the world capital of mass culture and communications, where a state of full-blown pop hysteria had been achieved in five weeks’ time, with most of it occurring before the group had set foot on American soil. In Britain the popularity of the Beatles was widely understood to be an expression of social and cultural forces that had been in motion for many years. In America, like princes in a fairy tale, they seemed to awaken some great, slumbering need.


Though the Beatles seemed utterly new to the millions of young people who first saw them perform on The Ed Sullivan Show in February 1964, two generations of American adolescents had already bestowed a similar form of frenzied adulation on musical heroes of their own, Frank Sinatra and Elvis Presley. At the first opportunity, both Sinatra and Presley had managed to parlay their initial success as teen idols into extraordinarily lucrative but otherwise conventional show-business careers. After weathering a celebrated “downfall” in the late 1940s, Sinatra went on to establish himself as the preeminent all-around entertainer of his generation: a best-selling recording artist, a major Hollywood movie star, a top-drawing Las Vegas headliner, and a paragon of middle-aged cool. (All told, in a career lasting half a century, he released more than seventy albums and starred in more than fifty films.) On a less artistically acclaimed level, Elvis Presley also assimilated eagerly into the world of conventional show business, making his mark as the best-paid B-movie star in the annals of Hollywood. Earning more than a million dollars a picture, Presley from 1960 onward settled into a numbingly remunerative routine that yielded two or three feature films and two or three best-selling soundtrack albums in every fiscal year. Though he, too, would experience a modest downfall and comeback during the second half of the 1960s, by the time of his death in 1977 he had recorded more than forty albums, released nearly a hundred hit singles, and starred in fifteen films.


With the Beatles, there would be no downfalls or comebacks, no scores of singles and albums, no headlining appearances in Las Vegas, no catalog of Hollywood films. With the Beatles, there would be nothing that could properly be described as a “show business career” at all. While the extent of their commercial success, artistic influence, and enduring popularity would qualify them as one of the greatest phenomena in the history of mass entertainment, by their own insistence they never considered themselves to be “entertainers” in the accepted sense of the word. Instead, February 1964 marked not only the climax of a pop craze, but also the beginning of a remarkable metamorphosis.


Over the next six years, drawing on untold reserves of creativity and ambition, the Beatles would play a leading role in revolutionizing the way that popular records were made, the way that popular records were listened to, the nature of popular songwriting, and the role that popular music itself would play in people’s lives. They would preside over the transformation of the music business into the record business, and over the expansion of that business into a branch of the entertainment industry whose international sales and scope would come to rival those of Hollywood.


At the same time, from its frenzied, inchoate beginnings in Britain and the United States, the great upsurge of adolescent fervor that the press called Beatlemania would coalesce into one of the main tributaries of a broad confluence of pop enthusiasm, student activism, and mass bohemianism that would flood the political, social, and cultural landscape of much of the industrialized world during the second half of the 1960s, spinning off whorls and eddies—the women’s movement, the gay liberation movement, the environmental movement—in its wake. In a manner that was inconceivable prior to an era when pop stars, film stars, and sports stars began to achieve the sort of fame and exert the sort of influence that had once been reserved for political, military, and religious leaders, the Beatles would serve as prominent symbols, spokesmen, or, as some would have it, avatars of this great international upheaval. Bridging nationalities, classes, and cultures, they became the common property of a generation of young people who idealized them, and then identified powerfully with that idealization of them—even as the Beatles themselves, in their music and their public lives, struggled to deflate those idealizations in an effort to retain their own grip on reality. Through it all, they would demonstrate an uncanny ability to be all things to all people while remaining true to themselves.


Nor would their influence wane. For a few years after the Beatles disbanded in 1970, pop critics tended to downplay their importance and compare their music unfavorably with the ruder styles of rock exemplified by their old rivals, the Rolling Stones. But throughout the 1970s, as each of the former Beatles released solo recordings of his own, a flame of hopeful speculation flickered around the possibility that the four of them would one day reunite and reassert the cultural power they had once wielded with such authority, humor, and grace. John Lennon’s murder in 1980 put an end to that hope. (It also turned Lennon into an awkwardly sainted figure: an apostle of Peace and Love who bore little resemblance to the sardonic and mercurial Beatle the world had known.) Still, in the aftermath of that senseless tragedy, with all prospect of a triumphant reunion gone, the Beatles continued to sell vast numbers of their recordings—more than a billion at last count. In 2001, thirty years after their demise, a CD reissue of their hit singles sold an unprecedented 13 million copies in the first month of its release. Year after year, decade after decade, young listeners have continued to experience their own personal version of the sense of revelation that first gripped a generation of British and American adolescents in the fall of 1963 and the winter of 1964, while millions of older listeners have continued to experience the Beatles’ music as an enriching and benevolent force in their lives. To this day they are widely regarded as the greatest concentration of singing, songwriting, and all-round musical talent that the rock-’n’-roll era has produced.


In February 1964, of course, all of this lay in the future. But, from the beginning, there were several attributes that distinguished the Beatles from anything that had happened in popular music before. The first of these was their nationality. Since the term was first coined in the 1920s, the very concept of a superstar had become synonymous with the burgeoning celebrity entertainment culture of the United States, which had colonized the world with its mythos of Broadway, Tin Pan Alley, and Hollywood. The Beatles in 1964 were the first unmistakably non-American performers in any mass medium to achieve the status of superstars on an international scale (unlike, say, Charlie Chaplin, who had lived in Hollywood and played a seminally American character on the screen). As the spearhead of a “British Invasion” of the American music scene, the Beatles posed an unprecedented challenge to the hegemony that America had exerted over the world of popular music (and popular entertainment in general) since the syncopated rhythms of ragtime first captured the fancy of Europe on the eve of World War I.


In mounting this challenge to America’s domination of the pop world, the Beatles also succeeded in defying all the prevailing stereotypes of what it meant to be British in 1964—stereotypes that, until the recent dissolution of Britain’s far-flung empire, had exerted not only influence but a direct form of political and cultural authority over a quarter of the earth’s population. “From the start, the very cut of their limbs, the very glint in their eyes, showed that they were ironically detached from the grandeur of the British past,” noted the writer Jan Morris at the time. Youthfulness, stylishness, unpretentiousness, and nonchalance—these were not the qualities the world had come to expect from the familiar and once-intimidating spectacle of Englishmen abroad. Yet by drawing on their origins in the north-western seaport of Liverpool, whose polyglot population of ethnic and religious minorities made it the least homogeneously “English” city in all of England, the Beatles personified an iconoclastic version of their national character that proved to be as compelling to the youth of North America, Europe, Australia, and parts of Asia as it was to their British fans.


Another attribute that distinguished the Beatles from the beginning was their identity as a group: the first such group in the history of mass entertainment to elicit the sort of romantic fascination and identification that defined the power of a star. Like the edge of defiance that Sinatra and Presley brought to their careers, the sense of unity and camaraderie the Beatles projected was rooted in their social origins, and it added an explicitly social dimension to their appeal. Teenagers in particular recognized that, whatever the nature of their professional association, these four young men were indeed a group of friends who had grown up in the same place, shared many of the same experiences, and owed one another the same unspoken loyalty that had bound young men together in groups since time began. From the outset, there was something atavistic about the Beatles’ group identity. The most obvious expression of this (apart from their punningly totemic name) was their uniform yet idiosyncratic appearance: the matching clothes and hair that tied them to one another and set them apart from everyone else. Yet the most potent expression of the Beatles’ collective nature was ultimately to be found in their music. For, unlike the vast majority of popular recording artists in 1964, the Beatles were not only singers (three of whom sang lead) but collaborative composers and ensemble instrumentalists who wrote their own material and provided their own accompaniment. This was something very different

from the nondescript “vocal groups” and hierarchical “harmony groups” that popular music had known. The Beatles were a vision of self-sufficiency, interdependence, and shared ambition that supplied popular music with the archetype of a “rock group,” a model of musical organization that would endure for decades to come.


As THE FOCUS of so much interest and appreciation over the last forty years, the Beatles have come to represent a bibliographical phenomenon as well as a musical one. The first real book about them, Michael Braun’s astute account of Beatlemania titled Love Me Do, appeared in 1964. Since then they have served as the subject of more than five hundred books, running the full gamut of the publishing arts. These include a glut of memoirs by friends, family, and professional associates; multiple biographies of the individual Beatles; transcriptions of their interviews and treasuries of their quotations; anthologies of newspaper and magazine articles; photograph albums by the dozen; diaries of their day-to-day activities; chronicles of their individual recording sessions, concert tours, and even vacation trips; collections and concordances of their song lyrics; volumes of critical commentary and formal musicological analysis; and scrupulously notated scores of their recorded arrangements. There are Beatle encyclopedias, dictionaries, discographies, and at least two book-length bibliographies devoted to making sense of all the other writing about them. This output is all the more remarkable considering that, prior to the Beatles, not a single significant book had been written on the subject of rock ’n’ roll.


Given this great effusion of words, it is interesting to note how few full-scale biographies of the Beatles as a group have been published over the years. The first such effort, written at the peak of their popularity in 1968 by the British journalist Hunter Davies, was an “authorized” biography that enjoyed the cooperation of the Beatles, their families, and their manager, Brian Epstein. The virtues of Davies’s book included its unassuming style and its unequaled access to the group. As a biography, its main deficiency was that it ended before the Beatles did, leaving the final years of their association undocumented. Davies’s work was also slightly compromised by his need to obtain the Beatles’ approval of its contents, which led him to avoid or expunge a certain amount of material that was deemed objectionable. These omissions were amply redressed by the next major biography, Philip Norman’s Shout, which was published in 1981, one year after John Lennon’s death. A former colleague of Hunter Davies’s at the London Sunday Times, Norman filled out the story admirably and carried it through to its end. The tone of his writing was by turns more elegiac and jaded than Davies’s, but his approach was essentially the same. Both books relied heavily on extensive (and exclusive) interviews—in Davies’s case, with the Beatles and their intimates; in Norman’s case, with nearly everyone but the Beatles and their intimates. More recently, in 2005, the American journalist Bob Spitz published a compendious biography of the group that revisited many of Norman’s sources (who spoke with both the benefit and detriment of hindsight) and further enlarged the picture by drawing on the huge body of published interviews, memoirs, and more-specialized historical sources that has accumulated over the years. All three of these books have reflected the ethos of feature journalism in seeking to penetrate the public image of these very public figures in an effort to reveal the “inside story” of their lives. Among other things, this meant that Davies, Norman, and Spitz devoted comparatively little attention to the Beatles’ music; their records, after all, were known to everyone.


Over the last twenty-five years the vast bulk of the biographical writing about the Beatles has focused on the individual members of the group and on specialized aspects of their career. To some extent, this tendency toward individualization and specialization has reflected the way the Beatles’ collective identity has made them resistant to the standard biographical treatment. Most biographies tell the story of a person’s life from beginning to end. A biography of the Beatles, by contrast, is neither the story of a full life nor the story of a person. It is rather the story of a group of young men whose affiliation began in adolescence and effectively ended before any of them had reached the age of thirty. It is a story that defies individualization and, as a result, places more importance on the qualities the four of them shared than on the qualities that made them distinct.


This is a book about the Beatles, Britain, and America in the twenty-five years after World War II. It is drawn from widely diverse sources of information and imagination, and it seeks to combine three main perspectives—the biographical, the musical, and the historical—in an effort to convey the full import and interplay of the Beatles’ lives, art, and times.


The first strand of the story—the biographical—comprises the narrative of their career, beginning with their individual childhoods and their collective adolescence in postwar Liverpool, and ending with their breakup in 1970. It is, by any measure, a remarkable success story, which has been told and retold so often that it has come to resemble a modern folktale. Like a folktale, it has been put to many different uses by its many different narrators. The goal in recounting it here again is to do so as vividly and accurately as possible, clearing away the ephemeral, the apocryphal, and the merely anecdotal in order to focus on what can truly be known about the lives of four people whose overnight success caused them to pass from obscurity to ubiquity with little transition in between. Here especially, this book benefits from the tremendous amount of material about the Beatles that has been published over the last twenty years. That a great deal of this information is contradictory, implausible, or, in some cases, simply incredible has required that none of it be taken at face value; instead, every assertion has been assessed for its plausibility and its concurrence with other accounts. Particular attention has been paid to the reliability of sources, since the many retellings of the Beatles’ story do not lack for unreliable, self-serving, or reflexively revisionist narrators. In keeping with the conventional wisdom of writing about the past, greater weight has been given to primary sources and contemporary accounts than to memoirs and recollections—including those of the Beatles themselves. (As Paul McCartney once remarked, “I keep seeing pictures of myself shaking hands with Mitzi Gaynor [a minor celebrity of the time] and I think, ‘I didn’t know I met her.’ It’s that vague.”)


The second strand of the story centers on the Beatles’ music. This is an account of their early musical awakenings, idols, and influences, their apprenticeship as singers and accompanists in the clubs of Liverpool and Hamburg, their precocious flowering as songwriters, and their extraordinarily rapid and dynamic evolution as recording artists from 1963 onward. From the Beatles’ perspective, this is closest thing to the “inside story” of their lives. For while their fans, the press, and the public may often have wanted to see them as something else or something more, it was always as musicians that the Beatles saw themselves. Music was the passion that linked them to one another and brought them to the attention of the world, and from 1960 to 1970, more than any other activity, music was what they did. This strand of the story also involves the many ways that millions of listeners, including fans, critics, and fellow artists, responded to the Beatles’ music: what people experienced at their live performances and heard in the songs on their records, and how it was that they related this music to their own lives. An added virtue of putting the Beatles’ music at the center of their story is that the relevant materials—the eleven albums and twenty-three singles they recorded between 1962 and 1969, containing their definitive performances of 182 original songs—are so readily available to listeners and readers, sounding just as they did at the time.


