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      Getting to work was a two-bus journey, changing at Penny Lane before jumping off by Edge Hill, at the spaghetti-tangle of railway tracks. After skipping down the dark line-side slipway near the gasholders, Paul McCartney arrived, 8AM every weekday, at the Bridge Road factory of Massey & Coggins Ltd, armature winders and transformer manufacturers, where he imagined himself stepping up to executive status.1

      Christmas was past, and with it went the parcel deliveries. Jim made his mightiest effort to insist his son had to knuckle down. Paul said he already had a job, playing in a group, and they were beginning to go places, but Jim was steeled to resist. ‘You’ll never make a living in music – you’ve got to have something to fall back on’ and ‘This music thing is all right on the side but Paul, it will never last.’ He spoke from experience: he’d been in something like this position himself at the same age with Jim Mac’s Band, even playing the same kind of halls around Liverpool. No musician he knew had earned a living from it. Paul says Jim all but threw him out of the house, ordering him not to come home without a job.2

      So Paul went back to Renshaw Hall and did the jobless shuffle once again, a surname and number like twenty thousand others, from the scallies of 15 to the Scousers of 64, many seeking work, plenty hoping to dodge it.

      
         

        I went down to the Labour Exchange in me donkey jacket and jeans. The fellow sent me to an electrical engineers firm called Massey & Coggins. I told the boss I wanted a job. I wasn’t particular, I said I’d sweep the yard if he wanted. He asked me where I’d been educated and when I said Liverpool Institute he started making big plans.3

      

      The job came his way by chance, but if Paul’s aim was to get back at his dad by finding a position diametrically opposed to his talents, he couldn’t have arranged it better. Instead of something suited to his bright mind, artistic flair, neat handwriting, five O-Levels and English Lit A-Level, Paul remained resolutely manual, joining a factory that could have come straight out of I’m All Right Jack.* Mary would have been horrified. Dr McCartney was how she’d envisaged her eldest, and now here he was among the flat-capped working classes, punching the clock that counted down British industry’s date with oblivion. We’re All Wrong Jack is what it really was: post-war manufacturing was in terminal decline, buckling through under-investment and a bolshie workforce that rejected modernisation because it would do them out of a job.

      Jim Gilvey, Massey & Coggins’ then 39-year-old managing director, would never forget the arrival in his works office of Paul McCartney:

      
         

        I interviewed him. He was applying for a job as an electrical apprentice. He would have become an electrician after five years – in the spring of 1966. He never said ’owt to me about being a musician. He called me ‘Mr Gilvey’ and was a very polite young man. I said, ‘We’ll give you an opportunity, lad, and with your outlook on life you’ll go a long way.’4

      

      Employed against his own wishes maybe, Paul so quickly tapped into a keen, self-motivating attitude that he pictured himself an important man of business not many years from now.

      
         

        The group had got going again but I didn’t know if I wanted to go back full time… I imagined myself working my way up, being an executive if I tried hard.5

      

      While John, George and Pete enjoyed long days of leisure, the boss-to-be learned how to wind heavy coils for electric motors, ate jam butties, and played dinner-time football with other fellers ‘in a sort of prison exercise yard’.6 He made and drank a strong brew of tea in the union-negotiated breaks, smoked Woodbines, read the Daily Mirror, dashed for the gate when the afternoon hooter went and lived for the weekend and Friday’s wage packet (£7 10s, less tax and National Insurance). ‘He had to wear a blue boiler-suit and provide it himself,’ says Jim Gilvey. ‘We had a sort of canteen and all the workers were members of the ETU – the Electrical Trades Union.’

      Paul also braved endless jibes about his plentiful hair; and then, after letting out that he was a musician, had to suffer the nickname Mantovani. As boss of the transformer department, Ron Felton had to give Mantovani orders – you must do this, you can’t do that – and Paul surely bristled. ‘I never liked bosses,’ he reflected twenty-five years later, and as he only ever really had one, he probably meant Felton.7

      Though John also came under labour pressure, from Mimi, he was having none of it, and was genuinely shocked that Paul was prepared to brummer strive after everything they’d been through together.

      
         

        Paul would always give in to his dad. His dad told him to get a job and he fuckin’ dropped the group, saying, ‘I need a steady career!’ We couldn’t believe it.8

      

      Paul didn’t drop the Beatles, he just tried to accommodate them alongside the job. The Beatles began 1961 with three bookings a week for promoter Brian Kelly – usually at Litherland Town Hall, Aintree Institute, and Lathom Hall in Seaforth – and as these tended to revolve around weekends, working by day and playing by night caused Paul little problem. Such, anyway, was the adrenalin they generated, the Beatles could have lived without sleep.

      They weren’t the first Liverpool group back from Hamburg. Derry and the Seniors were, and they hadn’t exactly set the place alight. (The reverse is also true: they lost most of their equipment in the Top Ten Club fire.) By contrast, the Beatles’ return was no less explosive, locally, than the arrival of rock and roll itself in 1956. No one expected it, no one knew who they were or where they came from, they were just suddenly there, good beyond belief, and so exceptional that everything started to change because of them, and quickly.

      In seven extraordinary mach Schauing weeks at the Kaiserkeller the Beatles had doubled the vast amount of stage time already accrued at the Indra. In total, inside just fourteen weeks, they’d rocked Hamburg for about 415 hours – like 276 ninety-minute shows or 830 half-hours – and every night tried not to repeat themselves. No one stopped to realise it, and there was no way of knowing anyway, but the Beatles had to be the most experienced rock group in the world, not just Liverpool. And Hamburg didn’t only multiply their repertoire, it toughened their voices, seasoned their characters, enriched their personalities and strengthened their stamina. Four months earlier they would have struggled to play more than a couple of hours, now it was a piece of cake. All the same, witnesses say they played every show with total conviction, St Pauli in Liverpool. The effect was incredible.

      First sight of the new Beatles would stay lifelong-sharp in the memory. Wallasey rock guitarist Chris Huston was knocked sideways.

      
         

        When they came back from Germany it was like they knew something we didn’t. They had this arrogance. There was a definite difference: they had cockiness, confidence, a spring in their step, they knew more songs and they had different instruments. I asked John what it was like in Hamburg and he said, ‘Fookin’ great! They roll up the pavements in Liverpool at eleven, but in Hamburg they’re just rolling them out at midnight.’ But that didn’t answer what I saw, because Hamburg didn’t change anyone else the same way.9

      

      John McNally of the Searchers would remember:

      
         

        The Echo ad said ‘The Silver Beatles and the Searchers’ and we thought ‘Who the hell are the Silver Beatles?’ I got to St John’s Hall and the Beatles were there – they were in black leather jackets and black T-shirts, a real motley crew, and boots too. They had their amplifiers on chairs, which I’d never seen before – we put ours on the floor and so did everybody else. They did Chuck Berry stuff with lots of solos and they ran amok on stage. They were fantastic and it was definitely something new. McCartney played this old guitar, a Solid 7, and just mimed the rhythm – he only had four strings. It was the first time I ever heard a drummer playing fours on a bass drum. It was a wall of sound. And people just stopped and stood and watched. There was no way we could follow them with our tinny sound.10

      

      The Beatles were a foursome for the first time. Stu was in Hamburg with Astrid, though due home soon, and Chas Newby was back in college, his two weeks in the Beatles at an end. Paul was on bass now… in a manner of speaking. He is remembered for playing his upside-down and broken-down Rosetti with the lead tucked into his pocket rather than plugged into an amplifier – miming – producing (at best) a few clicks picked up by the vocal microphone. When he did run the Rosetti through an amp it generated an unusual sound because Paul had fitted it with piano strings, three or four of them, snipped surreptitiously from someone’s upright with a pair of pliers. The Beatles’ overall noise was so loud that hardly anyone noticed the lack of bass. Of the few Beatles photos taken in this period, one (shot by his brother Mike) shows Paul not playing guitar at all but singing, or screaming, his eyes tight shut, his left hand clenched, his right hand gripping the microphone. Instrumentally, the Beatles’ raw power was coming from three players, not four.11

      Despite his double income, factory and stage, Paul didn’t buy the new guitar he and the Beatles so manifestly needed. After paying his dad £3-a-week housekeeping, he saved the surplus and said that, as he was only now completing payments for the Rosetti, he didn’t want to be saddled with another ‘drip’. The cost of his caution, and his reluctance to at least buy proper bass strings at Hessy’s, was pain, because – as Paul would remember – the piano strings would ‘make a nice sound… but kill the fingers’.12

      The front-of-house ‘mixing desk’ was a beast yet to be born: groups provided their own instruments and amps, and promoters hired the microphones and PA. Whenever possible, Pete put a mike close to the bass drum, or even inside it, to kick his four-in-the-bar boom to the distant corners of every dance hall. No one else drummed like this and he quickly had imitators. All the Beatles did. King-Size Taylor, hulking great leader of the Dominoes, had taken a strong dislike to the Beatles the previous May, when he’d spotted them taking down the words of the songs he was singing, but even he now had to admit there was no one else like them:

      
         

        They came back from Hamburg with a great attitude to playing rock and roll. They were total non-conformist. They were like rebels thrown in among the other groups. Lennon was the driving force – it was his arrogance, his outlook on everything, his drive, and of course his passion for what he was playing. I didn’t like the man, but that has nothing to do with it. He’d become quite dedicated in his own way. He also knew he was good at what he did. If he’d stayed behind in Hamburg and the others were playing in Liverpool without him, I say they’d have died a death.13

      

      Tony Sanders, drummer with Bootle group the Phantoms, was amazed that the Beatles smoked while playing – just one of many visible aspects of an apparent don’t-give-a-damn attitude. He says that when Paul sang Elvis’s Wooden Heart, Pete played the bass drum with his foot, hit the hi-hat with his right hand and smoked with his left. ‘We thought this was tremendous,’ Sanders says. ‘We were all smoking the next time we went on stage, but it didn’t go with our short haircuts and clean boy-next-door image.’14

      The Beatles were unknown around these parts, and as newspaper ads emphasised they were ‘from Hamburg’ so people continued to assume them to be German. It seemed to explain much: their different look, wild sound, strange or repellent name and a repertoire out of step with everyone else’s. By doing Wooden Heart the Beatles even seemed to confirm it. They came home from Germany with this Elvis exclusive – the film GI Blues, in which it featured, hadn’t yet come to Liverpool and Decca wasn’t issuing it as a 45 until February. ‘Here’s the new one by Elvis, it’s out in a few weeks,’ the Beatles would announce. They spoke like authentic Liverpudlians… and then Paul would sing the song’s German section like a native. ‘Paul was very Elvis-oriented,’ Bob Wooler said. ‘When Elvis did Wooden Heart he took a breath after “wood” and Paul did that too.’15

      All the groups raced to cover Elvis first, and the Beatles won again with Are You Lonesome Tonight. It came out in Britain on Friday 13 January and they did it the next night at Aintree Institute. Paul clasped the microphone and did his Elvis act, the great solo star crooning his new slow one. It was already going to pot when he went into the long spoken-word middle section about ‘all the world’s a stage’, which he’d crammed into his brain inside a few hours… and then John just stopped the group dead.

      Refusing to be involved in anything so corny, John completely took the piss out of Paul, ripping his close mate and bandmate to shreds in front of everyone. ‘They sent me up rotten,’ Paul says, ‘especially John. They all but laughed me off the stage.’ This was the way John dealt with things, and he also knew the Beatles must have a solid front line, not back a soloist. As he said, ‘Every group had a lead singer in a pink jacket singing Cliff Richard-type songs. We were the only group that didn’t… and that was how we broke through, by being different.’16 Another difference was that most groups used an echo unit (all the rage since the Shadows’ breakthrough) and the Beatles didn’t. In his December 1960 letter to Stu, George had said he was planning to buy one, but he hadn’t, and now they decided they wouldn’t.

      Bob Wooler had all this in mind when he wrote, some months later, of how the Beatles ‘exploded on a jaded scene’. He noted how they grabbed a wider audience than was usual, not just the 15- to 18-year-olds who went to jive dances, but men and women in their early twenties who’d loved rock and roll the first time around and watched helplessly as it was driven out of fashion. Wooler also registered, with understandable fascination, how the Beatles gave the appearance of being unconcerned what people thought about them – but then, paradoxically, always said ‘Thank you’. He liked the way they began most songs with a loud 1–2–3–4! No other group did this… at least, not until they started copying the Beatles. And Wooler also recorded how the Beatles were ‘unmindful of the uniformity of dress’ – although they wore leather jackets, tight jeans, black T-shirts, Twat ’ats (sometimes) and Texan cowboy boots, it was never questioned if one of them turned up in something different. They were, in a sense, uniformly scruffy when not uniformly dressed.17

      Wooler was central to the Beatles’ activities in this period. Although Allan Williams was out of hospital, the Top Ten Club fire effectively marked the end of his involvement with rock and roll. His time was consumed by the Jacaranda, the imminent opening of his Blue Angel night-club, and a concert promotion at St George’s Hall starring Cyril Stapleton’s Show Band – jazz, not rock. Though Wooler tried to stoke Williams’ interest, to drag him out to see the Beatles and the effect they were having on audiences, Williams didn’t go. He’d moved on. ‘I have a mind like a grasshopper,’ he says. ‘Once I’ve done a thing, I don’t go back.’18

      Everything experienced by the Beatles in 1960 happened because of Allan Williams; in 1961 it almost all happened without him. His role had been to light the blue touchpaper and withdraw. Though the Beatles’ first printed business cards announced that A. Williams had Sole Direction over them, two phone numbers were given: Jacaranda Enterprises’ new office at the Blue Angel and Pete Best’s house in West Derby, and it was Pete who handled the Beatles’ bookings, liaising mostly with Bob Wooler. Williams’ management of the Beatles, never defined or set down on paper, simply evaporated. In his place, John, Paul and George came to be more reliant on the Bests than they could ever have imagined. If Pete was busy or out, Mona handled the bookings; the Beatles’ amps and drums were kept at the Bests’ house; and (after a brief period when the Beatles used taxis to get around, spending as much as they earned) three Best family friends provided transport to ensure they and their equipment got to every date.

      The main man to begin with was Frank Garner, aged 34. By day he was a journeyman bricklayer, for which he’d acquired an Austin A35 van; by night he was both an occasional doorman at the Casbah and a martial arts teacher. Pete said he’d become a judo green belt under Garner (though the other Beatles never believed it) and Neil Aspinall gained a green belt in ju-jitsu. The A35 was a bit cramped, so Garner usually drove only the gear while Aspinall or another Casbah member, David Hughes, ferried the group in one of their cars – earning the occasional pound for their trouble. Mostly they would leave the Beatles at the halls and fetch them later; Aspinall was particularly busy – he had an accountancy job in town and spent most evenings labouring over a correspondence course, aiming for bookkeeping qualifications.19

      Of course, there were also times when the drivers stayed to watch. David Hughes remembers the Beatles’ personalities during the period he drove them around at the start of 1961:

      
         

        George was a lovely guy, very friendly. Paul could play anything, not only the guitar but piano and other things. John was more standoffish – he was clever and quick-witted and he didn’t stand fools: you had to watch what you said to him or you’d get it back, and if he wanted to make a fool of you in front of others, he would. I grew up friends with Pete – we went to primary school together – but he could be a bit moody. We always called him The Moody One and he’d go off on his own a lot. Girls thought he was fantastic.20

      

      On Saturday 7 January, Neil Aspinall drove the Beatles to Aintree Institute for their first booking at this atmospheric upstairs hall not far from the Grand National racecourse; he was staggered by how, again, they scored a direct and instant impact on people who’d never heard of them and were expecting nothing out of the ordinary.

      
         

        All the people were there as normal and suddenly the Beatles came on and everybody who was anywhere in the hall, anyone who was dancing, stopped and came forward, straight to the front of the stage. They stood there with their mouths open. The Beatles caused a lot of trouble because all the Teds who’d brought their girls to the dance got very jealous, and then John did this big fucking wink, which really wound them all up.21

      

      John Lennon’s big wink was a new instrument in his stage armoury, transmitting maximum sarcasm and provocation in one move. It was a music-hall wink… a wink with inbuilt wind-up, with attitude, accompanied always by a sideways chasm in the mouth, a great gaping oval. It was seldom impotent, and if a fight wasn’t already in the air, this could kick one off – inciting tempests which to John, as blind as a bat, were but a violent blur. Tough nuts at Aintree Institute used as weapons any wooden chairs around the edge of the dance floor that weren’t bolted together, and some went up to the balcony and lobbed chairs down from there, causing mayhem. As ever, it was easier for the Beatles to get into venues than out, when Teds would be waiting. How handy it was to have martial arts skill to hand, as well as the promoter’s own bouncers – not that the Beatles couldn’t take care of themselves.22

      Considering the ever-present danger, they were assaulted surprisingly few times. It did happen, but only rarely. Paul was reliably effective in a role familiar and necessary from four years of Lennon friendship: pouring oil on his troubled waters, taking the heat out of his steam, pulling him – and often all of them – back from brinks to which they were so recklessly propelled. Danger in these halls also extended to girlfriends. When Cyn and Dot accompanied them, which wasn’t often, they had to keep the lowest of profiles and stay out of the toilets, where they could be trapped and scratched. If she had to speak, Cyn faked a Scouse accent, desperate at all costs to avoid coming across as posh, from Hoylake, which could warrant a beating. As she says, ‘One look in the wrong direction, at the wrong person, could and frequently did set off a chain reaction of events which would make your hair stand on end. It was like a time bomb.’23

      Bob Wooler staged the Aintree dances for Brian Kelly as he did in Seaforth and Litherland. (‘Come One, Come All, to Litherland Town Hall!’ was Wooler’s new calling phrase.) He was the benevolent besuited scout-leader with a twist, a master of the microphone who travelled by bus all over Merseyside with a hand-tooled wooden box full of 45s. Partial to a tot or two of Navy Rum, and smoking sixty a day, he worried how to encourage everyone to do their best, and how to make these groups of youths behave themselves on stage, respecting the audience as well as his meticulous handwritten schedules. In this regard, he had particular trouble with the Beatles, whose timekeeping was erratic at best. ‘The most unreliable was Paul McCartney,’ Wooler recalled. ‘He had the worst punctuality record, although he was not consistently late for engagements.’24

      Almost all of the Beatles’ bookings in this period were stage-managed by Wooler and he quickly got to know them well – while they in turn tried to find out about him, which wasn’t easy. He gave them prime position in every show, not the final spot but the middle one, around 9.30; people would be drifting off by 10.15 to catch the last bus home and the closing group generally played to a fraction of those who’d been in the hall earlier. When the Beatles were late, Wooler made them go on last; any grumbling towards Paul for causing this was simply part of the cut and thrust of being in a group.

      Through Wooler, the Beatles learned to prepare for a show quietly and in darkness, to stand behind curtains while he finished playing records and made his announcements. For them alone, to command everyone’s attention to something really special, Wooler played the opening cavalry-charge of Rossini’s William Tell Overture.25 Lifting the needle when the fanfare finished, he would announce It’s the Beatles! and they would pitch themselves into Good Golly Miss Molly or Long Tall Sally or What’d I Say or Red Sails In The Sunset. Wooler opened the curtains and there they’d be, blinking in the light and completely in command, rocking and stomping and thrilling.

      It was Wooler who broke the Beatles beyond Brian Kelly’s Beekay circuit. A new venue opened in January 1961 in Huyton, on the outskirts of Liverpool. Hambleton Hall was rented from the local council’s Parks & Gardens Committee… but there was nothing remotely recreational about the beat nights at this forbidding place. It was in the middle of a housing estate and gang fights always broke out. The promoter was a car salesman, Vic Anton, only 20 and an acquaintance of Brian Epstein, though Brian wasn’t involved in these promotions. Like everyone else, Anton hired Wooler as disc jockey, compere, bookings manager and stage manager, and Wooler aimed high – he lined up as many as six groups every Wednesday and Sunday night at ‘the Hive of Jive’. Admission was 2s 6d before 8PM, three bob after.

      One of Wooler’s many tasks for these promoters was to compose and place advertisements in the Echo. Editorially, Liverpool’s nightly newspaper didn’t go anywhere near the rock scene. Its journalists, mostly middle-aged men, knew nothing of it and wouldn’t have considered it worth covering. The only indication of activity was in the paid-for classifieds, where events were itemised in fascinating, amusing and illuminating detail. Everything still ran under the Jazz heading, but these ads, studied in hindsight, represent a daily bulletin of the beat, reflecting and responding instantly to the current pulse and temperature. They show who was playing where, which venues were opening and closing, which groups were forming and breaking up, and who was going off to play further afield and when they were coming home. And while the Teds at Aintree Institute lobbed chairs, Liverpool promoters lobbed text grenades at one another, small-print vendettas needled at five bob a line.26

      Ads in the Echo and in the north end local press provide black-and-white proof of the Beatles’ impact. From very soon after they started ripping into the Brian Kelly jive circuit, there was an increase in the number of promoters, venues and groups. Everyone and everything became noticeably busier in the first weeks of 1961, and this built month on month throughout the year and beyond. Having steadily gained momentum in the preceding two years, the Liverpool rock scene suddenly took a mighty leap. Bass player Johnny Gustafson, one of so many to benefit from the increased opportunities, summarises it succinctly: ‘The Beatles cracked Liverpool open, and the avalanche came after that.’27

      These ads also show that the Beatles went straight in at number 1. Their name was placed top almost without exception, sometimes in block capitals, centred, while the groups underneath were in upper and lower case. Wooler’s relish for alliteration and liberal use of eye-catching exclamation marks made them, in this first month alone, Dynamic, The Great! The Sensational! and, on the last day of the month, in one of his Hive of Jive ads, the Stupendous, Stompin’ Big Beat Beatles.