The third and broadest perspective of this book focuses on what might be termed “the real outside story.” This comprises the social and cultural background, the conditions and developments that shaped the lives of the Beatles and determined the part they played in the history of their times. The years of their story coincided with a period of rampant social and cultural change in Britain and America, and throughout the industrialized world. In Britain this transformation began with the election in 1945 of a Labour government committed to dismantling the British Empire, reforming the British class system, and providing for the health and education of the populace through the creation of a socialist “welfare state.” It continued during the 1950s with the efforts of Conservative governments to promote the growth of an American-style consumer economy stimulated by the enticements of an American-style consumer culture; and it culminated during the 1960s with the emergence of London as a world capital of pop culture, ruled by an unruly elite of former “war babies” who were bent on taking their country’s new climate of expressive freedom to once unimaginable extremes. The Beatles began as creatures of this new social and cultural milieu; they wound up serving as the most prominent symbols of it for people all over the world.


The years of their story also coincided with a technological revolution, paced by advances in the field of electronics, that would transform the nature of everyday life during the second half of the twentieth century as dramatically as the utilization of electricity had transformed the nature of life during the first half of the century. To cite some obvious examples: the passenger jets on which the Beatles traveled to America, the long-playing records they sold in such profusion, and television shows like the one that allowed 74 million people to view them simultaneously from the comfort of their homes—all were freshly minted products of the postwar world. Tape recording, FM radio, and electrified musical instruments—these, too, were recent innovations whose creative potential remained largely unexplored. To a considerable extent, the Beatles’ ability to exert a new form of cultural power would turn on their ability to capitalize on these new technologies, and on the consolidation of these new technologies into a new kind of parallel universe, combining information, entertainment, and commercial advertising, that ordinary people first began referring to during the early 1960s as “the media.”


Finally, the years of the Beatles’ story coincided with the historic shift in Anglo-American relations precipitated by World War II, when the leading imperialist nation of the nineteenth century conclusively yielded its power and influence to the leading internationalist nation of the twentieth century. In 1939, Britain still ruled over the greatest sovereign empire the world had ever known, and the British people retained a sense of their country (whatever else they may have thought about it) as the most powerful nation on earth. In 1939 the United States remained a country still preoccupied with its own internal development and its recent efforts to recover from the disastrous social and economic consequences of the Great Depression. Within ten years everything had changed. Now Britain—its cities scarred, its wealth depleted, and its vitality sapped by the war—was turning its gaze inward as it abdicated its status as a Great Power, while the United States, its economy booming, its confidence bursting, had triumphantly assumed the mantle of world leadership.


This historic reversal of fortune transformed not only the political relationship between the two great English-speaking nations, but the unique cultural relationship between them as well. Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, unimpeded by the need for translation, the dynamic and democratic sensibility of American popular culture had exerted a powerful influence on the imaginative lives of the British people, with American styles and American products dominating the British market for music and films. The Beatles themselves were a product of this influence, which intensified sharply in the years after World War II. But the democratization of postwar British society had given rise to a new generation of young people who were no longer content merely to watch and listen, and were now prepared to participate in this popular culture on their own terms. Just as Britain had once bequeathed one of the world’s great literary traditions to America, where it became infused with the native genius of writers like Poe and Wharton and Twain, America was now bequeathing one of the world’s great musical traditions to Britain, where a tight little band of young Liverpudlians stood ready to infuse that tradition with a native genius of their own.
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Now, you’ve got to keep in mind that Elvis Presley was probably, innately, the most introverted person that came into that studio. Because he didn’t play with bands. He didn’t go to this little club and pick and grin. All he did was sit with his guitar on the side of his bed at home.


—Sam Phillips








“Well since my baby left me …” The voice, unaccompanied but for the tinny flourish of piano that anchors the end of each line, was somehow bigger and riper with feeling than any voice its young listeners had ever heard. “Well I found a new place to dwell …” It projected an authority and an insolence that reached beyond the words themselves, and it came from a place beyond the realm of “entertainment” as they had ever conceived of the term. Now joined by a doomstruck bass line, the sound of that voice seemed only to grow larger and more menacing, yet closer and more confiding as well, as if—given the lurching slow-dance tempo of the music—the singer’s lips were pressed tight against the ear of the girl he now began to address, his words expressing a vengeful wish to make her feel the same way he was feeling in his room at the Heartbreak Hotel: “So lonely I could die.” Though such things had been said since time immemorial in the lives of ordinary people; and though similar expressions of such dire emotion could be found in a growing number of avowedly realistic novels, plays, and films; and though something very much like it had been available for years on the sorts of records that most people never heard (including earlier, more obscure records by this same singer)—the fact remained that no man had ever sounded this way, or spoken this way to a woman, in front of so many millions of listeners before.


Elvis Presley was the catalyst, not the originator, of the phenomenon called rock ’n’ roll. Three years before he made his first recordings, the term was being promoted by a Cleveland disc jockey named Alan Freed as a race-neutral pseudonym for the black rhythm and blues that Freed began beaming across a wide swath of the North American continent in 1951. In 1954, the year that Freed moved his radio show, “Moondog’s Rock ’n’ Roll Party,” to New York City, a white band singer named Bill Haley (himself a former disc jockey) recorded a pair of songs on the Decca label, one a novelty tune with a snappy tick-tock rhythm called “Rock Around the Clock,” the other a sanitized “cover” version of a current rhythm-and-blues hit by Joe Turner called “Shake, Rattle and Roll.” “Rock Around the Clock” failed to catch on at first, but Haley’s pallid rendition of “Shake, Rattle and Roll” became a hit record, rising into the Billboard Top Ten in the fall of 1954. The following year, “Rock Around the Clock” was featured on the soundtrack of a film called Blackboard Jungle—one of a spate of Hollywood movies designed to exploit the rising tide of public anxiety about juvenile delinquency in America. Placed in a suitably inflammatory context, the song caught fire, reaching number one on the pop charts in the summer of 1955, turning the chubby, thirtyish, tartan-jacketed Haley into the world’s first rock-’n’-roll star.


In the meantime, legend has it, an eighteen-year-old delivery truck driver named Elvis Aron Presley sauntered into the storefront offices of Sam Phillips’s Memphis Recording Service in the summer of 1953 to make an acetate of a song called “My Happiness” as a birthday present for his mom. (That Gladys Presley was born in the spring only burnishes the myth.) Sam Phillips, who operated his studio in conjunction with a small independent record label called Sun, had concerned himself to date with recording such talented Memphis-area bluesmen as Howlin’ Wolf and B.B. King. Elvis at first made little impression on him. But Elvis made enough of a pest of himself in the months ahead that Phillips eventually called up an aspiring guitarist he knew named Scotty Moore and asked him to work with the boy. In July of 1954, Presley, Moore, and a bassist named Bill Black came in for a recording test. Sam Phillips asked Elvis what he liked to sing. Elvis, it turned out, liked to sing most anything. He sang country songs in a keening tenor reminiscent of Bill Monroe, and pop ballads in a woozy baritone reminiscent of Dean Martin. Phillips started him out on a ballad, “I Love You Because.” The performance, like that of nearly every ballad Presley would ever record, was cloying and overdrawn. Then, during a break in the session, Elvis began to fool around with a blues song he knew called “That’s All Right”; Moore and Black fell in behind him, and Phillips rolled the tape.


Of the many astonishing things about Elvis Presley, nothing is more astonishing than the fact that Elvis “never did sing anywhere in public” (outside of a couple of high school talent shows) before he started making records with Sam Phillips at Sun. For all its romantic associations with dance halls and honky-tonks, rock ’n’ roll was born and reared as the child of records and radio. That the prime exponent of this new style of music should be a singer who possessed no prior professional experience was an anomaly; but it was also a telling sign of the way that record-making would change the very nature of music-making in the years ahead. Presley’s inexperience was all the more astonishing in light of the opinion held by many of his fans that he would never sound much better on a record than he did on “That’s All Right.” Not only were most of the mannerisms that would define his vocal style present at the creation—from the sudden swoops in register to the habit, derived from gospel singing, of starting his lines with a throat-clearing “well” that gave whatever followed the feeling of a retort; even more impressive was the extent to which his first professional recording was marked by the trait that has characterized every great popular singer: the absolute assertion of his personality over the song. From this it might be concluded that Presley was simply a “natural.” But the truth, as ever, was more complex than that.


For one thing, the recording Elvis made with Sam Phillips on that hot summer night in Memphis was made in a manner that would not have been technically possible only a few years before. Up through the end of the 1940s, commercial recording had relied upon a “direct to disc” process that was essentially a reversal of what happened when a record was played on a phonograph: the sound in the studio was converted first into electrical signals by a microphone and then into mechanical impulses by a stylus, which cut a sinuous groove in the surface of a spinning wax or acetate disc. Though this method offered audio engineers little opportunity to edit or enhance the finished product, it was quite adequate to a philosophy of recording whose main goal was to produce as accurate a record as possible of the performance taking place. An alternative technology, involving the use of magnetized wire, had been around for decades, but it was not until World War II that German engineers (working on behalf of Nazi propagandists) developed an efficient means of recording sound on reels of magnetic tape. After the war, this new technology was quickly refined, and by the early 1950s it had all but replaced the direct-to-disc process.


Tape recording revolutionized record-making in several ways. On a purely economic level, tape equipment was so affordable, portable, and easy to operate that small storefront recording studios sprang up in cities and towns across the United States. Many of the people who operated these studios had backgrounds in commercial radio, and it wasn’t long before they grew restless producing audio keepsakes of weddings and award ceremonies and began to think about trying their hand in the record business—drawing, like Sam Phillips, on the talent in their immediate area. A chain reaction occurred: tape spawned the storefront studios, the storefront studios spawned the independent labels, and the independent labels, by specializing in types of music the major labels (for various geographic, demographic, and aesthetic reasons) tended to ignore, spawned a record boom. This boom combined with a comparable trend toward decentralization and diversification in the radio broadcasting industry (caused by the advent of television) to propel the American music business into the Atomic Age.


Tape technology did more than decentralize the recording industry, however; it also helped to democratize record-making by adding a new kind of informality and flexibility to the recording process itself. The big commercial studios in NewYork and Los Angeles were owned by large corporations and run on a cost-effective basis that equated time with money. They relied on a professionalized cadre of engineers, arrangers, and sidemen who prided themselves, above all, on their efficiency. By comparison with these record factories, the owner-operators of storefront studios had a lot of free time on their hands—time to tinker with their equipment, audition and rehearse prospective talent, and, in the case of Sam Phillips, time to coax a historic performance out of a malleable young singer who had never sung in public before. What came to life in the course of that first Sun session was an entirely new vocal personality, as surprising to its creator as it would be to everyone else. “I never sang like [that] in my whole life until I made that record,” Presley said later. Awed by the capacity of modern recording technology to enhance the sound of their voices, something similar would happen to a great many other young, unformed singers—including the boys who became the Beatles—in the years ahead.


Sun Records released “That’s All Right” as a single in August 1954. Paired with an equally eclectic version of Bill Monroe’s “Blue Moon of Kentucky” on its flip side, the record caused an immediate commotion on the radio in Memphis and sold enough copies to qualify as a local hit. In the year that followed, it was succeeded by four more Presley singles on Sun: “Good Rockin’ Tonight,” “Milkcow Blues Boogie,” “Baby Let’s Play House,” and “Mystery Train.” All were blues that had previously been recorded by black artists; all were performed in the hybrid “rockabilly” style of “That’s All Right”; and all were paired with country songs on their flip sides. Together with a weekly spot on the Louisiana Hayride radio show and live appearances at high school dances and county fairs throughout the South, these records established Elvis Presley as a regional sensation by the end of 1955. Yet the modest success of these singles—none of which prior to “Mystery Train” sold more than 25,000 copies—put Sam Phillips in a bind. Independent labels like Sun were dependent on a network of wholesale distributors who only paid for the records they handled if and when they sold. This meant that Phillips was constantly strapped for cash to pay for the pressing and promotion of a product whose cost he could only hope to recoup several months down the line. By the end of 1955, Presley’s success in the South had drawn a whole pride of hillbilly cats to the Sun label—singers like Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Johnny Cash—any one of whom, Phillips believed, could do what Elvis had done. So when RCA Victor offered him the princely sum of $35,000 for Presley’s contract, Phillips jumped at the chance. The deal was brokered by a former carnival barker, pet-cemetery operator, and country music impresario named “Colonel” Tom Parker who was gradually assuming command of Presley’s business affairs.


As one of the half-dozen major labels that dominated the American record market in 1955, RCA had a country music division based in Nashville. The label turned Elvis over to its Nashville production staff and in January 1956 he recorded “Heartbreak Hotel.” Its release was coordinated with a series of appearances on network television shows that exposed the American public to the provocative visual image that complemented Presley’s provocative musical style: the infamous pelvic gyrations, the outlandish clothes and pompadoured hair, the hurting eyes and the lopsided grin, poised between a leer and a sneer, that functioned as a kind of generational Rorschach test. The effect of this television exposure was overwhelming. “Heartbreak Hotel” vaulted to the top of the Billboard charts in April and held there throughout the spring. Over the next eighteen months, by never failing to have a record or two in the American Top Ten, Elvis Presley would completely redefine the amount of attention that a twenty-one-year-old white boy from a place like Tupelo, Mississippi, could expect to receive from the world.


As a matter of course, RCA offered “Heartbreak Hotel” to EMI, the major British label with which it enjoyed a reciprocal licensing deal. Released in May 1956, the record was an immediate hit in Britain, where its popularity was all the more remarkable for the fact that it received little direct airplay on BBC radio, which preferred to broadcast live renditions of current releases by in-house studio bands. This meant that Presley’s performance of “Heartbreak Hotel”—the only performance that mattered—was first heard mainly on the jukeboxes of dance halls and coffee bars and on the nightly English-language broadcasts of Radio Luxembourg, a clear-channel commercial station that provided the youth of Britain with a service comparable to that of Radio Free Europe in reverse. It was five hundred miles from Luxembourg to Liverpool, but on most nights the signal carried tolerably well, accompanied by just enough static to enhance the aura of mystery that surrounded rock ’n’ roll. Thirteen years after the release of “Heartbreak Hotel,” a leading theorist of mass communications asked a leading practitioner of mass communications how he got his start. “I heard Elvis Presley,” John Lennon told Marshall McLuhan. “There were a lot of other things going on, but that was the conversion. I kind of dropped everything.”


THE SAME MONTH that “Heartbreak Hotel” entered the British Top Ten, John Osborne’s play Look Back in Anger opened at the Royal Court Theater in London, marking the theatrical debut of a literary sensibility that would henceforth be known by the catchphrase “Angry Young Men.” Look Back in Anger confronted its audiences with a new kind of English protagonist. “He is a disconcerting mixture of sincerity and cheerful malice, of tenderness and free-booting cruelty,” John Osborne wrote of his character Jimmy Porter. “To some he may seem sensitive to the point of vulgarity. To others he is simply a loudmouth.” Set in a shabby, one-room flat in an unnamed Midlands town, the play consists largely of Jimmy’s sardonic tirades against the deadness and complacency of contemporary English life. He directs these outbursts at his timid wife, Alison, who irons while he rants, and at his best friend, Cliff, whose periodic pleas for peace and quiet set Jimmy off anew, since peace and quiet is the very thing that Jimmy is railing against. “It’s such a long time since I was with anyone who got enthusiastic about anything!” he shouts in the opening act. “Nobody thinks. Nobody cares. No convictions, no beliefs, and no enthusiasm!” Over the course of the play, it emerges that this bilious character is the product of a middle-class mother and a working-class father (who died when Jimmy was ten); that he attended a provincial university, where he played the trumpet in a Dixieland jazz band; and that after trying his hand at journalism and advertising, he now prefers to scrape out a living by running a sweet stall in the town market, presumably out of contempt for the concessions he would have to make to get on in the middle-class world. His Oxford-educated wife is the symbol of that world; she is the daughter of a retired Indian Army colonel who left England on the eve of the First World War and didn’t return until the end of the Second—a “sturdy old plant left over from the Edwardian Wilderness” whom Jimmy professes to despise but secretly rather likes. Embittered by the efforts of Alison’s family to discourage their marriage, Jimmy treats his wife “like a hostage from those sections of society [he’s] declared war on.”


The dramatic impact of Look Back in Anger stemmed from the defiant authenticity of Jimmy’s personality and the sheer abusiveness of his tirades, which exposed English playgoers to a type of strong language and bad behavior they had previously learned to associate with American drama and films. As such, the play was perceived as a frontal assault on the essential gentility (defined by one critic as the “belief that life is always more or less orderly, people always more or less polite, their emotions more or less decent and more or less controllable”) that had prevailed in English literary culture since the end of World War I. John Osborne and his director, Tony Richardson, were strongly influenced by the work of Tennessee Williams, and Jimmy Porter (as played by the actor Kenneth Haigh) came off as a kind of anglicized Marlon Brando character, his verbal aggression analogous to the physical aggression Brando brought to the role of Stanley Kowalski in A Streetcar Named Desire.


The wider cultural impact of Look Back in Anger stemmed from the understanding that Jimmy Porter represented a new kind of social, as well as theatrical, type—an understanding facilitated by the Angry Young Man designation, which was applied by the press to the playwright and his character alike. “The salient thing about Jimmy Porter,” wrote the critic Kenneth Tynan, “was that we—the under-thirty generation in Britain—recognized him on sight. We had met him; we had pub-crawled with him; we had shared bed-sitting-rooms with him. For the first time the theatre was speaking to us in our own language, on our own terms.” Tynan went on to describe Jimmy as a spokesman for “the new intelligentsia created by free education and state scholarships … young Britons who came of age under a Socialist government, yet found, when they went out into the world, that the class-system was still mysteriously intact.” Look Back in Anger helped to turn the phenomenon of the working-class “scholarship boy” into a national talking point.


As an attack upon complacency and an expression of disillusionment among the educated young, the work of the Angry writers in Britain—a group that included, in addition to Osborne, the playwrights Arnold Wexler and Harold Pinter and the novelists Alan Sillitoe and John Braine—showed clear similarities to the work of the Beat writers in America. (A popular paperback anthology of the period was in fact predicated on the link between The Beat Generation and the Angry Young Men.) Notwithstanding his astonishing lack of cool, Jimmy Porter with his jazz trumpet and his verbal lust for life was the closest thing in Britain to the sort of existential hipster that embodied the Beat ideal: “mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved,” as Jack Kerouac defined it in On the Road. Among the meaningful parallels between the Angries and the Beats was the tendency of both groups to extol a form of authenticity that was not only young and disaffected but also categorically male. Like the women in Kerouac’s novels, the women in Osborne’s plays exist purely as foils for the personalities of the men.


Considering the simultaneity of their arrival in the public eye, it would seem a short step from the defiant lower-class masculinity of Jimmy Porter to that of Elvis Presley, who didn’t have to go to a university to learn how to use women as a foil for his personality. Yet in Britain at the time—as in America, where Look Back in Anger enjoyed a successful run on Broadway the following year—these two vivid cultural protagonists were seen to inhabit totally separate worlds. However great his admiration for the vitality of postwar American theater and prewar American jazz, John Osborne shared with most British writers, artists, and intellectuals of his day—young or old, angry or not—a disdain for such vulgar manifestations of American popular culture as rock ’n’ roll. As yet, what Kenneth Tynan called “the new intelligentsia” was no more capable than the old of grasping the cultural affinities between Stanley Kowalski and Elvis Presley, or, for that matter, between “St. James Infirmary” and “Heartbreak Hotel.”


“HEARTBREAK HOTEL” AND Look Back in Anger were only two of the cultural milestones that made 1956 a signal year in Britain, the sort of year that journalists and historians like to evoke by name: “the first moment in history after the Second World War,” wrote one, “about which there is anything like a persistent myth.” At the core of that myth, linking a great confluence of events and influences, was a coming-to-terms with the political, economic, and cultural imperatives of the new American Age. “The social revolution of 1945, though profound, took ten years to show its effects on spending,” wrote the journalist Anthony Sampson. “Then, within two years, the credit squeeze ended, skyscrapers rushed up, supermarkets spread over cities, newspapers became fatter or died, commercial television began making millions… . After the big sleep many people welcomed any novelty, [and] any piece of Americanization seemed an enterprising change.” Some signs of this “Americanization” were obvious, such as the fervid public welcomes given to visiting celebrities like the evangelist Billy Graham and the film star Marilyn Monroe. Others were more subtle, even furtive, like the theme of an art exhibition called “This Is Tomorrow” that opened in London in the summer of 1956, presenting work by a pair of artists, Richard Hamilton and Eduardo Paolozzi, whose mutual fascination with the hyperbolic aesthetics of American mass culture would eventually earn them recognition as two of the founding fathers of Pop Art.


For the average Briton, however, the most ubiquitous source of American influence emanated nightly from the jingle and jabber of commercial television, which came on the air in the fall of 1955, feeding its viewers a steady diet of American-made or American-inspired westerns, quiz shows, and crime dramas; subjecting a population long insulated by the government ban on commercial broadcasting to the full force of American-style advertising and its attendant consumer ideology. Within five years, three-quarters of all British households would possess a tiny window on the American Way of Life. To the despair of many intellectuals, this flood tide of American influence was embraced with seemingly boundless enthusiasm by the British populace. “The most compelling social characteristic of the British people today,” wrote Alistair Cooke in the Manchester Guardian, “is not the wide gamut of native qualities and habits but the greater range of American habits, customs, and conventions they seem to have incorporated, without complaint, since the war.” “There was a tremendous romance about America,” recalled the novelist Ray Gosling. “America was the place we all wanted to be.”
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I was bored on the 9th of Octover 1940 when, I believe, the Nasties were still booming us led by Madalf Heatlump (who only had one). Anyway, they didn’t get me. I attended to varicous schools in Liddypol. And still didn’t pass—much to my Aunties supplies.


—John Lennon








In all but name, the Beatles began with the friendship of John Lennon and Paul McCartney, who met in July 1957 at a garden fête at St. Peter’s Church in the Liverpool suburb of Woolton, where Lennon’s skiffle group, the Quarry Men, had been invited to perform. There was a photograph taken of the Quarry Men that day. It shows a six-piece group—two guitars, banjo, washboard, tea-chest bass, and drums—standing on a low outdoor stage, surrounded by a crowd of young children. Five of the players are hunched over their instruments, oblivious to the camera. Alone at the microphone, dressed in his favorite plaid shirt, a tousle-haired sixteen-year-old John Lennon stares intently into the lens.


John Winston Lennon was indeed born in Liverpool in October 1940, the first and only child of Alfred and Julia Lennon, who had known each another casually for more than ten years and had been married, also rather casually, for two. Five feet four inches tall and twenty-seven years old at the time, Alf Lennon was a self-styled charmer and man of the world. As the youngest of five sons in an Irish Protestant family, he had been placed by his mother in Liverpool’s Bluecoat Orphanage after his father died when he was nine. Since leaving the orphanage in 1927, he had worked as a busboy, waiter, and steward on the Atlantic passenger lines. Julia Lennon (or Julie as she was called) was two years his junior—the pretty, free-spirited daughter of George Stanley, a former marine salvage inspector, and his wife Annie, whose family came from Wales. The Stanleys considered themselves to be a respectable lower-middle-class family, and they thoroughly disapproved of Julia’s choice in men.


Accounts differ as to how Alf Lennon came to be absent from Liverpool at the time of his son’s birth. Alf’s version was a stirring tale that began with his being stranded in New York at the start of World War II, interned for a spell on Ellis Island, pressed into service on a freighter bound for North Africa, falsely accused of pilfering liquor from the ship’s stores, and unjustly sentenced to a term in jail—although somewhere in this saga he must have returned to Liverpool to play his part in the conception of his son, since possibly the only thing about Alf that was never in doubt was his paternity of John. The Stanley family’s version of Alf ’s absence was somewhat more prosaic. It was always their contention that he simply ran away to sea. As for John Lennon’s impression that the Luftwaffe was attendant at his birth, this portentous piece of Stanley family lore (later embellished by John’s aunt Mimi with exploding parachute mines) is contradicted by every reliable account of the blitz in Liverpool. But together with Alf ’s version of his war experiences, it does suggest that a talent for self-dramatization ran strong in both bloodlines.


With Alf away at sea, Julia lived with her recently widowed father on a block of terraced houses on the south side of Liverpool, in the area known as Penny Lane. She cared for her child with the help of her four sisters, the eldest of whom, Mary, known in the family as Mimi, took a special interest in John. In 1944, Julia had a fling with a Welsh soldier that resulted in the birth of a daughter, Victoria, who was quickly put up for adoption and never heard from again. A year later, Julia took up with a man named Bobby Dykins and sent John to live with Mimi and her husband, George Smith, who had no children of their own. Though members of the Dykins family would later maintain that John was in fact taken by Mimi with the help of the local child-welfare authorities, there is nothing to suggest that either Julia or her new boyfriend, who worked as a hotel waiter, had any compelling interest in caring for her son. Not long after John moved in with the Smiths, however, in the summer of 1946, Alf Lennon showed up out of the blue and announced his intention of taking the boy on a holiday to Blackpool. Uncertain of her say in the matter, Mimi let them go. When Alf failed to return with John on the appointed day, Julia followed them to Blackpool and a traumatic scene ensued. According to Alf (who later recounted this story without a hint of shame), he told his five-year-old son to choose between accompanying his mother back to Liverpool or going “to New Zealand” with him. After a moment of hesitation, John opted for Liverpool, and returned to live with the Smiths. Though they never actually married, Julia and Bobby Dykins soon started a family of their own, and John saw his mother “sporadically” during the rest of his childhood years. Alf Lennon remained a model of parental discretion: John would be a millionaire before he heard from his father again.


George and Mimi Smith lived in a pleasant, four-bedroom, semi-detached house called “Mendips” on Menlove Avenue in Woolton, where George’s family owned and operated a commercial dairy. (Prior to their marriage in 1939, Mimi had worked as a nurse in a convalescent hospital and as a private secretary to a Liverpool businessman.) Situated on gently rolling land about five miles southeast of the city center, Woolton was regarded as an upscale suburb; along with the neighboring areas of Allerton and Childwell, it had been incorporated into the city some forty years before, and parts of it retained a decidedly rural character. Though it fronted on a busy road, the Smiths’ house was surrounded by fields and woods. The Allerton Municipal Golf Course lay directly across Menlove Avenue; down the street was Calderstones Park (so named for its druidic relics) with its boating pond and tennis greens. The neighborhood was dotted with grand old houses that had been built during the 1800s as the country estates of Liverpool’s merchant class and converted during the 1900s to institutional use.


Living in Woolton, married to a man who owned his own business and home, Mimi Smith was the soul of lower-middle-class propriety, and her nephew, from the age of five, was brought up in material circumstances that were more than comfortable by the austere standards of postwar Liverpool. John seems to have found some measure of emotional security as well with Mimi and George. In the realm of daily life, he treated them as his parents and they treated him as their son. (As a child, John took after the Stanley side of the family, and his resemblance to Mimi was strong.) Yet the subject of John’s real parents, and particularly Alf Lennon, was rarely if ever discussed. George Smith has remained something of a mystery, remembered by John and his childhood friends as a kindly, rather retiring figure who encouraged John’s artistic interests and served as his ally on the domestic front. Mimi Smith was very much the matriarch, not only of her own household, but of the extended Stanley family as well. She was strong-willed, sharp-tongued, acutely class-conscious, and fiercely devoted to John.


A month before his sixth birthday, John entered the Dovedale Road Primary School, where he came to be seen as an intelligent, domineering child distinguished by his love of drawing and wordplay and his talents as a ringleader. Mimi Smith was an avid reader, and John grew up in a household filled with “Wilde and Whistler and Fitzgerald and all the Book of the Month Club stuff my auntie had around.” By the time he was nine, he was well-read in the classics of children’s literature, and much of his imaginative life was taken up with books. Like many future writers and artists, he started a personal magazine, Sport, Speed & Illustrated, which he filled with stories, sketches, and bits of whimsical verse. His favorite literary characters were Lewis Carroll’s Alice and Richmal Crompton’s William. John spent many hours copying the illustrations in Carroll’s Alice books, writing doggerel in the style of “Jabberwocky,” and fancying himself the embodiment of Crompton’s archetypal English schoolboy, William Brown.