      The man central to most of the spiky ads between promoters was Sam Leach, who’d launched Liverpool’s first regular rock dances in 1958. No longer the youngest operator (Dave Forshaw had that mantle, and Vic Anton was second), Leach remained the most eager and expansive. He didn’t promote at one hall, he was everywhere, and he liked to think big… though his grand ideas could lack sufficient planning. His was a Peter-to-Paul operation – groups might be paid for one show with the takings from another to come – and he regularly annoyed rivals by publicising something he couldn’t deliver, or by encroaching on their ideas or slogans. He upset Allan Williams by promoting at St George’s Hall with the words ‘Arts Ball’, and then upset both Williams and the Mardi Gras jazz club by staging a Mardi Gras Arts Ball. Angry responses were posted in the classifieds. These things happened too often to be coincidence but Leach just shrugged and raced on, always reaching for the next big one. His latest plan was to take over the name Cassanova Club and run rock nights in a ballroom in the middle of Liverpool… and the moment he saw the Beatles, in their Hambleton Hall debut on 25 January, Leach knew he’d found his headlining act.

      
         

        A friend told me about this fantastic new group. I got the bus there. It was a rough area – there were gangs around – and I paid my three shillings admission. Bob Wooler played the William Tell Overture, announced It’s the Beatles!, the curtains fell open and there they were. Even now, I can still feel the kick. You couldn’t mistake how good they were. Even the fighting stopped.

        Bob must have seen me because he posted bouncers around their dressing-room door so I couldn’t get to them, but three of them already worked for me and they let me through. The first thing I said to the Beatles was ‘You’re going to be as big as Elvis!’ Lennon looked up like I was mental and said, ‘We’ve got a right nutter here, Paul.’ Paul – who knew I was opening a club in town because he was always in the Jacaranda chasing my girls – said, ‘Yes, but I bet you’ve got some work for us, haven’t you, Mr Leach?’ I gave them twelve bookings that first night at £6 or more a time.28

      

      The Beatles seen by Sam Leach were a five-piece again. Stu arrived home about 15 January and took his place in the group a day or two later. Though he came back for another purpose, and had often written of his intention to pack up rocking, he wanted to carry on. Astrid paid for him to fly because he’d had tonsillitis and she didn’t want him making the long journey by train and boat; like George and John before him, he returned carrying his guitar and amp.29

      Stu’s days of standing with his back to the audience were past; while he liked to stand side-on, there was no pretence at hiding his guitar work. One year and all those Hamburg hours later, the Dean-like dude in dark glasses could play his bass – albeit not brilliantly and not well enough to please Paul. He didn’t welcome Stu’s return, even if it did mean he could stop fiddling with those odd bass notes and stick to miming with his broken guitar.

      Primarily, Stu was home because his temporary residence permit in Hamburg had elapsed, and because he was applying for a place on the Art Teacher’s Diploma course at Liverpool College of Art, to begin in September 1961 – in other words, to do his fifth and final year there after a twelve-month break. He set this in motion right away and was invited to interview on 23 February. He was going to be in Liverpool at least a month, and after all the years of sharing bedsit flats, lastly in Gambier Terrace, he returned to his family, who were now living in Liverpool. (The Sutcliffes moved from Huyton in autumn 1960 and were renting the ground-floor Flat A at 53 Ullet Road, by Sefton Park.)

      This was Stu and Astrid’s first separation, and though brief – she was coming to join him in Liverpool for two or three weeks at the start of February – he sent her long love letters…

      
         

        Tonight I play once more with the Beatles my beauty, and I will play in your jeans, and your blue pullover and your hempt and will close my eyes and think always of you. As I play, I think of the days that keep us apart.30

      

      … and realising his fiancée would struggle to comprehend the words, he drew a cartoon self-portrait: dark glasses, high collar, big hair, bigger guitar, hearts as crotchets, I LOVE ASTRID sung sweetly in a speech bubble and floated across Europe by air mail.

      Stu wasn’t the only one returning from Hamburg in January: Rory Storm and the Hurricanes headed back on the second day of the year. Their three months in St Pauli had in no sense galvanised them as it had the Beatles; the experience had soured after Rory broke the Kaiserkeller stage, and when they tried to open in another venue, on New Year’s Day, Bruno Koschmider instantly put an end to it, pointing to the exclusive contract they’d signed with him.31 As it took a while for their bookings to pick up, they all went on the dole. This meant declaring they’d no other income, though they did. A fair number of the Liverpool rockers took this risk – the so-called rock ’n’ dole – but not, it seems, the Beatles. They had no need. Ringo briefly, semi-seriously, looked around for a proper job, one that would enable him to earn by day, play by night and leave him free to go away when necessary, like back to Butlin’s or Hamburg. He thought about becoming a freelance hairdresser, and while he wondered how to make it happen, it didn’t.

      ‘Welcome home from continental tour’ an Echo classified announced on 6 January, advertising the Hurricanes’ re-emergence on a scene where they were no longer tops. Save for a few sporadic appearances in September 1960, they’d not played locally in seven months and momentum had been lost. The night before, Rory, Johnny and Ringo went to Litherland Town Hall and discovered the Beatles were still in their Kaiserkeller groove, setting a blistering pace. The Hurricanes’ mate and sometime roadie Dave ‘Jamo’ Jamieson remembers:

      
         

        The curtains opened, Paul went into Good Golly Miss Molly, the crowd rushed forward and that was it – the place just took off. The Beatles were in leathers and black T-shirts – they were rebels. Richy, Johnny and Rory never said anything about being overtaken, they didn’t say anything at all.32

      

      The two groups started to share the same bill – at Aintree on 21 January, at Litherland on the 26th – but no matter how much Rory leapt and jumped and climbed and combed there was no doubt who was the fairest of them all. Ringo often left the dressing-room to go out front and watch them:

      
         

        I just loved the way they played; I loved the songs, the attitude was great, and I knew they were a better band than the one I was in.33

      

      Plenty of onlookers – John, Paul and George among them – continued to revere Ringo’s rock-steady tempo in all styles, and his ability to play evenly with either hand, but Pete believed he now held the upper hand, and would later claim ‘Ringo… copied our [my] beat.’34

      The three Beatles saw a wider picture. There was no question Pete’s forceful four-in-the-bar drumming was one of the ingredients that ignited their explosion. But, as they’d quickly assessed in Hamburg, he was less convincing when they played anything that wasn’t meaty rock. The Wallasey singer-guitarist Jackie Lomax puts it bluntly when he says, ‘Pete could only play one drum beat, either slowed down or speeded up.’ And as John reflected: ‘We trained him to keep a stick going up and down four-in-the-bar, [but] he couldn’t do much else.’35

      Crucial too were the personality differences. No other group was close like the Beatles, three of whom functioned as intimate friends with their own shorthand language, humour and complexities. That heart and strength – John, Paul and George – went back to 1957–8 and advanced from there through a thousand shared experiences: they were mates, tight, fine-tuned to a frequency unfathomable to others, which was all right by them. Pete didn’t think this way and didn’t share their attitudes; to the three of them, quite simply, he wasn’t one of us, and they knew it now as surely as they knew it when they’d first met him at the Casbah in 1959, and when, out of sheer pragmatism, they turned to him as their last choice and grabbed him for Hamburg a year later. It was nothing to do with quality of character – Pete was ‘a good skin’, decent, well brought-up, hard to dislike – it was about fitting in, simple chemistry. ‘Pete was a bit slow,’ John said. ‘He was a harmless guy but he was not quick. All of us were quick minds and he never picked up on the idiom.’ Cynthia witnessed how three and one did not make four:

      
         

        Pete hardly ever spoke or showed any enthusiasm… he seemed to lack the sense of humour that was such an integral part of the boys’ make-up. He really didn’t gel with their characters right from the very start.36

      

      John, Paul and George saw Pete in the halls but rarely beyond. It was like Hamburg again: they said hello, did the show, then he’d go his own way while they stuck together and did something else as a threesome… or four, with Stu. There were plenty of exceptions, but this was the general way of things. And Pete’s onstage personality also presented difficulties. He’d settled into a role he hardly ever varied, booking after booking, night after night – playing with his head down, avoiding eye contact, not smiling, projecting the study in moody shyness he knew would win girls’ hearts. Fine, but it was bound to wear thin for the other Beatles. Sometimes they wanted to see a spark when they turned around, some vibrancy, emotion, an engagement of eyes or mind.

      ‘We were always going to dump him when we could find a decent drummer,’ John revealed a decade later. As it was, he, Paul and George lacked the courage of their convictions. They allowed themselves to grow comfortable with the way Pete, his mother and his friends efficiently ensured the smooth running of their group, so all they had to do was turn up and play. They didn’t want to deal with it, and they had no one to get rid of Pete for them the way they’d made Nigel Walley dump Eric Griffiths. They continued to grumble in private, but their failure to act meant that Pete’s position in the group settled and solidified, and the problem of what to do about it was swept under the carpet.

       

      The power of the Beatles’ performances and old-rock repertoire made them ‘explode on a jaded scene’, but those who saw them actually heard a broad variety of musical styles – country and western, rhythm and blues, instrumentals, tender ballads, standards and much more. Their set constantly evolved, and so great was its range that people never saw the same show twice. John, Paul and George were always fascinated by the pursuit of new sounds, and in 1961 this still meant American sounds. Absent from Liverpool for the last third of 1960, they spent winter days in Nems and other shops, crowded into the browseries, checking out what was happening across the Atlantic, and listening in particular to the labels that licensed excitement from the wonderful American independents.

      As Liverpool groups started to proliferate so competition for songs became more intense. Long Tall Sally and What’d I Say, two of the Beatles’ biggest weapons, were done by Rory Storm and Gerry and the Pacemakers respectively, and duplication could be awkward when groups shared a bill. The Beatles, John and Paul in particular, identified a challenge and turned it to their advantage. They decided to find obscure songs the other groups didn’t know, numbers they alone would do, to stay different and ahead of the pack.