Anyone who doubts the capacity of life to imitate art would do well to consider John Lennon’s identification with the young hero of Just William (first published in 1922) and its twenty-odd sequels—an incorrigible eleven-year-old who lives with his family in a quiet English village (not so different from Woolton) whose peace is shattered regularly by William and his gang, the Outlaws, comprising Douglas, Henry, and Ginger. With the ironclad consistency of a successful literary formula, each of William’s adventures turns on a fundamental misunderstanding, usually stemming from the fact that he sees things differently from the grown-ups in his life. (He also hears things differently: “She’s a real Botticelli!” one of his sister’s suitors tells him. “Bottled cherry yourself!” is the boy’s indignant reply.) By the time John himself attained the age of eleven, he had thoroughly assimilated William’s incredulous disdain for the ways of the adult world. He had also assembled his own band of Outlaws, made up of three boys from his neighborhood named Pete Shotton, Nigel Whalley, and Ivan Vaughan. Their weekly adventures ranged from patrolling the woods and parks of Woolton to petty theft, minor vandalism, and other boyhood rites.


In 1952, John passed his “eleven-plus” entry examination and was admitted to the Quarry Bank Grammar School, which lay on the far side of Calderstones Park, a mile from his home. Placed in the A-stream of his class on the basis of his test results, he proved from the beginning a recalcitrant grammar-school boy. “He did not share in what we set out to do,” his headmaster would recall—so much so that by his third year at Quarry Bank, John had descended to the bottom of the B-stream of his 


class and developed a reputation, along with his sidekick Pete Shotton (the only other Outlaw to accompany him to the school), as a seriously disruptive influence, the subject of frequent detentions and canings.


In the summer of 1955, when John was fourteen, his uncle George died suddenly of a liver hemorrhage at the age of fifty-two. John was visiting with his aunt Elizabeth in Scotland at the time, and though he showed little outward reaction, he was strongly affected by the death of his surrogate father. In the following term at Quarry Bank, his grades and his behavior went from bad to worse. By now his troubles at school were a source of constant tension between Mimi and him. Shaken by the death of her husband, Mimi was deeply embarrassed by the misconduct of a boy she had worked so hard to bring up right. Even more than most parents would have, Mimi saw John’s adolescence as a battle between the forces of Nurture, as represented by herself, and Nature, as represented by the long-lost father whose face John’s face resembled more with every passing day. It was at this critical juncture that John’s mother, Julia, reentered his life.


Throughout John’s years in Woolton, Julia, Bobby Dykins, and their two young daughters had been living nearby on a council-house estate in Allerton. John saw his mother at Stanley family gatherings, but there wasn’t much casual contact between them until after George Smith’s death, which seems to have had the effect of drawing Mimi and Julia closer together. Though John resented Bobby Dykins (whom he referred to as “Twitchy”), he now became fascinated by Julia, and she by him. The basis on which they renewed their relationship was not that of a mother and a son. Instead, John regarded this flighty, funny, flirtatious woman as more of “a young aunt or a big sister” to him. For her part, Julia had lived in the shadow of Mimi’s disapproval for most of her adult life; now that John seemed intent on joining her there, she welcomed his company and offered a sympathetic ear. From the fall of 1955 onward, John became an increasingly frequent guest in the Dykins household, stopping off on his way home from school and staying the night on weekends. One of the things he shared with Julia—who loved to sing and could play a bit of banjo—was a taste for rock ’n’ roll.


THOUGH ALL FOUR of the Beatles would date their serious interest in music from the epiphany of “Heartbreak Hotel,” it took a more familiar, less intimidating figure than Elvis Presley to convince the youth of Britain that strumming guitars and singing the blues were things they themselves could do. Enter Anthony “Lonnie” Donegan, a frantic, nasal Scot who burst upon the scene in 1956 singing perhaps the world’s worst version of the American folk song “Rock Island Line.” Prior to this sudden emergence, Donegan had been the banjo player in the Chris Barber Band, one of Britain’s foremost exponents of “traditional” New Orleans jazz. In the early fifties, the Barber band began to cater to the growing curatorial interest in the history of jazz by playing a short set of “skiffle” or jug-band music as a prelude to its faithful renditions of classic Dixieland. Skiffle was touted as an indigenous Southern folk music, played in a ragtag manner on makeshift instruments, a variant of which was supposedly still performed by young panhandlers on the hallowed streets of Memphis and New Orleans. This made it a presumed progenitor of jazz and fair game for the purists in the Barber band. In 1954, with Donegan singing in a shrill tenor and breathlessly strumming a guitar, the group recorded several of these deliberately primitive arrangements. In January 1956, Decca Records released one of those tracks, “Rock Island Line,” as a single under Donegan’s name. The record became a hit, peaking at number eight on the pop charts. But what really caught the attention of British teenagers was its success in the United States, where “Rock Island Line” became one of the few British-made records of the decade to reach the Top Ten.


The sole redeeming feature of skiffle was that it was a form of music so artless that it planted the thought “I could do that” in the minds of adolescents throughout the British Isles. Donegan’s mediocrity was a living inspiration, and over the second half of 1956, as skiffle groups formed by the dozens in every British town, merchandisers flooded the market with “genuine” washboards, tea-chest bass conversion kits, and flimsy mail-order guitars. In London the whole thing became institutionalized, with several Soho jazz clubs reconstituted as “skiffle cellars.” Elsewhere, the hearty, participatory spirit of the craze made it irresistible to scoutmasters, social workers, and youth club volunteers.


It was not until the climax of the skiffle craze in the spring of 1957, with Donegan’s recording of “The Cumberland Gap” riding high atop the charts, that John Lennon decided to try his hand at this wholesome form of fun. He began, like many others, with the purchase of a mail-order guitar. With Julia’s help, he tuned it like a banjo (ignoring the bottom two strings) and picked up a handful of chords. He next recruited Pete Shot-ton on washboard, a classmate named Rodney Davis on banjo, a pair of acquaintances named Colin Hanton and Eric Griffiths on drums and second guitar, and an assortment of tea-chest bassists that included his fellow Outlaws Nigel Whalley and Ivan Vaughan. In a matter of weeks they worked up a repertoire that included the entire Donegan catalog of paeans to the Iron Horse—“Rock Island Line,” “Cumberland Gap,” “Freight Train,” “Midnight Special,” “Railroad Bill”—rounded out with a smattering of recent pop hits like the Del-Vikings’ “Come Go with Me” and Gene Vincent’s “Be-Bop-A-Lula.” In May, following their debut at an Empire Day street party in Liverpool, they approached the new headmaster of the Quarry Bank school, William Pobjoy, to ask about performing at the sixth form’s annual dance. Pobjoy, unaccustomed to receiving constructive offers of any sort from Lennon and Shotton, agreed to let them play—disarmed, no doubt, by the boys’ decision to call themselves the Quarry Men. Next came the church fête in Woolton, where Paul McCartney entered the picture, invited by his grammar school classmate Ivan Vaughan.


COMPARED WITH THE parental neglect and uncertainty that scarred John Lennon’s earliest years, Paul McCartney’s childhood was a rock of constancy. Christened James Paul and born in Liverpool in June of 1942, he was the first child of James and Mary McCartney, who had married the year before. Jim McCartney was forty years old at the time of Paul’s birth. He had grown up in the working-class district of Everton as the seventh of nine children—two of whom died young—in a close-knit family of Irish Protestant descent. His father was a tobacco cutter at a Liverpool firm called Cope’s, where he proudly played the tuba in the company’s brass band. At the age of fourteen, Jim found work as a sample boy at Hannay & Company, cotton brokers; fourteen years later, in 1930, he was promoted to salesman, a “black-coated” position that paid him a living wage. Prior to that, during the dance-hall craze that swept Britain in the 1920s, Jim had supplemented his income and enlivened his bachelorhood by playing the piano and trumpet in a semiprofessional group that billed itself as Jim Mac’s Band—this despite a childhood accident that had left him deaf in one ear. His age and his disability disqualified him from military service in 1939; with the Cotton Exchange closed for the duration of the war, he was assigned to work as a lathe operator at a local aircraft plant. In 1941 he met a thirty-one-year-old nurse named Mary Mohin, and the two of them fell in love.


Paul’s mother, Mary, was a second-generation Irish Catholic from the Fazakarley district of Liverpool. Her father had emigrated from Ireland as a boy and achieved success as a coal merchant, but his gains in business were eventually offset by his losses in gambling. When Mary was nine, her mother died in childbirth. At fourteen she went to work as a nurse’s aide, and by the time she met Jim McCartney, she was running the maternity ward at Walton General Hospital—a post she left when she married, to attend to babies of her own. Following the birth of a second son, Michael, in 1944, Mary returned to work, first as a visiting nurse, then as a resident midwife. These jobs enabled the McCartneys to live rent-free in a succession of council houses that landed them eventually on the enormous Speke estate on the outskirts of Liverpool. In 1946, Jim returned to his post at Hannay’s, but the decline of the textile industry ensured that he was barely earning what he had made before the war. Mary’s salary and her housing benefits were essential to the family’s well-being.


Looking back, Paul and Michael could never understand how their mother managed to care for them as attentively as she did while holding down a job that had her dashing out at all hours of the day and night to play her part in Britain’s “baby bulge.” But Mary McCartney was a woman of high standards and high expectations. She saw to it that her children were well-dressed, well-motivated, and, in her presence, well-behaved. When her boys began to affect the broad Scouse accent the inner-city migrants brought to Speke, she was quick to correct their speech.


Though Paul and Michael were baptized as Catholics, parochial education in Liverpool was notoriously poor, and it was taken for granted by Jim and Mary that the boys would attend state schools. Paul was sent to the primary school at Speke until the facility became so crowded that they began busing the overflow to Gateacre, a suburb to the east. From the first, he was a bright, conscientious student—of the sort who won a prize for his “Coronation Essay” in 1953. That same year, Paul scored well on his eleven-plus examination and was admitted to the Liverpool Institute, the city’s best grammar school. There he continued to thrive, placing high in his class, becoming popular with his classmates, and furthering the hopes of his parents and teachers that he was headed for the university. One of his masters remembered Paul as “eminently likeable, charming, and pleasant”—a “keeny,” in other words.


By the beginning of 1955 the McCartneys had had enough of life in Speke, which was rapidly degenerating into Liverpool’s newest slum. Mary’s return to health-visiting enabled the family to move into a brand-new block of council houses on Forthlin Road in Allerton, less than a mile across the golf course from Menlove Avenue. The McCartneys passed their first year there in a state of modest domestic bliss. Paul’s brother had joined him at the Liverpool Institute, and their new house included such novel amenities as a backdoor garden and an indoor toilet. In the summer of 1956, however, while the boys were away at Scout camp, Mary’s health began to fail. In October she was found to be suffering from advanced breast cancer, and a few weeks later, after a futile operation, she was dead. The family was devastated by the loss, but one of Jim McCartney’s many maxims extolled the need to “soldier on.” A host of relatives descended on Forthlin Road and nursed the boys and their father through the worst of their grief. Mary’s diligent and devoted nature lent her death a tinge of martyrdom, and her memory would always serve as something for her sons to live up to.


For some years, Jim had been urging Paul and Michael to learn to play musical instruments, which he promoted as a “passport to popularity.” During their first summer in Allerton, Paul was given a trumpet on his birthday, and both boys reluctantly submitted to lessons on the family piano. But when Elvis arrived the following year, Paul was seized by a sudden enthusiasm for the guitar. Once he determined the need to reverse the strings to account for his left-handedness, he made rapid progress on the instrument, which became a virtual obsession after his mother’s death. Alone among the boys who became the Beatles, Paul McCartney possessed the combination of quick hands and a good ear that most people mean when they speak of musical talent. When he was introduced to John Lennon the following summer in Woolton, the mere fact that he knew how to tune a guitar properly amazed the Quarry Men. That he also knew the words and chords to Eddie Cochran’s “Twenty-Flight Rock” and did a recognizable imitation of the American singer Little Richard was icing on the cake. A few days after their first meeting, John Lennon deputized Pete Shotton to approach this young virtuoso from Allerton about the possibility of his joining the Quarry Men. Paul readily accepted the invitation, although his actual debut with the group was delayed by his annual fortnight at Scout camp. In his absence, the Quarry Men played an inauspicious skiffle-night engagement at a Liverpool jazz club called the Cavern, where John’s insistence on performing selections by Elvis Presley and Gene Vincent violated the club’s strict policy prohibiting rock ’n’ roll and earned the group a reprimand.
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It was a port. That means it was less hick than somewhere in the English Midlands… . The North is where the money was made during the 1800s. That was where all the brass and the heavy people came from, and that’s where the despised people were… . It was going poor, a very poor city, and tough.


—John Lennon (1970)








In many ways the circumstances of John Lennon’s and Paul McCartney’s childhoods in the suburban milieu of Liverpool were similar to those of millions of other children growing up in provincial cities and towns throughout Britain in the years after World War II. But at least one aspect of their experience was unique, for, as its residents liked to remind themselves at every opportunity, Liverpool was a place like no other in Britain. Situated on the coast of England, two hundred miles northwest of London at the point where the Mersey River meets the Irish Sea, the character of the city had been shaped for more than two hundred years by the shifting tides of world history and geography. From the mid-eighteenth century onward, only London had played a more important role in the projection of British economic power around the world, and no English city, including London, had played a more important role in the settlement and development of North America, or enjoyed stronger, longer, or more direct ties with the United States. And yet, until the Beatles, the vast majority of native-born Americans knew nothing of the place.


In Britain it was different. Everyone knew about Liverpool, if only as a dot on the map, or as the site of the celebrated Grand National steeplechase, or as the home of two of England’s most belligerent professional football teams. Broadly speaking, Liverpool was identified in the minds of most Britons with a string of cities, including Manchester, Bradford, Leeds, Sheffield, and Hull, which together constituted the Industrial North. Once, during the middle decades of the nineteenth century, at a time when Britain was producing half the world’s iron, half the world’s cotton cloth, and half the world’s coal, the North of England had been the home of a burgeoning provincial culture, flush with the new wealth of manufacturing and commerce, whose economic vitality and political influence challenged the dominance that London and the Home Counties of the South had traditionally exerted over every sphere of English life.


In Liverpool, reminders of that great upsurge of commerce and culture were visible at every turn: in the vast complex of granite docks and warehouses that lined the River Mersey for seven miles, whose “extent and solidity” the American novelist Herman Melville had once compared to the great pyramids of Egypt; in the ornate shipping, banking, and insurance company offices that squatted on the streets of the commercial district adjoining the dockland; in the outsized magnificence of St. George’s Hall, Britain’s largest Neoclassical building, which loomed like a brooding Acropolis over the squalid, jerry-built residential districts that had once made the city as famous for its slums as for its ships; and in the terraces and squares of Georgian and Regency townhouses that spread across the rising slope to the east of the commercial district, culminating in the mansions and villas on the heights of Mossley Hill, where the city’s merchants and shipping magnates had once gazed (on the occasional clear day) across the Mersey to the Wirral Peninsula and the distant hills of Wales.


Over the first half of the twentieth century, however, this aura of civic grandeur had gradually assumed a deeply ironic cast. For the North of England had been in a state of precipitous economic decline since the end of World War I, as the many attributes that had once made it the cauldron of the Industrial Revolution—the fortuitous convergence of coal and cotton, steam and sail, together with access, via the port of Liverpool, to markets around the world—counted for little in the new industrial age of steel and electricity, motorized transport, and consumer goods that was rising from the wreckage of free-market capitalism in the wake of the Great Depression. The hard times of the interwar years had imparted a dazed quality to life in the North. With its obsolescent factories, congested cities, and anachronistic economic attitudes, the region was increasingly seen as an industrial dinosaur, and the preponderance of new investment gravitated toward the South. The Industrial Revolution had begun in the North of England at the turn of the nineteenth century, and it was there, in the middle decades of the twentieth century, that the world’s first industrial nation entered a postindustrial age. And the city of Liverpool, as surely as its rise had mirrored the rise of Britain itself as a commercial colossus, came to symbolize the erosion of power, wealth, and status that applied to the nation as a whole.


The standard line, proudly repeated by natives to non-natives with the air of an original thought, was that life in the city was so hard that you had to be a comedian just to survive there. And indeed, Liverpool in the years after World War II was perhaps best known in Britain as the hometown of the exceedingly popular radio comedian Tommy Handley, who presided over the top-rated BBC comedy program of the 1940s, It’s That Man Again, or “ITMA” as it was called, which poked holes in the social fabric of wartime Britain to the delight of a weekly audience of 16 million listeners. It was Handley who popularized the terms Scouse and Scouser as synonyms for Liverpudlian, and his fast-talking comic persona (which he modeled on the American radio comedians of the time) epitomized the brash, assertive, skeptical spirit that Liverpudlians prided themselves on. So great was Handley’s popularity that when he died suddenly in 1949, memorial services were held at both St. Paul’s in London and the Anglican Cathedral in Liverpool. “The death of a Prime Minister would obviously be a far greater disaster,” noted The Spectator, “but there are millions of people in this country who would not regard it so.”


By the late 1940s, when Tommy Handley was its best-known native son, and the boys who became the Beatles were growing up there, Liverpool was the sprawling, soot-blackened home of 750,000 people, set in the middle of the metropolitan area of Merseyside, whose total population numbered a million and a quarter. In those years it was still Britain’s fourth-most-populous city, its principal deep-water port, and its largest provincial center of banking and insurance. It was still the site of Europe’s largest grain terminal and the world’s largest cotton market. Yet Liverpool was still these things because it was well on its way to becoming none of these things. The dockyards that lined the banks of the Mersey now provided work for barely a quarter of the sixty thousand men who had been employed there during the heyday of the port. The Depression-era merger of the Cunard and White Star shipping lines and the rerouting of luxury liner traffic to Southampton had robbed the city of its chief source of glamour and diminished its historic status as the eastern terminus of the Atlantic crossing. Some of that status had been reclaimed during World War II, when Liverpool had served as the anchor of Britain’s maritime lifeline and the naval headquarters of convoy operations on the Atlantic. But this brief reprise of glory had come at a terrible cost. In the spring of 1941, whole neighborhoods were reduced to rubble by German air raids that killed nearly four thousand people on Merseyside, destroyed eleven thousand dwellings, and damaged 125,000 more. Yet in contrast to other British cities (especially London, which sustained far worse bomb damage), block upon block of the wreckage remained uncleared, much less rebuilt, for several years after the war, as the Liverpool Corporation put all of its energy and resources into relocating tens of thousands of displaced families to the vast new housing estates that were springing up on the outskirts of the city. “A decaying corpse of Victorian self-satisfaction” was how one of the characters in John Brophy’s 1946 novel City of Departures described his battered hometown.


Historically, the social quality that had always set Liverpool apart was a cosmopolitan character and outlook that were otherwise unknown among the great provincial cities of Britain. The population was a mixture of ethnicities exceeded only by that of London. In addition to the descendants of the hundreds of thousands of English, Welsh, Scots, and Irish who had converged on the city from all points of the compass during the great internal migrations that accompanied the Industrial Revolution and the Irish Famine of the 1840s, sizable numbers of Germans, Dutch, Scandinavians, and Jews from all over Europe had taken up residence, drawn by the traffic of the port. There was also a small but prominent presence in the city of West Indian, African, East Indian, and Chinese seamen, who had mingled and intermarried with the native population to an extent that was unprecedented in the rest of xenophobic England. As early as 1839, after encountering his ship’s black steward “walking arm in arm with a good-looking English woman,” Herman Melville had noted that “in New York, such a couple would have been mobbed in three minutes.” For the most part, however, the diversity of the population did not translate into social harmony; with close to half the workforce dependent on some form of casual labor, the fierce, day-to-day competition for jobs generated prodigious levels of social tension. The fiercest of those tensions was the sectarian strife between the Protestant majority and the city’s large Irish Catholic minority, which came to a head during the interwar years with the creation of the Irish Free State and the partition of Ulster. The old joke that there were two main religions in Liverpool, anti-Catholicism and anti-Protestantism, was borne out by ritualistic street fighting on nationalist holidays and institutionalized discrimination against Catholics. For its part, the Catholic archdiocese sought to preserve the bonds of ethnic identity by staffing its parishes with priests imported from Ireland, who came to the city, in the words of one observer, “in the role of missionaries.”


The cosmopolitan character of the city reached its apex during World War II, which counted as Liverpool’s swan song as a great international port. Following America’s entry into the war, and especially during the year-long buildup to the invasion of France, the streets, pubs, cinemas, and dance halls of the city were crowded with Allied servicemen of a dozen nationalities. Here as elsewhere in Britain, the Americans were a special source of fascination. Everything about them—their well-nourished physiques, their ready cash, the cut and cloth of their uniforms, the size and variety of their vehicles as they rumbled in long convoys through the streets of the town—affirmed in the minds of Liverpudlians an image of unimaginable largesse. There had always been a strong American presence in the city; in addition to the constant flow of tourists and commercial travelers, returning seamen and stewards had provided a conduit for the latest American fads, fashions, and social attitudes, earning themselves the appellation “Cunard Yanks.” Now a vision of America that had previously existed mainly as a Hollywood fantasy of fast-talking urban ethnics and lanky, laconic farm boys materialized in battalion strength on the streets of Liverpool. All told, 1.2 million U.S. servicemen passed through the port, including tens of thousands of airmen who were posted at nearby Burtonwood, which served as the chief maintenance and supply base for the American air force in Europe. Their presence inspired countless rows, romances, and rivalries, including some of the most overt racial tension the city had ever known, as white Americans reacted to the sight of their black countrymen consorting with Englishwomen much as Herman Melville had once predicted they would.


THERE WERE TWO main strands to the legacy that history had bequeathed to Liverpool in the years when the boys who became the Beatles were growing up there. The first was a beleaguered sense of regional identity that Liverpudlians shared with the residents of Manchester,

Sheffield, and the rest of the Industrial North. In a region synonymous with working-class attitudes, this could be seen as a geographical projection of the traditional working-class ethos of Us and Them, expressed as an opposition between the tough, pragmatic, proletarian North and the posh, pretentious, bourgeois South. “There exists in England a curious cult of Northernness,” George Orwell observed. “A [Northerner] in the South will always take care to let you know that he regards you as an inferior. If you ask him why, he will explain that it is only in the North that life is ‘real’ life, that the industrial work done in the North is the only ‘real’ work, that the North is inhabited by ‘real’ people, the South merely by rentiers and their parasites. The Northerner has ‘grit,’ he is grim, dour, plucky, warm-hearted, and democratic; the Southerner is snobbish, effeminate, and lazy—that at any rate is the theory.”


Yet if one strand of the Liverpudlian sensibility was derived from a sense of regional solidarity, a second and equally vital strand was derived from a fiercely local patriotism that drew on a long-standing sense of difference from the rest of the Industrial North. From the start of its rise to power and prominence in the eighteenth century, Liverpool had stood apart, geographically and otherwise, from the manufacturing centers of Manchester, Sheffield, and Leeds, not least in showing a singular regard for its own uniqueness and importance. “Liverpool gentleman, Manchester man” was the nineteenth-century maxim with which the venture capitalists of Merseyside had sought to differentiate themselves from the mere industrialists of “Cottonopolis” and the other manufacturing towns. Throughout the Victorian era, these merchant princes (who referred to themselves as Liverpolitans, not Liverpudlians) extolled their city as “the Gateway to the Empire,” “the Modern Tyre,” and even, incredibly, as “the Florence of the North.” A century of exposure to this rhetoric of civic grandiosity had helped to institutionalize a sense of Liverpool’s exceptionalism in the minds of its middle- and working-class population, whose competing tribes of English, Scottish, Welsh, and Irish seemed to be staging their own perpetual reprise of the last five hundred years of British history. Woven together, these two strands of sensibility resulted in a social character of uncommon complexity, and an urban folk culture of uncommon richness, in which the cosmopolitan and the provincial, the worldly and the insular, the outward-looking and the inward-turning, were combined in ways that truly were exceptional by comparison with other British cities and towns.


The city’s social character found its ideal medium of expression in the unmistakable Scouse accent and dialect with which modern Liverpudlians trumpeted their identity to the world. Scouse was a comparatively recent and localized linguistic development, a hybrid variation on the standard Lancashire dialect that dated from the late nineteenth century and was initially confined to the dockland and its adjoining slum neighborhoods. It shared with the rest of Lancashire such traits as the pronunciation of book to rhyme with fluke and singer to rhyme with finger; the substitution of me for my and yer for your; and the use of dead and right as intensifiers (“dead right,” “right dead”). Scouse’s deviation from the standard Lancashire dialect began with its incorporation of such classic Anglo-Irishisms as dat for that, tree for three, and youse as the plural of you. The Celtic influence may also have contributed to the growth of a quasi-Joycean vernacular that included terms like moodying (for “wandering thoughtfully”) and earwiggen (for “eavesdropping”), which merged easily with a Lancastrian tradition of puns and deliberate malapropisms. As the dialect spread from the waterfront neighborhoods, it also picked up some of the intonations associated with Welsh-English, assuming a faintly singsong quality that has variously been described as “plaintive” or “inquisitorial.” “Intonation in Liverpool,” wrote the linguist Peter Wright, carries “rising inflections at the ends of sentences [that] wrongly convey a background tone of mild surprise, as if the Liverpudlian is incapable of accepting calmly any obvious fact. With many a Scouser, nothing seems to be a statement.” Still another trait of the Scouse idiom is its affection for diminutives, which resulted in coinages such as sarney for sandwich, bevvy for beverage (especially an alcoholic one, hence bevvied for drunk), and ozzy for hospital. During World War II, a bomb site became known as a debby, a term derived from debris.


Over and above these particularities, the true earmark of Scouse speech has always been its flat, “adenoidal” drone, caused by a phonetic technique called velarization, in which the back of the tongue is lifted toward the roof of the mouth, imparting a blurriness to vowels and a slurriness to consonants. Various explanations have been advanced to account for this accent, which sets Scouse apart from all of its influences. These range from the droll notion that the mouths of the city’s residents are simply worn out from arguing and gossiping to the more scientific theory that the damp climate and polluted atmosphere exacerbated the chronic respiratory infections common to slum dwellers, producing “a mixture of Welsh, Irish, and catarrh,” which, through a process of conscious and unconscious emulation, then influenced the rest of Merseyside. What is indisputable is that this initially stigmatized dockland accent not only survived the overall improvement in respiratory health and the efforts of the local grammar schools and the BBC to promote a more standardized form of English, but actually became more pronounced over the first half of the twentieth century as a badge of identity and a means of bridging the city’s ethnic and sectarian divisions with a common tongue. By the 1950s, a broad range of working- and middle-class Liverpudlians spoke with at least some degree of Scouse inflection.


The nasality and uncertain intonation of Scouse could lend a deadpan or quizzical quality to the simplest of utterances, which made it the perfect medium for the rude, mocking humor on which Liverpudlians prided themselves. Long before Tommy Handley exposed the city’s comic sensibility to a mass audience, Scouse humor specialized in the put-on, the put-down, and the sarcastic or deflationary retort. Its underlying motive was the management of social aggression—most often through the simple expedient of bringing everyone and everything down to the same level. Thus did Liverpudlians exact some small measure of revenge on the grandiosity of the nineteenth-century merchants and ship owners who had built the city on the backs of its laborers and seamen. “To understand Liverpool and its people,” wrote Alun Owen, the Welsh-born playwright who featured the city in his work, “you have to get right with this basic fact that any form of pretentiousness must be punctured swiftly and mercilessly. Nobody must be allowed to get away with anything. If they do, you’re the mug.” “I was born in Liverpool,” noted the critic Walter Redfern. “I would be flattering myself if I claimed that you need to be a comedian to survive there. But Liverpudlians do, like punsters, switch things about. They breathe through their mouths and talk through their noses. They are physiological, existential twisters.”


[image: image]


The Quarry Men in Liverpool, November 1957 (Paul on the left, John on the right)
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One of the first things I realized about John when I got to know him was that he came from a very different world to my working-class one. My family was from the housing estate… . John’s relations were definitely middle-class. I remember being very impressed seeing the entire works of Winston Churchill on a bookshelf at Mendips. I was even more impressed when I learned he had actually read them.