      Their own Lennon-McCartney Originals would have achieved this for them, but they didn’t consider them up to scratch, not something to play in front of people – and on the odd occasion they did, they wouldn’t announce the songs as their own. So quiet did John and Paul keep the fact that they’d written anything, no one around the Beatles in 1961 (with the possible exception of Bob Wooler) was aware of it, and it appears they wrote no new numbers this year. The Lennon-McCartney partnership was lively in so many ways but as creating composers it was dormant.

      Paul’s labours at Massey & Coggins gave John plenty of solo time in the city in the early weeks of 1961, and it’s no coincidence that the important musical discoveries in this period, the key additions to the Beatles’ repertoire, were unearthed and sung by him – and that, as a consequence, he steered a shift in their musical direction.

      An early obscure find was You Don’t Understand Me by Bobby Freeman, an intense and dramatic ‘doo-wop’ number located on the B-side of a Parlophone 45.* John already liked Freeman’s Do You Want To Dance, though he didn’t perform it, and now he added You Don’t Understand Me to the Beatles’ set. There’s no recording of them playing it, but with this type of song and John’s kind of voice it must have been a show-stopping moment. It isn’t difficult to imagine John emulating and even improving on Freeman’s already meaningful vocal.

      They also performed Stay, by Maurice Williams, and New Orleans, by US Bonds – two current US hits issued in Britain by EMI on its newly acquired Top Rank label. In the same week the Beatles reassembled post-Hamburg, Jack Good lamented in Disc that these exciting black sounds from New York and Norfolk, Virginia, would ‘pass unnoticed in Britain’.37 They didn’t: they were minor hits, and the Beatles quickly had them in their set, self-arranged for exciting interaction between lead singer (John) and backing vocalists (Paul and George). New Orleans was a real stomper, with call and response vocals and a muddy production, and the Beatles generated great excitement with it, astonishing audiences when two, three or even four of them sang solo and in combinations. Other additions to the repertoire included Leave My Kitten Alone by Johnny Preston (a cover of Little Willie John) and the Olympics’ I Wish I Could Shimmy Like My Sister Kate. John sang these too, sometimes singing the repeated line ‘shimmy shimmy’ as ‘shitty shitty’. It was unheard of for an entertainer, of any kind, to swear on stage, a genuinely daring departure.*

      John also loved Corrine Corrina by Ray Peterson, an American hit on the New York label Dunes, unsuccessfully picked up for Britain by Decca’s London imprint. It was a new version of an old Joe Turner blues shouter, and though no producer was named on the label, ten years later John was delighted to find it was Phil Spector, working with an orchestra for the first time. It was songs like this, and the Drifters’ Save The Last Dance For Me (again sung by John), that presented particular challenges to Pete, numbers where four-in-the-bar just wouldn’t do.†

      It was also at this time that John discovered a record he would eulogise for the rest of his life, Angel Baby, by Rosie and the Originals. ‘It’s a beauty… I love this record so much!’ he raved on American radio a decade later; ‘This here is one of my all-time favourite songs; send my love to Rosie, wherever she may be,’ he enthused at the start of his extraordinary homage cover version in 1973.38 All these discoveries existed to John as sounds, as records – no image came with them except those formed in his head; anyone wanting more information might find it in the weekly music papers. He didn’t know Rosie Hamlin was a 15-year-old Mexican who wrote Angel Baby as a love poem and self-financed the recording she made with some schoolfriends in a converted airplane hangar in San Diego. Shocked to find it a US top ten hit within weeks, she had no idea it was also being heard six thousand miles away in England. Issued on the London label in the third week of January, it had no commercial impact, but its directness and unabashed simplicity had a profound effect and influence on John Lennon, touching a chord deep within him.

      In his mind, John would always associate Angel Baby with another vital discovery, perhaps because he found them on the same day or in the same shop. This was the Miracles’ Who’s Loving You. Following Barrett Strong’s Money (That’s What I Want), it was the second time John had been knocked out by a record from the Detroit label Tamla.

      Who’s Loving You – and its A-side, Shop Around, which John also thought great – defines the moment when a new musical playground opened up for him and for the Beatles. A soulful singer and his supporting vocalists deliver a romantic song of melody and rhythm, a lyric that doesn’t just say ‘I love you’ but wraps the feeling inside a storyline, one that reached the tender core of a Lennon few saw. More than anything, he loved its sound, a style in America defined as rhythm and blues. Shop Around made the top of Billboard’s R&B chart, giving Tamla its first number 1 and million-seller.* John also loved the way Shop Around had a preliminary section that didn’t recur in the rest of the song, like the old 1920s numbers Julia taught him on banjo. He appreciated the name too, the Miracles; they were a group, like the Beatles. ‘Robinson’ was credited as composer on both sides of the record, but John had no way yet of realising this was also the singer, and that he’d turn out to be that forever hero William ‘Smokey’ Robinson.†

      It isn’t known if John added Who’s Loving You and Shop Around to the Beatles’ repertoire, but the songs lived within him regardless and enriched his personal tastes. R&B! He loved Elvis, Eddie, Chuck, Carl, Gene, Buddy, Little Richard, Jerry Lee and all the other great Fifties heroes (all R&B- or C&W-style rock and rollers), and now he loved this 1960s black pop music from the northern United States – and when he shared his passion with Paul and George, they loved it too… just as they were all gripped at this time by yet another momentous arrival in their lives: Will You Love Me Tomorrow by the Shirelles. This one record effectively launched the ‘girl-group sound’ – R&B with beat, rhythm, melody and harmony – and no musical force beyond rock and roll was ever as crucial to the Beatles’ development.

      The Shirelles were four 19-year-old black girls from Passaic High School in New Jersey who came under the wing of Florence Greenberg, the mother of one of their schoolfriends; Greenberg owned her own independent record label, Scepter, based ten miles from Passaic, in New York City. The tapestry of the American music business was already enhanced beyond measure by the creative partnership of blacks and Jews, and a bright new chapter opened with Will You Love Me Tomorrow, the greatest teenage love song of the period and the first record by a black female group to top the US charts.*

      Greenberg ran Scepter Records from an office at 1650 Broadway and West 51st Street. Her choice as Scepter’s in-house producer was Luther Dixon, aged 29, a black singer-songwriter-arranger; Will You Love Me Tomorrow was written by a composer partnership new to those who studied record labels: the husband-and-wife pairing of Gerry Goffin and Carole King, 21 and 18, words and music respectively. They numbered among an array of talented young songwriting teams who arrived each day at the same building to work for the publishing company Aldon Music. Each pairing – and a piano – were squeezed into neighbouring cubicles in a modern Tin Pan Alley scenario, a Teen Pan Alley. Almost all the songs that lit up the first half of the twentieth century were written in similar circumstances twenty-three blocks south of here – tunes for musicals, films, dance fads and hits; now they were being written for seven-inch vinyl discs and the teenagers who bought them.

      At 1650 Broadway – and in offices at the Brill Building across and further up Broadway at 1619† – it seemed everyone was the child or grandchild of European Jews. There was Goffin and King, Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, Burt Bacharach and Hal David, Barry Mann and Cynthia Weil, Doc Pomus and Mort Shuman, Jeff Barry and Ellie Greenwich, and Neil Sedaka and Howie Greenfield, writing songs for producers like Phil Spector and Jerry Wexler. Sedaka sang the numbers he and Greenfield wrote (he was near the top of the charts at this time with Calendar Girl), but otherwise the pairings created an array of classy compositions for different performers. Often these were black girl-groups, urban teenagers who’d honed their voices and harmonies by singing gospel music in church. And they were girls singing to girls, a revolutionary departure in pop music.

      Gender didn’t stop the Beatles (or other Liverpool groups) singing these numbers – a good song was a good song and that was enough for them. John grabbed Will You Love Me Tomorrow and Paul and George took the backing vocals, and while there’s no recording of them doing it, several say it had extraordinary power and tenderness, like another To Know Her Is To Love Her. To the Beatles, to John and Paul especially, the composer credit Goffin-King would become nothing less than a trademark of quality, sufficient in itself to make them listen to or buy a record, and rarely were they disappointed.

      Then they flipped the record over and discovered the B-side, a song called Boys. This wasn’t Goffin and King’s work but almost entirely the creation of Luther Dixon, who co-wrote, arranged and produced. Dixon was the creator of the Shirelles sound that the Beatles loved, another name for them to sleuth on record labels. Will You Love Me Tomorrow works beautifully with strings, Boys is big-beat R&B, the backing singers upfront. That’s how the Beatles did it. John sang lead and Paul and George gave full support, the two of them leaning into each other at the microphone, laughing and harmonising bop-shoo-op-abop-bop-shoo-op into one another’s faces, or sometimes, on appropriate occasions, bobwooler-abob-bobwooler. If they realised it was a girls’ song about boys, it didn’t matter. While several Liverpool groups did Will You Love Me Tomorrow, the Beatles were one of only three to sing Boys. King-Size Taylor and the Dominoes did it, and so did Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, where it became the latest speciality number in Ringo’s popular nightly Starrtime! spot – and he didn’t change the gender either.39

      No such sounds were being made in Britain, where, by definition, everything was smaller-scale. There were no black songwriters or producers, no independent companies releasing pop records, and the business was fixated on Cliff Richard and the Shadows and Adam Faith. Cliff was the golden boy – his every record in the top ten, several reaching number 1. The Beatles had a collective attitude about him – which meant they had John’s attitude. The Shadows were OK to listen to, samey but good, but Cliff was loathed. They felt he was safe, Establishment, and that his recordings were gutless; they didn’t like his phoney American accent and the way he sang words like doggone. They didn’t like the way his mouth was loosely open in almost every photo – top lip curled, bottom lip sagging, like the old Elvis – while at the same time he exuded a squeaky-clean lifestyle. These traits were about to be featured in a big film, the first lavish widescreen Technicolor British pop movie, a modern 1960s film. The title wasn’t decided yet, the NME reported, but Cliff had ‘already approved his role, that of a youth club leader’. This was one film the Beatles would not be rushing to see. ‘We’ve always hated him,’ John said of Cliff in 1963, with a degree of outspokenness that shocked. ‘He was everything we hated in pop.’40

      The British music business very much liked clean-cut Cliff, and also the emergence of Adam Faith as the teenagers’ spokesman, both of whom helped push British record sales up to £15 million in 1960, yet another 10 per cent annual increase. The fact that Faith spoke with clarity and intelligence on Face To Face, BBC-tv’s penetrative interview programme, came as a shock to an adult population that considered all teenage entertainers pimply, gormless, illiterate and manipulated… in short, The Great Unwashed.41 This was the Parnes legacy, and Larry at this time was undergoing a culling of his ‘stable’ – many of his young boys were set free in spring 1961, Johnny Gentle and Duffy Power among them, and Parnes exercised more restraint in his selection of new ones. His main signing of 1961 was a 17-year-old he auditioned while on a visit to South Africa, a singer-guitarist Parnes brought back to Kensington and whose name he didn’t have to concoct because it was already Dickie Loader.