—Paul McCartney








The musical friendship that started in the summer of 1957 began on unequal terms. Paul McCartney was twenty months younger than John Lennon and a year behind him in school—a small eternity in the time frame of adolescence. “In the beginning he was a sort of fairground hero,” McCartney recalled. “[I was] younger, and that mattered… . I idolized John. He was the big guy in the chip shop. I was the little guy.” From John’s perspective, however, the part of the fairground hero was a familiar and comfortable role. All of the other members of his Woolton band of Outlaws (including his classmate Pete Shotton) were at least a year younger than he.


The difference in the two boys’ social backgrounds was less immediately apparent than the difference in their ages; a generation or two before, when class status had been instantly advertised by speech and manner and dress, it would have counted for more. Paul’s family epitomized the notion of upper-working-class respectability, John’s family that of lower-middle-class propriety. Historically, on account of its largely ascriptive nature, this distinction had been more aggressively policed than any other social frontier. Yet for these two teenagers, the difference in their family backgrounds was substantially offset by their common identity as grammar-school boys. So strong, in fact, was the mark of their schooling upon them that the Beatles themselves can be seen as the product of a tension between two wildly conflicting visions of what life might hold in store. The one was derived from the glamorous world of American popular culture and symbolized by the charismatic figure of Elvis Presley; the other was derived from the sober world of British social policy and symbolized by the bureaucratic figure of R. A. Butler, the donnish Tory cabinet minister who lent his name to a landmark piece of reform legislation officially known as the Education Act of 1944.


As an instrument of social policy, the Butler Act was designed to create an expanded and democratized educational elite. Its most immediate effect, however, had been to expose a larger and more diverse group of young adolescents to the singular social and psychological environment of an English grammar school. Long before Butler, the state-supported grammar schools had modeled themselves as closely as possible on the venerable institutions like Eton and Rugby that had trained successive generations of Britain’s ruling class. John Lennon’s alma mater, Quarry Bank, was typical in this regard. The atmosphere was harshly authoritarian and relentlessly competitive. Instruction was by rote, and students were openly and minutely ranked in every course and school activity. Great stress was placed on the “character-building” attributes of team sports. During most of John’s tenure there, the school was run by a stiff-necked headmaster named E. R. Taylor, who, like many postwar grammar-school heads, responded to the democratization of his student body by wielding a free hand with the cane and reminding his charges at every opportunity of how fortunate they were to be grammar-school boys.


Paul McCartney’s alma mater, by comparison, offered a slightly less neurotic atmosphere. The Liverpool Institute had all the usual public-school trappings, but the tone of the place was more like that of an elite urban high school in the United States. Many of the masters were former scholarship boys who had gone on to study at Oxford or Cambridge and then returned to teach; they were more apt to ignore recalcitrant pupils than to deal with them as an affront to the school’s authority. Yet, despite their differences in style, both Quarry Bank and the Liverpool Institute shared the same goal. Grammar-school students were taught to speak in a manner, think in a manner, and behave in a manner that was designed to obscure the vagaries of class and geographic origin and inculcate a set of attitudes and ideals that had been perfected during the late Victorian era at the better boarding schools—a set of attitudes and ideals that were inherently genteel.


By the early fifties, when John Lennon and Paul McCartney passed the eleven-plus examination and entered their respective grammar schools, a thick cloud of controversy had already gathered around the Butler Act reforms. Contrary to most expectations, the act turned out to be a boon for Britian’s independent schools, as middle-class parents proved more willing than ever to pay for the sort of education that would provide their children with the academic credentials and social graces required for a middle-class career. This siphoning-off of the more affluent students, together with a demonstrable bias in the eleven-plus selection process against children from poorer homes, turned the state grammar schools of the 1950s into enclaves of adolescents drawn almost entirely from the lower-middle and upper working classes. This population of prospective Jimmy Porters was selected, moreover, on the basis of intelligence, not motivation, and to judge by the high proportion of dropouts, many pupils showed little inclination to apply themselves to the curriculum or submit to the grammar-school regime. Some of the working-class children came from families that viewed academic education with suspicion or outright hostility and offered them little support. Some of the middle-class children were resentful at being grouped with, and often surpassed by, their social inferiors.


Much as they shared the identity of grammar-school boys, John Lennon and Paul McCartney responded quite differently to the rigors of these “educational forcing houses.” For a working-class boy like Paul, raised on a housing estate, grammar school came as a calculated form of culture shock. Certified “clever” by the eleven-plus and segregated by day from his peers, he became, in effect, a designated individualist in the collectivist culture of the English working class. “There weren’t many other kids from the Institute living round our way,” McCartney recalled. “I was called ‘college pudding’—‘fucking college pudding’—they said.” Yet coming from a family that encouraged social and educational aspiration, Paul was better equipped than most to cope with the feelings of difference and isolation that came from shuttling daily between the worlds of school and home. (It was in part to relieve these pressures on their sons that the McCartneys had fled from Speke.) Paul’s marks, his popularity, and his participation in a range of extracurricular activities all attested to his successful adaptation to grammar school. Especially telling was his ability to maintain his high standing with classmates and masters alike—a balancing act that required considerable tact and social awareness. Though his academic performance suffered somewhat in the year that followed his mother’s death, his teachers were sympathetic (one of them circulated a note asking his colleagues to cut the boy some slack). At the time he met John Lennon, there was still every reason to expect that Paul would fulfill the hopes of his parents and teachers and attend a university.


“But, good gracious, you’ve got to educate him first,” wrote the satirist H. H. Munro. “You can’t expect a boy to be vicious until he’s been to a good school.” In the case of John Lennon, who would turn out to be one of the more spectacular grammar-school rebels of his generation, the virulence of his clash with the system would seem to suggest that the problem ran deeper than, as Lennon once said, “whatever sociological thing gave me a chip on my shoulder.” By the time he came to Quarry Bank, John had built a formidable shell of personality around the seeds of insecurity that were sown in his earliest years. He took inordinate pride in his self-assurance, and like other strong-willed children who have suffered rejection or neglect, his initial impulse was to dominate any social situation he encountered. “I was aggressive because I wanted to be popular,” Lennon recalled. “I wanted everybody to do what I told them to do, to laugh at my jokes and let me be the boss.” The transition required of every eleven-plus child—from top-dog status in primary school to underdog status in grammar school—was especially jarring to him. “I looked at all the hundreds of new kids, and I thought, Christ, I’ll have to fight all my way through this lot,” he said of his first day at Quarry Bank, “[but] the first fight I got in, I lost.” Seeing little prospect of making a name for himself in the sanctioned fields of academics or athletics (as he grew older and more myopic, he developed a hatred of sports), John resolved to attain the status of a leader by other means. His careful study of William Brown and his own experience of growing up with an aunt who served as his mother and a mother who served as his aunt had left him with what he would later describe as a special feel for the limits of adult authority. In an environment as coercive and constricting as Quarry Bank, a boy could go far in the eyes of his peers by resisting the regime. Yet apart from his authorship of a broadsheet called The Daily Howl, which specialized in grotesque caricatures of his teachers and classmates, it would seem that the imaginative quality, if not the intensity, of John’s rebellion has been exaggerated over the years. The many incidents recounted proudly in Pete Shotton’s memoir, John Lennon in My Life, add up to little more than a catalog of typical schoolboy pranks.


From an intellectual standpoint, the effect of his schooling upon him was mainly negative. As an intelligent child with a serious interest in reading and writing, John came to mistrust the expressive world of literature on account of its association with the academic culture of the school. His years at Quarry Bank left him with a defensive, derisive, and at times defiantly philistine attitude toward a wide range of artistic and intellectual pursuits that would confound and inhibit him in his subsequent artistic career. In the near term, though, it merely ensured that there were no literary influences on his adolescence that compared with those exerted by writers like Lewis Carroll and Richmal Crompton on his childhood. Instead he had the Goons.


The Goon Show began broadcasting on BBC radio in 1951 and ran through the end of the decade, attracting a weekly audience of four million devoted listeners who ranged from schoolboys like John to Oxbridge dons to members of the Royal Family. The Goons – Harry Secombe, Peter Sellers, and Spike Milligan – were assisted by the singer and bandleader Ray Ellington and the jazz harmonica player Max Geldray, who provided the music for the show. Secombe, a Welshman, was a perfect ham. Sellers, a mix of Jewish Cockney and Yorkshire heritage, was a brilliant mimic. Milligan, an Irishman born in India, was an inspired comedy writer and guerrilla intellectual. The three of them were linked to one another by the shared experience of military service in World War II, and service humor, with its reflexive irreverence and its stoic acceptance of absurdity, was the wellspring of Goonery. Goon humor, wrote the poet L. E. Sissman, turned on “a constant conflict between fine words and mean intentions, a stripping away of the language of hope and glory to reveal the ruined institutions—and moral attitudes—beneath.” For highbrow listeners, the show’s popularity coincided with the vogue for the Theater of the Absurd that began with the first English-language productions of Beckett and Ionesco in London in 1955. For teenagers, the Goons’ mockery of the conventions of popular entertainment served a function akin to that of Mad magazine in the United States. Their clashes with the BBC over Milligan’s scripts and Sellers’s ad-libs were closely followed by fans of the show, who liked to think of their heroes as living under a constant threat of cancellation or reprimand.


The Goons were John Lennon’s first important heroes from the world of popular culture, and, as with his early literary heroes, he would revere them for the rest of his life. Their humor was both lighthearted and aggressive, nonsensical and polemic, and very much in tune with the spirit of deflation that reached a special intensity in the city of Liverpool. Picking up where the illogic of Alice and the impudence of William left off, the Goons served as the main inspiration for the droll banter that would distinguish John Lennon as a teenager and endear him to his friends. Goon humor was cult humor, and the essential principle of cult humor can be stated as follows: The more obscure the joke, the greater the intimacy that comes from sharing in it. This was a principle that Lennon grasped intuitively, and he used it to delineate and dominate his circle of friends. At the same time, The Goon Show also provided him with a practical education in Dada, Surrealism, and other aspects of avant-garde sensibility that he otherwise would have rejected as unacceptably highbrow.


Considering that the series ran until 1960, it is telling that John Lennon’s own chronology of the Goons’ influence—“I was twelve when the Goon Shows first hit; sixteen when they finished with me”—corresponded neatly with his five-year career in grammar school. The fate of that career had been quietly sealed in June of 1957, a few weeks before his first meeting with Paul McCartney, when John took the O-levels that determined whether he could advance into the sixth form. In August came the news that he had failed at every one. When Mimi Smith met with William Pobjoy to discuss her nephew’s dwindling options, the headmaster noted that John had obvious intelligence, a thorough lack of motivation, and, to judge by confiscated copies of The Daily Howl, a certain propensity for art. Though he considered Lennon an intolerable nuisance, Pobjoy, unlike his predecessor, was not a martinet. John’s one chance of continuing his education, he explained to Mimi, lay with the possibility of getting him into the Liverpool College of Art. The admission requirements for the college were blessedly subjective, involving little more than a perfunctory interview and the submission of some samples of artistic work. In short order, Pobjoy drafted a guarded recommendation, Mimi agreed to provide support in lieu of a government grant, and John became an art student in September 1957.


The journalist George Melly once described the art colleges of the 1950s (in words that mirror William Pobjoy’s thinking at the time) as “the refuge of the bright but unacademic, the talented, the non-conformist, the lazy, the inventive and the indecisive: all those who didn’t know what they wanted but knew it wasn’t a nine-to-five job.” Liverpool’s local art college was a second-rate institution, overshadowed even within the region by its more dynamic counterpart in Manchester. The caliber of the faculty was compromised by the reluctance of practicing artists to live in a place so far removed from the museums and galleries of London, and an air of marginality prevailed. Yet for the students, most of whom commuted from their homes in the suburbs of Merseyside, the school and its surroundings were like a slice of Montparnasse. The college was located on Hope Street, on the edge of a neighborhood known by its postal designation, Liverpool 8, whose nondescript name belied a veritable cauldron of local color. It so happened that John Lennon’s grandparents, George and Anne Stanley, had raised their five daughters in a house on Huskisson Street in the heart of Liverpool 8, back when the area was still a respectable place to live. But there was another feature of the Art College’s location that held greater significance for John. Right next door, in a most felicitous coincidence, stood the gray granite pile of the Liverpool Institute.


At the time of Lennon’s arrival, the prevailing style at the Art College was a provincial strain of 1950s student bohemianism. In dress, this meant duffle coats, drab corduroys, oversize sweaters, and school scarves; in culture, it meant American jazz, Continental films, Angry fiction, and Beat poetry; in politics, the Committee for Nuclear Disarmament, or CND. Among the students who professed a serious interest in contemporary art, the preferred alternative to the academic modernism espoused by the college faculty was the “kitchen-sink” school of social realist painting associated with younger English artists like John Bratby and Jack Smith. The influence of American Abstract Expressionism, having recently arrived in London, was still some years away. Nor was there any trace in the students’ work of the early Pop motifs that were beginning to ruffle feathers at more-prestigious institutions like the Slade School and the Royal College of Art.


John Lennon’s entry into this environment in September 1957 was a slightly less belligerent reprise of his arrival at Quarry Bank. From the first, he made no serious effort to apply himself to the work. Instead, preoccupied as ever with the need to assert his personality, Lennon simply carried on in his accustomed role, inspired for the first time in his avocation as a class clown by an audience that included girls. In time, his outlandish wit would earn him both the admiration and animosity of his classmates, but in his first term at the college he distinguished himself mainly by his clothes. Free at last from the strictures of a school uniform, John showed up each day on Hope Street in the provocative and rather preposterous guise of a Teddy boy.