      The biggest star in Britain throughout 1961 was Elvis. The post-army Presley was scaling heights far greater than those reached in his first flush. Decca, handling the RCA catalogue, experienced astonishing, record-breaking sales with several successive Elvis 45s. Advance orders for It’s Now Or Never were 355,000, making it the first record to enter the chart at number 1, and the numbers were higher still for Are You Lonesome Tonight and Wooden Heart. Elvis had a virtual monopoly on the top of the British charts, spending seventeen weeks there between November 1960 and April 1961.

      All this was in spite of his films – suddenly the cornerstone of his career – receiving less than great reviews. The parent-friendly musical comedy GI Blues was followed by the more-serious Flaming Star in which Elvis played a half-breed American Indian. Asked if Elvis would reject an unsuitable project, his manager Colonel Parker replied, ‘For the 500,000 dollars a picture they’re paying him, plus 5000 dollars a day overtime, they’re going to offer Elvis a bad script?’42 Yes, they were, and these movies and the songs that came with them were beginning to drive his original fans mad with frustration. The Beatles liked Elvis’s new records enough to sing them, but knew they were second rate compared to Heartbreak Hotel and Mystery Train. As usual, Jack Good spoke for them. Having reluctantly yet constructively panned Elvis’s films, and also been disappointed by the records which (bafflingly to him) were selling more than ever, Good wrote his hero an open letter in Disc.

      
         

        Now that your mission of converting the squares is well and truly accomplished, how about making a few sides for us? Some real, low-down, raunchy, scraunchy rhythm and blues, Floyd Cramer knocking the guts out of the old piano, and D. J. Fontana beating the hide out of his drum kit, and then some uptempo screaming – big dramatic stuff?43

      

      As far as Good was concerned, one of the best records of 1961 was a George Martin production, the atmospheric West Indian folk song Long Time Boy, by Nadia Cattouse, who hailed from British Honduras. Good called it ‘the most magical record I have heard for months… this could be sensational’ – but it didn’t sell enough to chart. It did underline how EMI always provided the funds for its label chiefs to record the artists and songs of their choosing, no matter how commercially viable they might be. Though George envied the unfailing hit-making machine of Cliff and the Shadows enjoyed by his colleague Norrie Paramor, and couldn’t match the high profile of Norman Newell, he was nonetheless shaping a successful and fascinating production line… and he was able to lay claim to one of the five singles picked for US release in 1960 by EMI’s own company, Capitol – selections made in Hollywood by Dave Dexter, Jr. None made the charts, which was no surprise given Capitol’s supremely brazen refusal to put any promotional effort behind them. While George didn’t always agree on policy with his A&R colleagues, they were united in deploring Capitol’s corporate behaviour – and none would forgive or forget it.44

      This was, though, a breakthrough period in George Martin’s career, when his chart successes became regular. The ballad singer Matt Monro arrived as an artist of quality with Portrait Of My Love, and when this peaked at 3 on the NME chart (13 January 1961) it was one of two Martin productions in the same top ten. The other was the comedy duet Goodness Gracious Me! by an Indian-accented Peter Sellers and the Italian actress Sophia Loren, whose face and figure adorned many a boy’s bedroom wall. This also peaked at 3 on the chart, earned a silver disc, and – with its appealing ‘boom-boody-boom’ lyric and wobbleboard flexing – captured the enduring imagination of the British public.45

      Produced with energy and style, Goodness Gracious Me! epitomised George’s passion for creating a sound picture, with enough qualities to sustain a comedy record through repeated plays. An LP followed, Peter And Sophia, his third album with Sellers in as many years, and it seemed at last that George had found someone with whom to make fine records and regular hits… until Sellers announced he wasn’t going to do any more because he wanted to concentrate on films.46 This was the frustration of working with artists who weren’t merely singers, as he’d found before with the young rock star Jim Dale. George Martin badly needed a hit act happy to stick to records.

      Still, Matt Monro was one, and George quickly found the makings of a second. He’d discovered Monro when in need of a Sinatra-like voice for Songs For Swingin’ Sellers; during the recording of Peter And Sophia, needing a 1920s-style jazz band, he made the acquaintance of nine intemperate and wittily unconventional young men calling themselves the Temperance Seven. Once the dust had settled he offered them a Parlophone contract and booked them into EMI Number 2 studio on 16 February 1961 to cut their first single; a month later, You’re Driving Me Crazy was heading for the charts. So much were these activities becoming George’s trademark they earned him an NME feature headlined IT’S FUN TO MAKE LAUGHTER RECORDS… and this was because of one further such hit, scored with the British remake of Mr Custer.47 The original, a novelty song by Larry Verne, made number 1 on the Billboard US Hot 100 in October 1960, so George rush-produced a nearly identical cover featuring the popular little comedian Charlie Drake. It made the NME top ten.

      Brian Epstein stuck his neck out for Parlophone’s Mr Custer. It was something he did on occasion, laying out large sums of money to monopolise local possession of a particular record, so that Nems was the only place people could buy it. It was business and it was a hunch, a gamble. Brian liked gambling. One of the few outside activities he shared with his father was going to the races at Haydock Park (not far from Liverpool) and staking moderately large sums on the horses. Winning was thrilling and losing a danger he was prepared to face, as he was in his private life. In business, Brian had hunches based on market research and market feel. While Nems had a good staff, Brian didn’t delegate the job of buying stock, which was the main game; such activities brought him into regular contact with John Mair, north of England salesman for the record distribution firm Lugton’s. As Mair remembers:

      
         

        Brian asked, ‘How many copies of the new Charlie Drake single Mr Custer do you have?’ I said, ‘A couple of hundred,’ and he replied, ‘I’ll have them all.’ I couldn’t do that because I also had to supply other shops, but he said, ‘Well you can only sell them once, John, and I’m willing to buy them.’ So I sold them all to him, at which point he remarked, ‘Now everyone in Liverpool who wants this record will have to come here, because EMI in Manchester tell me no one else has any.’ Sure enough, every other shop I serviced that day was asking me if I had it. By taste, Brian wasn’t really into pop music at this time but because he made a living from it he needed to know.

        I knew Brian well. He actually offered me a job at one stage. His staff were wary, calling him ‘Mr Brian’, but I wasn’t afraid: I thought he was a character. He could wither you with a glance and be extremely arrogant – an absolute shit if he wanted to be – but he was an entirely new kind of retailer. He spoke differently, dressed differently and was obviously set on building a business. He wasn’t going to be content with two shops in the middle of Liverpool.48

      

      By the end of January, the Beatles were playing seven bookings a week and life had become much more hectic – especially for Paul, because while the others could lie in bed until the afternoons he had to be at the factory every morning, Monday to Friday. Seven bookings in the first half of the month were followed by thirteen in the second – everything was already accelerating. The Beatles’ fee, ranging from £6 to £8 10s per booking, was much more than anyone else earned: few other groups were paid more than £2 and played once or twice a week, so in the table of income the Beatles were easily toppermost. All these engagements were in the north end, which was fine for Pete, but John, Paul, George and Stu had to make a crosstown bus journey or two (usually to the Best house) before going on stage – it was like playing away all the time, and they only saw these places in the dark.

      Paul had a fair knowledge of the north end but the others didn’t – to them it could have been some other town entirely, not their Liverpool. The Irish Catholic population was concentrated here, reflected in the more adenoidal accent, the real Scouse, and what Bob Wooler called the apocopated pronunciation. He didn’t speak like this and neither did the Beatles, but they met it every night now and, as skilled comic impersonators, quickly wove it into the fabric of their humour. They especially loved girls’ chatter, elongated vowels spoken sing-song-high through the roof of the mouth. Sing Searchin’, Paul, for Chris and Val! Paul and John slipped into these Scouse imitations for years to come, always with happy affection.*

      The north end was also hard. No part of Liverpool was free from violence, and they’d all had tough experiences in places like the Dingle, Toxteth, Garston and Speke – everywhere, actually – but here they had to be ever mindful of the roughnecks’ strict territorial mentality. One night towards the end of January, some Seaforth Teds managed to isolate Stu at Lathom Hall and inflict a bad beating. He was only just home from Hamburg but here he was, right in the thick of it, picked on because he was smaller, or puny, or clever, or not from the local area, or wore dark glasses, or dressed differently, or because some Ted’s girl sighed when he crooned Love Me Tender. Any reason would do. When word reached the others that Stu was in trouble, they flew to the rescue. Pete says it happened backstage: ‘John and I piled in and managed to stop it, and in the ensuing scrap John broke his finger.’49

      Neil Aspinall related it a little differently:

      
         

        I wasn’t there, because I’d dropped them off and gone home to do my correspondence course. But when I went back to pick them up they said, ‘There’s been a fight in the bogs.’ John had broken a finger, Pete had a black eye, Paul had been dancing around and Stuart had been kicked in the head. It was Liverpool, one of those ‘lucky we got away with it’ situations. Apparently Stu had been trapped in the toilets by some Teds because their girls had been screaming, and John had probably done one of his big fucking winks. They didn’t go to hospital.50

      

      It might have been, as Neil reflected, just one of those Liverpool situations, but that didn’t comfort Millie Sutcliffe. She was traumatised when Stuart returned to Ullet Road battered and bleeding. He refused to let her summon a doctor right away, but she prevailed in the morning – the medical opinion was that no obvious damage had been done and a couple of days’ bed-rest would see him right.51 Stu ignored the advice and was back on stage a few hours later, alongside John who played guitar with the middle finger of his right hand in a splint.

      The damage was already receding when Astrid arrived. She’d shown Stuart her Hamburg, he would show her his Liverpool, and they would walk it dressed in each other’s clothes. The plan was that she would stay with Stuart and his family, but such was Millie’s hatred of Germans, and upset that Stuart was engaged to one, it was a disaster. ‘I didn’t know what it was at the time,’ says Astrid, ‘but I came to think it was a mixture of jealousy, anti-German feeling, and a triumphant attitude she had about the war. She wanted to have Stuart to herself, not share him. She never said she hated me but there was always a horrible politeness, and I could feel the horribleness inside. I felt uncomfortable whenever I was in her company.’52

      The situation quickly broke down. Stuart told his mother he and Astrid intended to sleep together and she forbade it. In 1961, very few mothers would have said otherwise, but events here became overheated. As Allan Williams remembers, ‘Stuart and Astrid arrived at our house [58 Huskisson Street] at midnight and she was crying her eyes out. We let them stay with us, and they slept together. Astrid was a very lovely, gentle person and she got on well straight away with Beryl. I think we turned what was a nasty experience for them into a pleasant one.’53

      Astrid saw plenty of the Beatles over the next two or three weeks. She still couldn’t understand what they were saying, but enjoyed the vitality of their company and darting about Liverpool with them in buses and cars, or squeezed inside Frank Garner’s little A35, or packed into a decrepit but bigger old van Neil Aspinall was able to borrow from a contact. As Astrid remembers:

      
         

        I went with them to Litherland Town Hall and all those places they played. Neil drove the van and we all jumped in the back, between the guitars and the amplifiers. When we went around corners we’d all be leaning over. We were happy when the journey was over because we could all get out and stretch our legs. I remember it as a very happy time, being together with Stuart.