As Lennon later described it, “We dressed in Teddy boy style—long jackets and all that—but we weren’t [Teds]. We never got in trouble. We knew what we were doing.” The real Teds were proletarian peacocks from the unfortunately named “secondary modern” system that constituted the nonacademic alternative to grammar school: working-class boys who filled the sorts of dead-end jobs that were plentiful for British teenagers during the early 1950s, when compulsory National Service turned the years between fifteen and eighteen into a period of occupational limbo. (Reinstated in 1947 to help the country deal with its Cold War and post-colonial commitments, the draft was sharply curtailed after the Suez crisis of 1956 and eliminated altogether in 1960.) The neo-Edwardian fashions that gave the Teds their name dated from 1949, when clothes rationing was finally lifted and the tailors on London’s Savile Row sought to relieve the gloom of postwar austerity by reviving the longer suit jackets, narrower trousers, and brocade waistcoats that set the style of gentlemanly fashion in the halcyon era that ended with World War I. At a time when a Labour government was seeking to dismantle an empire abroad and a class system at home, the irony of young Mayfair blades aping the look of their imperial Edwardian forebears was perhaps a bit too rich, which may explain why the style never quite caught on with its intended clientele. Yet this same irony, turned on its head, may also explain why a caricatured version of this style went on to become popular among adolescent boys in the working-class strongholds of South London. There, in 1953, “Edwardianism” emerged as the first in a series of flamboyant fashion subcultures by which the youth of Britain would play a part in changing the look of youth all over the world.


Coming as they did from the tough “corner boy” milieu of South London, the first Teds were heirs to a tradition of petty criminality that went back many generations. For the police, the press, and the public, this made the conspicuous figure of the Teddy boy a perfect scapegoat for the genuine social problem of rising juvenile crime. For the Teds themselves, the sudden notoriety of their clothing conferred a degree of social power unlike anything they had ever known. As a result, what began as an individualistic impulse to appropriate an upper-class fashion was rapidly converted into a uniform of peer-group solidarity. Loose-knit gangs of Teds brawled with one another in London dance halls and train stations; larger groups on football or bank-holiday outings convinced their anxious elders that Britain had been invaded by an alien uniformed force. The fashion itself evolved in response to this new notoriety, as the Teds assimilated motifs (and social attitudes) derived from the pokerfaced Western gunslingers and gamblers they knew from American films. By the mid-1950s, teenage boys in frock coats, lace ties, and wispy “side-boards” strode the streets of Notting Hill and Shepherds Bush looking like desperadoes who had checked their hats and guns at the door, and the style had begun to spread from the “manors” of metropolitan London to provincial cities like Liverpool.


Though the Teds were an established presence before the advent of rock ’n’ roll, they took to the arrival of this brash new music like the members of a cargo cult. Rock ’n’ roll galvanized the Teddy boy subculture. It was the one form of popular entertainment that best expressed the ethos of excitement and aggression that ruled their leisure lives. In the fall of 1956, crowds of Teds greeted the first showings of the Bill Haley film Rock Around the Clock by jiving in the aisles of London cinemas, battling with ushers, and slashing theater seats.


It was precisely this aura of toughness and aggression and its association with rock ’n’ roll that attracted John Lennon to the guise of the Teddy boy. In his final year at Quarry Bank, John had dabbled in the fashion, adopting a “Tony Curtis” hairstyle and letting his sideburns grow. But it was not until he arrived at the Art College that he actually tried to represent himself as a Ted. There the fashion not only advertised his passion for rock, but also served as a way of camouflaging his comfortable Woolton origins and distancing himself from the bohemian pretensions (the “artiness,” as he called it) of his fellow art students. Lennon was not the only middle-class English teenager to complete the cycle of ironic appropriation by adopting this uniform of working-class solidarity as a mark of his own individuality, but he does seem to have been the first to do so in the context of the Liverpool College of Art. Unlike the proletarian dandies he was emulating, however, most of whom had jobs, John was hampered in his adoption of this persona by the fact that his only sources of discretionary income were the small allowance he received from Mimi and whatever he could cadge from Julia and Bobby Dykins.


Lennon’s Teddy boy posturing could be dismissed as just that—mere posturing—if it were not so indicative of the spirit of romantic proletarianism that would influence his life in the years to come. Perhaps he simply reasoned that his failure in grammar school had earned him the right to identify with the world of the secondary modern. But John’s attempt to cultivate a working-class identity must also be seen in the context of his increasingly triangulated relationship with Mimi and Julia. Of the five Stanley sisters, Julia alone had failed to advance the family’s claim to middle-class status by means of marriage, education, and lifestyle. Instead, her weakness for waiters had led her first to marry Alf Lennon and then to abandon all claim to respectability by starting a second, outof-wedlock family with her boyfriend Bobby Dykins in their Allerton council house. For John, the difference between a working-class identity and a middle-class one was thus personified by the difference between Julia and Mimi. And the choice posed by these two sisters was made much easier by John’s impression that Julia had paid no obvious price for her downward mobility. On the contrary: whereas Mimi’s frugal nature had only intensified since her husband’s death, Julia and Bobby Dykins appeared to live life as a series of small indulgences for which there was always cash on hand.


JOHN’S FIRST TERM at the Art College marked the high point of the Quarry Men as a performing band. Nattily attired in matching gray jackets and Western string ties, the group—now composed, with the addition of Paul McCartney, of three guitars, a tea-chest bass, and drums—played as many as a dozen engagements at youth clubs, church halls, and private parties during the fall of 1957. Shortly thereafter, however, the zeal for skiffle began to wane.


In March of 1958, Buddy Holly and the Crickets became the first major American rock-’n’-roll act to perform in Liverpool. Though neither John Lennon nor Paul McCartney attended the concert, they became completely caught up in the enthusiasm generated by Holly’s appearance at the Philharmonic Hall, which was right next door to the Art College and the Liverpool Institute. After a few more performances at a private club that was aptly called The Morgue, the Quarry Men, like most of their musical brethren on Merseyside, entered a period of extended hibernation, in an effort to make the transition from skiffle to rock ’n’ roll.


The news that Paul McCartney had joined a skiffle group had not escaped the attention of a Liverpool Institute schoolmate whom Paul had befriended a few years before, when his family still lived in Speke. George Harrison was eight months younger than Paul and a year behind him in school. Born in February 1943, he was the fourth and final child of Harold and Louise Harrison, who at that time lived in the Wavertree district of Liverpool, not far from Penny Lane. Harry Harrison’s father had worked as a builder before enlisting in the army and dying in France at the start of World War I. In 1925, at the age of sixteen, Harry had put to sea as a cabin boy with the White Star Line. He met Louise French in 1929 and they were married the following year. She was a second-generation Irish Catholic whose family came from Wexford and whose father had worked as a lamplighter in Liverpool. The Harrisons’ first child, Louise, was born in 1931; their second, Harold junior, in 1934. Two years later, Harry senior lost his job with White Star, a victim of the merger with Cunard. He spent a year and a half on the dole before finding work as a bus conductor (and later as a bus driver) for the Liverpool Corporation. A third child, Peter, was born in 1940, followed at last by George.


Like many families in Liverpool, the Harrison household was an undeclared matriarchy that turned on the hub of its mum. Louise Harrison was a gregarious, fun-loving woman who encouraged her children to think and fend for themselves. As the baby of the family, George became her prize pupil in this regard, notable even as a small child for his well-developed sense of independence and privacy. Harry senior was more reserved than his wife, though hardly a stick-in-the-mud. Together the couple taught a class in ballroom dancing at the busmen’s union hall, where Harry acted as the master of ceremonies at Saturday-night socials. Eventually he became an official of the busmen’s union itself.


In 1948, when George was five, the Harrisons finally got their chance to join the great migration to Speke. “It was a brand-new house,” Louise Harrison recalled of their lodgings on Upton Green, “but I hated it from the minute we moved in.” By the time they arrived on the huge estate, even the schools in neighboring Gateacre were filled to overflowing, so George wound up taking a bus back into the city to the school he would have attended had his family remained in Wavertree—Dovedale Road Primary. There, for the next two years, he shared a schoolyard with John Lennon, though their paths never seem to have crossed.


In 1954, George passed the eleven-plus and was admitted to the Liverpool Institute, thus becoming the first of his brothers to attend a grammar school. Though George was a year behind Paul McCartney at the Institute, the boys became acquainted on the long bus ride into town. Unlike Paul, however, George despised the school. “I think it was awful; the worst time of your life,” he said of his grammar-school days. “They were trying to turn everybody into little rows of toffees.” His academic performance was summarized by a comment one of his teachers wrote on a term report: “I cannot tell you what his work is like because he has not done any.” Harrison exemplified the resentment and resistance felt by many eleven-plus boys who came from families in which the identification with working-class values was strong. His father was a devoted union man, and George had seen both of his brothers leave school at the earliest opportunity to learn a trade and earn a workingman’s wage. Harry junior was a car mechanic, while Peter had recently become an apprentice in an automotive body shop. Harry senior nursed the hope of one day opening a garage in partnership with his sons—a prospect unrelated to George’s academic career. Nor did it help that the Harrisons lived in Speke, where, as Paul McCartney had learned, grammar-school attendance carried a serious social stigma. George had always been touchy about issues of autonomy; the Institute honed his resentment of authority to a fine edge.


The way he chose to express his disaffection (apart from ignoring his schoolwork) was couched in the symbolism of class. In Speke, nothing advertised his status as “college pudding” more openly than his school uniform of blazer, cap, and tie. Scrounging what he could from his brothers and their friends, George began to customize this staid ensemble with drainpipe trousers, orange socks, double-breasted waistcoats, and pointy-toed “winkle-picker” shoes—thus transforming himself into the Institute’s tiniest Ted. Each eye-popping addition to his wardrobe provided a satisfying point of contention with the school authorities. An upswept quiff of thick brown hair (topped by his school cap worn in the precarious style popularized by Gene Vincent and his Bluecaps) added valuable inches to his height and completed the effect.


Like John and Paul, George had shown no more than a casual interest in music prior to the advent of skiffle and rock ’n’ roll. His mother gave him the money and the encouragement to buy his first guitar, and she would remember his early efforts at learning to play it as an agony of frustration, complete with bleeding fingertips and outbursts of despair. From the first, George was drawn to the guitar as an instrument in its own right, rather than as a source of accompaniment for his own singing. He had never been a leader, or much of an extrovert; having grown up as the youngest member of a large, exuberant family, his tendency was to find a niche and settle in. The guitar became his new badge of identity. In addition to Carl Perkins, Buddy Holly, and other rock guitarists, his early musical heroes included jazz and country stylists such as Django Reinhardt and Chet Atkins.


Though he knew of the Quarry Men from Paul McCartney, Harrison didn’t actually see the band perform until one of their last public engagements in the winter of 1958. For some time thereafter, he remained on the periphery of the group. It was enough of a stretch for a college student like John to associate himself with a grammar-school boy like Paul; George was even younger, “a bloody kid” in Lennon’s eyes. But by focusing all of his energies on the guitar, George was able to make up for what he lacked in age and stature with musical proficiency. Gradually he was absorbed into the remnants of the Quarry Men, filling the vacuum left by the attrition of John’s original recruits. With Louise Harrison’s enthusiastic approval, George’s house in Speke became a favorite rehearsal spot. By the summer of 1958, the nucleus of the future Beatles—Lennon, McCartney, and Harrison, two protons and a neutron—was formed. At this point they were not so much a band as a small circle of musical friends.
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We started off by imitating Elvis, Buddy Holly, Chuck Berry … we just copied what they did. John and I used to sag off school and go to my house or to his house, and just start trying to write songs like theirs. We’d put a Buddy Holly record on, and then after we’d listened to it several times, we’d sit around with our guitars and try to write something like him. The people we copied were all American, of course, because there was no one good British.


—Paul McCartney








That the Art College was located directly next door to the Liverpool Institute made it easy for Lennon, McCartney, and Harrison to stay in touch on a regular basis. Trundling their guitars to and from their respective schools, the boys would meet at lunchtime in the Art College cafeteria or afterward at Paul’s or George’s or Julia Lennon’s house to rehearse and pass the time. An informal style was set in these early sessions that would serve them for years to come—a loose routine of playing, joking, smoking, and listening to records, sometimes working in unison, sometimes noodling away on their guitars as if in separate worlds.


It was of prime importance to their future careers as singers and songwriters that most of what John Lennon and Paul McCartney learned about music, they learned in each other’s company. Although collaboration has long been the rule in the writing of popular songs, it is hard to name another pair of successful popular songwriters whose musical educations were so closely intertwined from such an early age. (Even George and Ira Gershwin did not start writing together until they were past their teens.)


Prior to the advent of Elvis Presley, the two boys’ actual experience of music-making had consisted mainly of the singing they did as children at church and school. Paul had toyed with the trumpet and taken a few piano lessons; John had enjoyed a brief infatuation with a harmonica he was given by his uncle George. Although Paul consulted some “method books” early on, and John may have taken an introductory lesson or two, neither of them sought out formal instruction on the guitar, nor would they ever learn to read or write conventional musical notation. Had they wanted to take lessons, it wasn’t as if there was anyone in Liverpool who could have taught them much about the sort of rock-’n’-roll guitar playing they wanted to learn; as it was, they didn’t consider the development of technique on the instrument to be an important goal. Rather, they valued the guitar as a means of accompanying their singing and, like Elvis, as a prop for performing. Practice for them did not consist of the usual attempt to master scales and chord inversions that has broken the spirit of generations of musical neophytes. It consisted instead of sitting together for hours, attempting to work out by ear (and often from memory) the songs they wanted to play. Like most of the performers they liked, they confined themselves to a handful of convenient keys, and every new chord or cadence they learned, even if it merely duplicated a harmonic relationship they already knew in another key, came as a small revelation to them. Only slowly did they begin to generalize from specific progressions to the underlying principles of pop composition: the movement between chords built on the tonic, subdominant, and dominant notes of the scale (referred to in musicians’ parlance as the I, IV, and V chords); the addition of the flatted sevenths that constitute the most common form of harmonic embellishment used in blues and rock; and the intuitive eight-, twelve-, and thirty-two-bar patterns on which popular songs are built.