      

      They were the coolest couple in town. Stuart had become accustomed to people’s stares for a while, but it was as nothing compared to the looks he and Astrid got together. Swapping clothes in Liverpool in 1961 was bold beyond belief. Chris Huston saw them ‘dressed alike in black leather – they clearly belonged together’. At the start of 1960, Stuart had sold his painting to John Moores; now he had a much more valuable prize and enjoyed exhibiting her to friends. Meeting in the Jacaranda, Bill Harry found them both ‘white as a sheet and dressed in black’. Stuart struck Bill as more intense than ever, discussing philosophy and reading Kierkegaard. Rod Murray couldn’t have been happier for his best friend. ‘Astrid was very pretty and really avant-garde. She and Stuart looked exotic in their black leather and he was obviously happy. I thought, “What a lucky guy.”’54

      Astrid’s visit was a reminder to the Beatles, not that they needed one, of the possibility of a return Hamburg booking. If the document is to be believed, Peter Eckhorn had scribbled an agreement on 30 November 1960 saying they could come back to play his Top Ten Club in April, for a one-month season extendable to two at his discretion. Deported a few hours after that was written, Paul and Pete were instructed they had to appeal within thirty days to stand any chance of ever being re-admitted into Germany. It was a process they began late, in the first week of the year. Realising the deadline would be expired by the time their appeal reached Hamburg, they misrepresented the deportation date, giving it as 5 December, and hoped the Germans wouldn’t notice. Not a good start.

      Finding some unused pages in the back of an old Liverpool Institute exercise book, Paul drafted a statement which politely insisted that deportation for his and Pete’s silly act of burning a rubber in the Bambi Kino passageway was a punishment disproportionate to the crime. Not that it was a rubber at all.

      
         

        Whilst packing my belongings, I found a box of damp matches. I went out into the dark, bare corridor and began to test some matches there. I was followed by Best, who took some of my matches and lit them. We noticed a bit of cord nailed to the wall, and somehow the dry old cording and the matches suggested the burning of the cording…55

      

      Like the letter sent to ‘Mr Low’ when the drummerless and directionless Quarrymen had wanted work – nine months earlier – Paul rationed truth and gave free rein to a vivid imagination: the cord was three centimetres wide and 150 centimetres long. A subsequent line – ‘Neither of us drink alcohol’ – was something Bruno Koschmider, a few waiters and the odd thousand Grosse Freiheit revellers would have remembered differently.

      Although Allan Williams’ link with the Beatles was diminishing, he was committed to helping them get back to Hamburg. He asked his secretary to restructure Paul’s words into formal statements, one each for Paul and Pete, which she then typed and sent with covering letters to Herr Knoop, the chief officer of the aliens police. His office received the documents on 12 January, days after the deadline; Paul and Pete would be requiring leniency from a bureaucratic German official known to have none. Knoop is remembered in Hamburg as a vicious man, possibly an old Nazi, who’d lost an arm in the war and didn’t view the antics of indisciplined, immature Englishmen very kindly.

      Peter Eckhorn was in Liverpool for a few days in mid-January, keen to conduct business with Allan Williams and check out some of the groups. He met the Beatles, and, if it wasn’t already agreed, set April as the optimum month for their return. He reminded Pete and Paul of the administrative hurdles they had to overcome if they wanted to play in his club; in an undated letter sent to Eckhorn a little later, Paul reported that Knoop hadn’t replied to their appeal and they’d no idea what to do next.56 Meanwhile, John knew that unless he could lift the restriction on his passport, he also would be going nowhere. Limited to six months from 15 August 1960, it was set to expire on 15 February and its extension (while he remained under 21) was in doubt. As usual, left to their own devices, the Beatles bordered on clueless. On top of all that, while sending off his semi-fictional appeal to Knoop, Paul had started work at Massey & Coggins. Even assuming he could get the restriction overturned, the only way he’d be free to return to Hamburg would be to quit the factory and forgo his aspiration of rising through the ranks to executive level.

      This apparent dichotomy was highlighted on Thursday 9 February 1961, when the Beatles made their first appearance at the Cavern, the cellar jazz club in Mathew Street. John, Paul and George hadn’t been back since the Quarry Men last played here in spring 1958, when, as John remembered it, they’d received a year’s ban for playing rock and roll. The jazz-mad Alan Sytner was gone and new owner Ray McFall was becoming steadily more accepting of the electric guitar. His Wednesday Rock Nights were doing fair business, and in October 1960 he had introduced lunchtime sessions – two hours of good records and live rock underneath the city for four and then five days a week. Sessions ran 12–2PM, members’ admission one shilling. There was a clear market for it. From January, Bob Wooler became the compere and DJ. He didn’t exactly apply for the job, but one day Johnny Hutchinson of the Cassanovas thrust a microphone at him and instructed, ‘Make an announcement.’ Hutch was not a man to deny lightly. As Wooler would recall, ‘I’d had a little wine and I said, “Remember all you cave-dwellers, the Cavern is the best of cellars.”’ McFall offered him a job, which soon extended to the crucial role of booking talent.57

      As usual, it didn’t take Wooler long to promote the Beatles. They weren’t available on Rock Nights because their Wednesdays were booked by Brian Kelly or Vic Anton, but Wooler added them to a shortlist of groups able to perform at lunchtimes because they had no other jobs. Uniquely in Britain, Liverpool now sustained several professional rock groups, including the Beatles, Derry and the Seniors, Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, Gerry and the Pacemakers (home from Hamburg the first weekend of February) and the Big Three. The last named were Cass and the Cassanovas without Cass, who (for any one of about twenty rumoured reasons) had slipped off to London and wasn’t coming back. Barber, Gustafson and Hutchinson reduced to a hard-rocking trio, and they also went for the leaderless look and a The —— name, choosing one often used in headlines about Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin.

      Wooler offered the Beatles £5 for their Cavern Club debut, £1 each for the five, or twenty-five bob each for the four if Paul didn’t turn up. He alone in the Beatles had a job. As Paul says:

      
         

        I remember the guys – John and George particularly – coming down to this coil-winding factory where I worked and saying, ‘We’ve got an offer to play the Cavern,’ and I said, ‘I’m not sure, I’ve got this real good job here, coil-winding, could be a good future in it.’ And they said, ‘No, come with us.’ I bunked over the wall…58

      

      The wall, as Massey & Coggins managing director Jim Gilvey remembers it, was about fourteen feet high, so this was some bunk. Being too far to run, they took the bus or train into town, likewise Paul’s return, and the entire escapade probably ate the best part of three hours out of his working day. His absence was noticed and doubtless some measure of unremembered rebuke meted out, met by Paul’s promise not to do it again.

      But there would be future occasions, because the moment the Beatles hit the Cavern stage, they were incredible. As Ray McFall remembers:

      
         

        When I first saw them I said to Bob, ‘How did they get past the door staff?’ They were wearing scruffy jumpers and jeans, and I didn’t allow jeans in the Cavern. They indicated the wearer might be up for a fight, as he wouldn’t mind getting them dirty. We kept out the jeans brigade.

        However, the Beatles were sensational and I was smitten. Completely. Absolutely. Instantly. I stood at the side, between the pillars, about halfway up the hall, and as soon as they started playing I was captivated by them. My God, what a group! John started, then Paul, then George, and they alternated. Then there’d be a number with two of them – Paul and George or John and Paul – and I couldn’t get over the quality of their music. From that very first day, there was no stopping them. I said to Bob, ‘What other lunchtimes have they got? We must have them regularly.’59

      

      The Beatles’ next Cavern booking wasn’t for another fortnight, though it isn’t clear why. Probably from that occasion, or this first one, a single black-and-white photograph has survived.* It’s the only known picture of the Beatles at the Cavern in this period, the only known photo of John with the splint protecting his broken finger, and the only known shot of Stu on stage with the Beatles anywhere outside Germany – though his face is obscured, his Hofner bass isn’t. He and John are dressed in thick grey woollen polo-neck jumpers, seemingly a uniform, probably worn at some of their jive hall dates too though known only from this shot. John is also wearing his leather jacket on top.

      Such gear was unsuitable for a club known for its heat and running sweat, but the Cavern wasn’t packed. These were early days for its lunchtime sessions, and for the most part the Beatles were playing to audiences who didn’t know them. As popular as they were in the northern districts – among a small element of the young – they were only just starting to build a following. People wanted to see them, and promoters found they brought in more custom than any other group, but dancers kept to their local halls and no one was tracking them to different places. Right in the middle of the city – in the business district and close to the main shopping streets – the Cavern Club drew its membership from every point of the compass: all the places in and around Liverpool, the Wirral and other areas of Lancashire and Cheshire the Beatles had never been. Cavern reputations grew by word of mouth… and, as usual, the difference between the Beatles and other groups was the lightning speed with which it happened to them.

      The Cavern audience was unlike any the Beatles had faced. It was secretaries, clerks, office boys, messengers, telephonists, shop assistants, girls from hairdressing salons and much more. There were no labourers or factory workers because the factories were in the suburbs, and no Teddy Boy drapes because everyone was dressed for work – boys in suits and ties, girls in smart skirts or dresses. It was mostly a working-class and generally intelligent crowd, school achievers rather than dropouts, aged between 15 (the minimum for starting work) and early twenties. David Boyce, one of the early Cavernites – as they soon came to be known – says the Cavern was as much about the audience as it was about the groups:

      
         

        It was girls together and groups were the focus of their attention. It was a very respectable place, despite being a smelly dump. You felt safe, and, for want of a better word, it was more middle-class. It wasn’t actually so, of course, but it was in the sense that it was smart office workers and not scallies.60

      

      Ray McFall not only kept the Cavern alcohol-free, he provided clubgoers with affordable refreshments. ‘Members paid a shilling to spend up to two hours watching the Beatles,’ he says, ‘and instead of eating lunch in their office they could eat at the Cavern and get the cheapest meal they could wish for – we sold hot dogs for ninepence, a bowl of soup and a bread roll for the same, and tea for fivepence. It was much less than we could have charged but I didn’t think it was fair to ask the kids for more.’

      Among those at the Beatles’ first Cavern performance was 15-year-old Beryl Johnson, who’d already got herself on speaking terms with them at Aintree Institute and was among the first to start following the group around.

      
         

        I went to Bootle Grammar School, and when I heard they were playing at the Cavern I pretended to have a dentist appointment and rushed down there. (I ended up having loads of ‘dentist appointments’, much to my mother’s annoyance.) That first lunchtime the place was half empty and I sat on the front row with my feet up on stage and talked to them between songs. Anyone could call out a song request.

      

      I liked them doing Memphis, Tennessee, but my favourite of favourites was John singing Will You Love Me Tomorrow. It really touched me. I liked John the best – he had a great sense of humour. Stuart was very nice, a quiet person – I talked to him at Aintree Institute when Astrid was with him. I liked Paul but I wasn’t big on him, George seemed kind and caring, more introvert than extrovert, and Pete was extremely shy. He’d say ‘Hello’ and maybe ‘How are you?’ and that was it.61

      Because Mona Best was her Peter’s greatest champion, all the Beatles fell under her broad wing as she hustled and bustled them forward. Astrid noticed how they moderated their behaviour in Mona’s company, and still called her ‘Mrs Best’. In Mona’s eyes, they weren’t so much the Beatles as ‘my son’s group’, and though their Cavern debut came through Wooler she’d already badgered McFall about giving them a chance. Then, on 17 February, she became the first – and only – woman rock promoter on Merseyside when she held the first in a monthly series of Casbah Promotions dances at St John’s church hall in Tuebrook, the adjacent suburb to West Derby. The Beatles starred, one of the occasions when they were advertised by the name Pete liked to use, the Fabulous Beatles Rock Combo. Having fun with the name was something they all seemed to do: a Liverpool Echo ad on 8 February called them the Big Beat Boppin’ Beatles, which Bob Wooler says was their own idea.*

      Mrs Best paid them £7 for St John’s Hall and the same when they played the Casbah every alternate Sunday night. While they were in Hamburg, alterations had been made to the cellar to create a bigger performing space (though it was still absolutely tiny) and Mona had painted a splendid spider-and-web mural across the width of the back wall. The Beatles always played ‘the spider room’; fifty people made it jam-packed and when the music didn’t hit you, the heat did. For all the best reasons, the Casbah had a family atmosphere, and because the Beatles were Pete’s group so this extended to them. They had the run of the upstairs lounge and sometimes rehearsed there, easing their way into the latest American records they wanted to play; David Hughes remembers one time here when Pete stood aside and Paul demonstrated a particular rhythm on the drums.

      Cyn and Dot were often in the Casbah to see their boyfriends play, safer at this venue than any other. This was where Paul and Dot had met and now they were as good as engaged. Dot proudly wore on the third finger of her left hand the gold ring Paul bought for her in Hamburg for 54 Deutsche Marks (about £4 12s). It meant marriage was on the horizon, but it was a distant one – no date was set or, it seems, discussed. Dot was still quiet (‘a very nice, simple, shy girl’, recalls Mike McCartney, who took some good photos of the couple in this period)62 and Paul provided all the push in the relationship, dictating where they would go, what she should wear and when she could speak. The Casbah was a good place for meeting girls – Pauline Behan thought the Beatles were great (her favourite song of theirs was Carl Perkins’ Lend Me Your Comb), and although initially she was attracted to John, it was George who made a move and the two began a steady relationship, both on the edge of 18.

      Cyn felt so comfortable at the Casbah that she created another piece of its wall art, painting (above the fireplace) a silhouette of John in mid-performance. It was a true rock and roll image – man with quiff, arched over guitar – and was certainly preferred by her to what John actually exhibited on stage these days: the big wink, the grotesque hunchback and the crips. Plenty of people found them funny but Cyn didn’t, not any more – she’d seen enough of them. Four years later John would recall, ‘Cynthia used to come around with us a lot and say, “You were pulling those faces” – she doesn’t like me fooling around, clowning.’ John didn’t stop, and probably couldn’t, any more than he could check himself from doing the same street antics that, years earlier, had appalled his art school friend and Japage 3 manager Derek Hodkin. At zebra crossings, like the one close to Nems’ Great Charlotte Street shop, John would pretend to be blind or crippled (or both) and the other Beatles or a ‘scuffer’ would stop the traffic for him. He would inch his way across the street with maximum theatrics until, nearing the other side, sticking out his tongue or giving the big wink.63

      John – or Johnny as he continued to sign himself when asked for autographs – was still the only one who socialised to any extent with Pete. He sometimes stayed over at the Best house, where they would raid the Casbah cupboards for crisps and Coke. It was the easiest ‘slap leather’ he’d ever known. They would leave a note promising to pay, but never did. Pete remembers nights at Brian Kelly halls when John would split his tight jeans in a mach Schau leap from the piano during What’d I Say, and either get Mona to sew them up for him or make use himself of her sewing machine. It was the only practical thing John could ever do, being useless with anything technical. Paul says that while he himself was handy at fixing cigarette lighters and soldering the tiny wires inside a jack plug, John could do nothing at all. ‘He was clueless. He couldn’t even change a plug. He’d say, “Um… oh… what are we gonna do?” We always used to wait for George to fix plugs because he’d been an electrician at Blackler’s. But it became part of John’s personality, being rather helpless in those areas.’64

      The Beatles were the hardest-working group in Liverpool. Those three weekly bookings at the start of January had rapidly evolved. In February’s twenty-eight days Pete had only four empty spaces in his diary and they had thirty-six bookings in total, several nights including what they called ‘the double shuffle’, two different venues. When they played Cavern lunchtimes there could be three shows in a day. They were now entitled to the cockiness and precocious ambition prevalent since the days of the Quarry Men and Japage 3. They dreamed of one day being allowed to make a record, of having their sound captured on vinyl, and beyond that maybe they just might ‘get somewhere’… wherever and whatever that meant. They didn’t know, but nearly every night something would happen to propel them closer to it.

      On 11 February, they played their first booking at the Cassanova Club, where Sam Leach experienced at his own venue what he’d seen at Hambleton Hall:

      
         

        I could not believe how good they were. The sound went right through me. Paul jack-knifed around the stage like a lunatic, or Rory Storm, and John stood there like a big Ted, shouting, with the best rock and roll voice of all time. They overwhelmed people. And the charisma they had! Even Pete not looking at anyone seemed part of the act. They had everything, and their harmonising was incredible!65

      

      Three nights later the Beatles had a double shuffle, two Valentine’s Night dances. At the Cassanova, Leach’s ad credited them as originators of the Atom Beat, a stomp dance. At Litherland Town Hall, while singing Wooden Heart, Paul wore a wooden heart covered in satin and embroidered with the Beatles’ first names. It was raffled and the winning girl was promised a kiss by Paul. When she went on the stage, dozens of others rushed up as well, squealing and shoving, and amid the pandemonium John somehow ended up on the floor. Brian Kelly’s bouncers had to rescue them and Bob Wooler closed the curtains until calm was restored – it was quite a moment. This was also the night when Wooler had the idea to bring Pete forward, so all five Beatles played in a line. As Pete recalls, ‘The drum kit was nearly pulled off stage and I wasn’t too far behind it! The others were in hysterics at the plight I was in.’66 Only that afternoon, Wooler had placed his latest Echo ad, his most imaginative yet, and it was clear his enthusiasm was justified.

      
         

        BEST BEAT MUSIC IS PLAYED

        EVERY WEDNESDAY NIGHT

        AT HAMBLETON HALL, HUYTON!

        TO-NIGHT’S FABULOUS 4-BAND

        LINE UP INCLUDES THE GROUP

        EVERYONE IS TALKING ABOUT!

        SEE THE BEATLES AT HAMBLETON!!

      

      These were good days, a period they’d always remember with fondness: a time of laughs, a time when they were kings but owed nothing to no one and operated free of contracts. As George said, ‘It was fun. A lot of those old nightclubs were just real fun. I think we were a good, tight little band… we used to laugh all the time.’67 Away from the stage, much of this fun was being had by George and John as a twosome. Stu was busy with Astrid, Pete at home and Paul at the factory. Winding coils was causing Paul to miss out on whatever the others were doing with John… so it was inevitable that something had to give.

       

      
        

        
 

        A night in the life. Here is the earliest-known example of a complete Beatles set-list – from, in this instance, a one-hour performance in February or March 1961. (It was noted by John Cochrane, drummer with the weirdly named Wallasey-based Wump and his Werbles, who tried to play like Cliff Richard and the Shadows; he made lists of the songs performed by several Merseyside groups.)

        1 What’d I Say

        2 Boys

        3 Will You Love Me Tomorrow

        4 Wooden Heart

        5 C’mon Everybody

        6 Twenty Flight Rock

        7 Hallelujah, I Love Her So

        8 New Orleans

        9 Mailman, Bring Me No More Blues

        10 Red Sails In The Sunset

        11 Crying, Waiting, Hoping

        12 Over The Rainbow

        13 Mean Woman Blues

        14 Lucille

        15 Hey, Good Lookin’

        16 Blue Moon Of Kentucky

        17 Love Me Tender

        18 Don’t Forbid Me

        19 Corrine Corrina

        Artists of influence: Ray Charles (1), the Shirelles (2, 3), Elvis Presley (4, 13*, 16, 17), Eddie Cochran (5, 6, 7), US Bonds (8), Buddy Holly (9, 11), Ray Sharpe (10), Gene Vincent (12, 15), Little Richard (14), Pat Boone (18), Ray Peterson (19). Mailman, Bring Me No More Blues is on the 1958 LP Buddy Holly. Don’t Forbid Me was a number 2 hit in Britain in early 1957 for Pat Boone, a tender ballad sung here by Paul immediately after Stu’s sweet rendition of Love Me Tender.

        Lead vocalists: Paul (1, 4, 6, 7, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18), John (2, 3, 8, 19, and probably 5, 9, 13), George (11, 15), Stu (17).

        *The Beatles probably covered Elvis’s version of Mean Woman Blues rather than Jerry Lee Lewis’s, but it isn’t known for certain.