Their real teachers were thus the records themselves. They were generally available in Britain from 1957 onward, the success of Bill Haley and Elvis Presley having convinced the country’s two major record companies, Decca and EMI, of the market for rock ’n’ roll. There was a significant delay, however, in the release of records by some of rock’s brightest stars, caused by the time it took for independent American labels like Atlantic, Chess, and Specialty to set up foreign licensing deals. Little Richard’s first Top Ten hit on Specialty came in the spring of 1956; it was not released in Britain until the following year. Chuck Berry’s first Top Ten hit on Chess came in the summer of 1955; his first success in Britain came nearly two years later, in the summer of 1957, barely a month before Buddy Holly’s first record entered the charts. Yet this time lag only helped to sharpen the impact of rock by flooding the market with an abundance of music by the four performers—Presley, Richard, Berry, and Holly—who assumed the places of highest honor in the Quarry Men’s pantheon of musical heroes.


That Elvis reigned as the King of Rock was widely recognized long before his fans defiantly bestowed this title upon him during the extended twilight of his career. (Early on, RCA tried to promote him as “The King of Western Bop.”) Presley’s influence on the Quarry Men and their contemporaries was compounded by his role as the charismatic figurehead of a new, commercialized youth culture that had taken root in the high schools of postwar America and was now spreading by means of records, radio, film, and television throughout the industrialized world. As with Sinatra before him, Presley’s status as a culture hero threatened to overshadow the fact that he was also an extraordinarily gifted singer when he first burst on the scene.


Along with many other fledgling musicians in Britain and the United States, the Quarry Men belonged to a subspecies of Elvis aficionados whose initial enthusiasm was, if anything, stronger than that of the average fan, but who eventually came to regard Presley’s musical career, in the words of his biographer Peter Guralnik, as a “long and continuing saga of perfect decline.” Among this cadre of true believers, opinions varied as to when the fall from grace occurred. “Heartbreak Hotel” is widely acknowledged as a pop cultural milestone; its distinction as the first truly convincing example of white blues singing to broach the popular mainstream is less commonly recognized. “All Shook Up,” released in Britain in the summer of 1957 (right around the time that Lennon and McCartney first met), may be Elvis’s quintessential performance, in which the Presleyan ego and Presleyan id achieve a state of perfect comic equilibrium. Many of the tracks on his early albums (which included cover versions of songs by Little Richard, Carl Perkins, Clyde McPhatter, and Ray Charles) were similarly superb. The Elvis heard on these hit singles and album cuts is a different singer from the edgy young upstart heard on the Sun recordings. Emboldened by his success, Elvis in his early years at RCA projected an air of complete self-assurance and emotional self-sufficiency—a singer who never came close to losing his composure on a song.


As time went on, however, it became harder for discriminating listeners to overlook the rising proportion of dross to gold in Presley’s work. “Jailhouse Rock,” released in Britain in January of 1958 as the title track to his third film, was arguably his last great performance as a full-blown rock-’n’-roll singer. (Of the title track to Elvis’s fourth film, the lyricist Jerry Leiber said, “If I ever have to write another song like ‘King Creole,’ I’ll cut my fucking throat.”) And though RCA continued to release material from its small stockpile of Presley masters during his two-year sabbatical in the army, these tracks, with one or two teasing exceptions, sounded like pale imitations of his earlier hits.


Fans devised their own theories about what had happened to “El.” Many blamed the army, surmising that the rigors of military life had tamed Presley’s defiant spirit (as symbolized by the Samsonesque crew cut he received as a raw recruit). Others assumed that his record company and his manager had prevailed upon Presley to turn away from rock. Yet the real reasons for Presley’s artistic decline began with the nature of his ambition itself—with the fact that, much as Elvis loved to sing, it was never his goal to become a great singer as such. His goal was to become a great star. And the path to stardom in Elvis’s day led inexorably to Hollywood. By any measure, the “record business” in the 1950s was still a nickel-and-dime operation compared with the “film industry”; hence the efforts of earlier, phenomenally successful singers like Bing Crosby and Frank Sinatra to broaden their appeal and enhance their prestige by appearing in Hollywood films. An appreciation of the millions to be made in movies was one of the traits that set “Colonel” Tom Parker apart from other country music managers of his time. From 1957 onward, under Parker’s supervision, Presley’s creative energies and aspirations were channeled into a succession of third-rate Hollywood musicals that were designed to transform a singing sensation into a legitimate star of the screen. As a promotional strategy it was unassailable, and Elvis himself was predictably entranced by the glamour of Hollywood. Yet, unlike Crosby or Sinatra, Presley proved hopeless as a screen actor.


Regardless, the great majority of fans would keep on buying his records and faithfully attending his films. Such was the extent of their fascination or identification with Presley that his transition from rockabilly rebel to pop sensation to the world’s richest B-movie star was in no sense perceived as a letdown or a betrayal, for it was the sheer scale of his success and celebrity, not the nature of his art, that mattered most to them. But for rock-’n’-roll loyalists like the Quarry Men, whose lives were so touched by the power of records like “Don’t Be Cruel” and “All Shook Up” that they began to dream of making such records themselves, Presley’s career from the late 1950s onward would be tinged with disappointment, until it gradually assumed the tenor of a cautionary tale.


IN A GENRE of popular music that was destined to be almost entirely dominated by male stars, it fell to Little Richard to play the Queen to Presley’s King. Born and raised in Macon, Georgia, Richard Penniman left home at the age of fourteen (his departure hastened, he later said, by his father’s intolerance of his homosexuality), adopted the moniker Little Richard, and bounced around the rhythm-and-blues circuit during the early 1950s, recording without success for labels as small as Peacock and as big as RCA. In 1955 a tape he submitted to Specialty Records in Los Angeles caught the ear of a producer named Bumps Blackwell, who was looking to sign a singer to emulate the new style of gospel-inflected R&B that Ray Charles was pioneering with great success for Specialty’s rival, Atlantic. Thinking that Little Richard might be his man, Blackwell set up a recording date in New Orleans. In keeping with the standard script of the rock-’n’-roll discovery myth, the session went poorly at first. Richard turned out to be an almost freakishly flamboyant and effeminate young man whose singing remained oddly inhibited until, during a break in the session, he sat down at the piano and pounded out an obscene song that began with the exclamation “Awop-bop-aloo-mop-alop-bam-boom / Tutti-frutti, good booty!” Bumps Blackwell promptly commissioned some minor adjustments in the lyric and had him repeat this performance with a band.


Released in the fall of 1955, “Tutti-Frutti” was an immediate hit on the R&B charts; it crossed over into the pop Top Twenty in January 1956, two months before “Heartbreak Hotel.” Over the next two years, Little Richard released a half-dozen hit singles, all of which relied on a frenetic formula of pounding piano, wailing sax, startling falsetto interjections, and convulsively phrased lyrics that seemed to walk the line between scat singing and talking in tongues. In a sense, Bumps Blackwell had simply overshot the mark in his search for the next Ray Charles. Instead of the soul-stirring black Baptist emotionality with which “Brother Ray” infused the blues, Richard’s style was drawn from the histrionic fervor of the Pentecostal and Holiness sects. His records married the sound of the storefront studio to the spirit of the storefront church, and he came across, on the best of them, as if he were truly possessed. His wide, masklike face and wild, lascivious grin lent a crazed aspect to his physical appearance as well. He was precisely what parents and politicians across America had in mind when they declared the need to “do something” about rock ’n’ roll.


John Lennon’s introduction to Little Richard came in 1956, when a friend of his obtained a Dutch pressing of “Long Tall Sally” several months before its British release. At a time when John considered Elvis to be “bigger than religion in my life,” it unnerved him to hear another singer who rivaled his idol’s intensity. Lennon was subsequently relieved to learn that Richard was black, a trait that presumably gave him access to sources of musical energy that even Elvis couldn’t tap. In Britain especially, Richard’s popularity was furthered by his show-stopping, almost shamanistic performance in The Girl Can’t Help It, the best of the rock-’n’-roll exploitation films. Paul McCartney’s imitation of this performance was one of the first things about him that impressed the Quarry Men, and Paul went on to monopolize their efforts to reproduce Richard’s songs.


ELVIS PRESLEY AND Little Richard were the two most distinctive singers of 1950s rock, but they were singers and singers only. (Though Richard co-wrote some of his material, neither his writing nor his piano playing was intrinsic to his appeal.) Chuck Berry, on the other hand, combined the talents of singer, songwriter, and instrumentalist in a more distinctive manner than any other 1950s recording artist with the inevitable exception of Ray Charles. Thirty years old at the time of his first success, Berry was the Homer of rock: the music’s first and greatest epic poet. Almost single-handedly, he introduced the concept of authorship to a style of popular music whose lyric content otherwise consisted mainly of catchphrases, base clichés, and childish counting rhymes. For this, Paul McCartney considered him “a ridiculous favorite” and John Lennon placed him “in a different class from the other performers.” “He really wrote his own stuff,” Lennon explained. “The lyrics were fantastic, even if we didn’t know what he was saying half the time.”


Born and raised in St. Louis, Missouri, Berry drew his influences from a broad spectrum of postwar black music, including the suave pop balladry of Nat “King” Cole; the witty, wordy jump blues of Louis Jordan; and the swaggering Chicago blues of Muddy Waters. In the spring of 1956 he released an anthem to rock, “Roll Over Beethoven,” which updated the premise of a Judy Garland record from the 1930s called “Swing Mr. Mendelssohn.” “Beethoven” became the prototype for a series of moderate hits and memorable B-sides on which Berry regaled his teenage listeners with a sympathetic yet gently satiric commentary on their leisure lives. Many of these songs were set in juke joints and dance halls and celebrated what might be termed the existential moment of rock ’n’ roll. With a fine sense of irony, Berry wrote about the music as if it were an epic cultural force: “Hail, hail rock ’n’ roll,” he sang in “School Days,” “deliver me from the days of old.” His career reached its commercial and creative peak in the spring of 1958 with a pair of Top Ten hits, “Johnny B. Good” and “Sweet Little Sixteen,” on which he presented his definitive portraits of the rock-’n’-roll singer and fan.


By itself, Chuck Berry’s songwriting was enough to make him a seminal figure in rock, but his influence on the Quarry Men extended to all aspects of music-making. As a singer he was the least affected of the early rock ’n’ rollers. He sang in a clear, declamatory voice designed to put the words across, and he avoided the sort of exaggerated vocal mannerisms made famous by Presley and Richard. As an electric guitarist, Berry helped to establish the instrument as the defining sound of rock, employing a strident, heavily amplified tone and a muscular technique that allowed for fluid movement between rhythm and solo fills. A consummate showman, Berry was the first well-known rock guitarist to actually play the instrument in a sexually provocative manner (this in contrast to Elvis, who merely held it that way). His onstage antics entailed a real risk in America’s racially charged social climate of the 1950s, when a whole complex of double standards made it unacceptable for a black man—though not for a black woman—to perform suggestively in front of a white audience. Little Richard managed to defuse this issue by maximizing his effeminate tendencies (at one point billing himself as the “Bronze Liberace”). But Chuck Berry would wind up paying a harsh price for his insistence on behaving, onstage and off, like a “brown-eyed handsome man.”


COMPARED WITH THE work of Presley, Richard, and Berry, Buddy Holly’s music sounded almost tame. Holly grew up in the postwar boom-town of Lubbock, Texas, at the western extremity of the country-and-western continuum. In 1956, after forming a band with some friends from high school, he landed a contract with the Nashville division of Decca Records (a distant relation of the British label), for whom he recorded several unsuccessful singles. The following year, Holly and his drummer Jerry Allison auditioned at a storefront studio in Clovis, New Mexico, that was run by a former disc jockey and lounge-trio organist named Norman Petty. Their first offering, “That’ll Be the Day,” was a song Holly had already recorded for Decca—a contractual complication that Petty finessed by selling the remade version to a Decca subsidiary called Brunswick Records as the work of a group called the Crickets. Rising to the top of the charts in the U.S. and Britain, “That’ll Be the Day” marked the start of a short run of hits, some of which (“Oh Boy,” “Maybe Baby”) were released under the Crickets’ name, and others of which (“Peggy Sue,” “Rave On”) were released under Holly’s name.


Always more of an integrator than an innovator, Holly combined the giddy enthusiasm of a white boy singing the blues with the musical self-sufficiency of a singer-songwriter-guitarist. Considered individually, his talents were relatively modest, but his lasting contribution to the future of rock stemmed from his willingness to pool those modest talents with those of his fellow Crickets and his producer Norman Petty in the context of a collaborative recording group, whose members all contributed to the songwriting, the arranging, and the creation, in the studio, of a distinctive instrumental sound. Though their collective identity began as a marriage of contractual convenience, Holly and the Crickets became the prototype for the small, self-reliant bands of musical brothers that would colonize the landscape of pop in the decade ahead.


Holly’s best records were medium-tempo love songs imbued with a tenderness and vulnerability that were rare in a musical genre that often seemed bent on dispensing with all distinctions, euphemistic or not, between the desire for sex and love. Like an insecure teenager fussing at the mirror in search of a distinctive look, Holly embellished his singing with a boyish idiom of yelps, bleats, breaks, growls, squeaks, and hiccupped vowels that turned affectation into a form of affection. Offsetting the innocence of the lyrics (and the occasional corniness of Norman Petty’s production) was the instrumental toughness of the band. At their best, Holly and the Crickets presented conventional romantic sentiments in an unconventional setting of stinging guitar and snappy drumming that added a new kind of ardor and urgency to these shopworn professions of love.


Alone among the Quarry Men’s quartet of primary influences, Holly and the Crickets were far more popular in Britain than they were in the United States, and in the wake of their 1958 visit to Liverpool, the group was all but canonized as the city’s patron saints of rock ’n’ roll. Their influence on the Quarry Men and the other young musicians on Merseyside began with the more or less accurate perception that, while Holly was clearly their leader, the Crickets were truly a group. Their collective image had a special resonance among working-class teenagers in the North of England, where the social sanctions against individualistic behavior were traditionally so strong.


To the Quarry Men and their contemporaries, the prosaic-looking Holly seemed like a messenger from the gods, capable of moving back and forth between the world of ordinary mortals and some distant Olympus of rock. On record and in concert, Holly and the Crickets paid homage to their musical heroes, both by performing their songs, and, more important, by using riffs, rhythms, and arrangements from the records they liked as the basis for their own material. It was no accident that Paul McCartney cited Holly by name when describing the Quarry Men’s early and unabashedly imitative efforts at songwriting. He served as their original tutor in the magpie art of musical appropriation.
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