      

       

       

      The Beatles were booked to play another Cavern lunchtime on 21 February and Paul either went over the wall again or phoned the factory and claimed sickness. Whichever it was, he was dicing with dismissal. A week later, the 28th, brought the day of reckoning. The Beatles were due on stage at the Cavern at twelve o’clock. If Paul played, it was goodbye Massey & Coggins and hello to the biggest ever revolt he’d mounted against his dad… and if he didn’t play, it was goodbye Beatles. As Neil Aspinall remembered, John made himself crystal clear on the situation:

      
         

        John said to Paul on the phone ‘Either fucking turn up today or you’re not in the band any more.’ And that lunchtime, when Paul bounced in – ‘Hi!’ – and got up on stage with them, John said to him, ‘Right! You’ve given up your fucking job.’68

      

      John remembered it too:

      
         

        I told him on the phone, ‘Either come or you’re out.’ So he had to make a decision between me and his dad then, and in the end he chose me. But it was a long trip.69

      

      The last day of February 1961 was Mantovani’s factory farewell. He wasn’t good at winding coils anyway: ‘I was hopeless – everybody else used to wind fourteen a day, I’d get through one-and-a-half and mine were the ones that never worked.’ A week later, by post, Paul received his final wage packet, his National Insurance card and his ‘P45’ form, recording the income tax he’d paid, to be handed on to his next employer. But there wasn’t going to be one. Paul was fully a Beatle, and in his mind would stay one until the group thing flopped or he reached 25.70

      Since infancy, John had done his damnedest to divide his friends from their parents, and Paul was his toughest challenge. As he would say:

      
         

        I did my best to disrupt every friend’s home that there was… The gift I got of not having parents was that I was free from the parent stranglehold. I’ve cried a lot about not having them, and the torture it was, but also the gift of awareness is given.71

      

      Brummer strive or Beatles? Paul loved and respected his dad but wasn’t going to jump off this wild rocket ride with his fairground hero. Jim was overcome, and it didn’t pay to ask him what he thought of that Lennon. As Neil would remember, ‘It was a bitter pill for Jim to swallow, a real disappointment from his point of view. He was the only breadwinner with two grown boys to feed and clothe. But Paul had made up his mind.’

      In the circumstances, it was highly desirable that they pushed ahead with their hoped-for second trip to Hamburg. If, straight away, Paul started living like the others – hanging around the house, sleeping until the afternoons – while Dad was still upset over Massey & Coggins, he would no doubt hear all about it. Better that he cleared off out of the way for a month or two. On this same day, 28 February, all five Beatles filled out visa applications, obtained from the German Consulate in Liverpool.72 There seemed no reason why George wouldn’t be allowed back in – he’d turned 18 three days earlier, freeing him to play in night-clubs after the 10PM Ausweiskontrolle – but there remained a legitimate concern that Paul and Pete would still be barred. No progress had been made in the fight to overturn the ban on their re-entry, even though Peter Eckhorn was doing what he could in St Pauli and Allan Williams was working away on their behalf in Liverpool. To put relations on a more professional footing, Williams took out a licence as a theatrical employment agent, which would help make the Beatles’ agreement with Eckhorn’s Top Ten Club more reputable in the eyes of officials. He needed the licence anyway, for the Blue Angel, but made getting it part of the Beatles process.

      The Beatles became notably busier once Paul was free of the factory, as if a handbrake had been released. In addition to all their nightly bookings, they played three Cavern lunchtime sessions the week of 6 March and four the following week; Cyn sometimes popped down from the art school to watch them here. Even at this time of the day, Liverpool presented competition for the rock audience. Close on the heels of opening one club, Sam Leach – as was his way – opened a second, taking over operations at the Iron Door jazz club, a music cellar close to the Cavern, at 13 Temple Street. It was presently functioning as the Liverpool Jazz Society (LJS) but Leach put on Liverpool rock and was never reluctant to move into a rival’s territory.

      Ray McFall and Bob Wooler tried to safeguard their prime asset – Echo ads on 4 and 14 March announced that, at lunchtime, the Beatles were exclusive to the Cavern, but this did not deter the insurgent. The Beatles didn’t care one way or the other – despite giving their verbal agreement to the Cavern, they also let Leach advertise them for the LJS on Wednesday 15th because it was an afternoon session, 12–5, and they would merely turn up after two. Leach says McFall gave the Beatles an ultimatum – ‘Either you play for me and not Sam Leach or you don’t play for me again’; McFall remembers no such thing. Leach went to war. ‘I had no respect for anybody,’ he says. ‘We went down Mathew Street late at night, after the Cavern had closed, and I put up posters right down the street, even over the Cavern door.’ He admits also to a friend buying stink bombs from Liverpool magic shop Wizard’s Den and chucking them down the Cavern steps. The place was a reeking hole at the best of times, so it’s possible no one noticed.73

      The Beatles played both venues this day but afterwards kept lunchtimes solely for the Cavern. Still, the LJS session had one memorable moment. Late in the afternoon, they were joined on stage by a gawky girl from Scotland Road, Priscilla White, a 17-year-old with bright red hur and a penetrating singing voice. She was known as Swinging Cilla to her friends, one of whom was Pauline Behan, George Harrison’s girlfriend. Pauline was going down the LJS to see the Beatles, and took Cilla along.

      
         

        I’d been singing wherever I could, but just amateur, and Pauline said to George, ‘Will you let Cilla sing with you?’ He looked at John and John nodded and invited me up. ‘What’s your name?’ he said, and when I answered he said, ‘Cyril? That’s a funny name for a girl.’ I sang Sam Cooke’s version of Summertime and when it was finished he said, ‘OK Cyril, you’ve had your turn, now gerroff!’… Then, giving me one of his broad winks, he took me by the hand and led me off stage.74

      

      The previous Saturday, Leach had thrown himself into his most impressive venture yet – twelve rock groups played a twelve-hour LJS session, 8PM to 8AM, admission 6s 6d for members and 7s 6d for non-members.* Unsure whether to name it The First All Night Rock Ball or Rock Around The Clock he ended up calling it both, and nothing like this was happening anywhere else in Britain, or even in America. It was the first great gathering of the clans, lads from all parts of Liverpool, friends and rivals, camaraderie and competition, watched by masses of kids squeezed into a filthy steaming cellar with one heavy iron doorway in and out. Leach claims two thousand saw at least part of the action; Johnny Guitar’s diary mentions eight hundred and says the place was packed.

      Leach had visions of grandeur, calling his chaotic one-man business (which relied on public phone-boxes) the Leach Organisation. As Bob Wooler laughed, ‘It was as though he was like the Grade Organisation or the Rank Organisation!’ – but the success of Rock Around The Clock was such that Leach immediately set about planning a repeat. ‘Leave them wanting more’ was never a Leach doctrine, and he often put the cart before the horse. The Beatles found his methods hilarious; as George wrote in a letter a few months later, ‘I remember him saying “I’ve got ten groups booked for Friday and no hall to put them on!”’75

      Sam Leach not featuring the Beatles at lunchtime led to appearances by an ad hoc group he called Rory Storm and the Wild Ones. He says this was Rory, Johnny and Ringo from the Hurricanes joined by others including John, Paul and maybe George from the Beatles. Given other commitments, this line-up could have come together twice at most (the afternoon of Wednesday 8 March and lunchtime on Friday 17th), and as none of the participants ever mentioned it, a question mark remains over precisely what occurred. There’s no doubt, however, that John, Paul and George were seeing plenty of Ringo again, usually when Pete had taken himself home to West Derby.

      While the Beatles were angling to get back to Hamburg, Rory Storm and the Hurricanes were fixed on getting a second summer season at Butlin’s. The big date on their horizon was a Butlin’s dance – in Garston, south Liverpool – on 29 March. If they put in a good show here, another Pwllheli summer was as good as theirs. The paths of the two groups were clearly diverging: the Beatles were musically superior and sensationally scruffy; the Hurricanes, driven by Rory’s tastes, were becoming ever more flash. Ringo had recently been measured for a silver lamé evening jacket.

      The only rock group regularly booked into the Cavern in 1959–60, Rory Storm and the Hurricanes didn’t play there at all in 1961 – some long-forgotten incident or disagreement prevented it – but because they spent lunchtimes in the LJS while the Beatles were in the Cavern, so members of both groups often found themselves at a loose end during the winter afternoons. It was like being back on Grosse Freiheit: Gretel und Alfons toasted in the Grapes. Unlike in Hamburg, British licensing laws meant the pubs chucked them out at 2.30 – and in need of something else to do, somewhere else to go to escape the penetrating cold, a popular stop was the Tatler, a tiny cinema at 25 Church Street, in the middle of all the shops. A continuous cycle of films ran here – newsreels, documentaries, Tom and Jerry cartoons, old cowboy prints and shorts starring northern comedians.* John, Paul and George loved the eleven-minute comedy The Running Jumping & Standing Still Film and this was where they saw it, several times, enjoying the surreal humour of Peter Sellers, Spike Milligan and their director Dick Lester. It played frequently at the Tatler, Echo ads proclaiming ‘brought back by popular demand’.

      The Beatles’ blending of ‘Goon’ humour with their own native Liverpool wit was yet another distinction between them and other groups. Though much of what they did and said was for self-amusement, they were rarely not funny to everyone else. Pop stars liked to mumble (as directed) that they hoped to become ‘all-round entertainers’ – by implication, a singing career alone wasn’t enough – but the Beatles achieved it naturally and while remaining true to themselves and their music. They were never anything so specialist as a comedy-rock group (such combinations did exist), they were simply a group who were incredibly funny: before and after shows, between and during numbers, blessed with consummate timing. Paul did most of their song introductions – usually in a manner surprisingly halting and hesitant for one so apparently confident – and John often sent him up at the same time; John also came up with endless imaginative variations of the 1–2–3–4! count-ins, and they always twisted song titles and artist names into jokes, rarely saying anything straight. Such humour was evident everywhere they played but never better than in the close confines of the Cavern. As Johnny Gustafson of the Big Three says:

      
         

        The Beatles didn’t only have rock and roll, rhythm and blues and raucous voices; they weren’t only wild, charismatic and had a ‘we don’t give a shit’ attitude; they were also part of the crowd. Or the crowd was a part of them. Their banter with the audience was great: all the jokes and all the shouting. They were very, very funny, and spontaneous, and the nearer the front you were the more evident it was.76

      

      Stresses inflicted on the Cavern’s decaying electrical circuits by the PA system, amps, lighting, humidity and sweat often made the fuses blow, plunging the cellar into darkness save for emergency bulbs. When this happened, groups went off to the tiny God-forsaken cubicle that served as the dressing-room, and waited to be summoned back when everything was working again. The Beatles stayed on stage. As often as not, George would go round the back to fix the fault while John and Paul entertained the audience. Paul might sit at the Cavern piano and bang out a few old numbers, including the brief and still-untitled melody he wrote when turning 14 – the one that would eventually become When I’m Sixty-Four. They played all manner of odd things. People remember them doing the theme tune of ITV’s children’s puppet series Torchy, The Battery Boy, and the audience would be embroiled in a rollicking send-up of the long-running BBC people’s entertainment Have A Go, with John brutally satirising the broad Yorkshireman host Wilfred Pickles – ’ow do, ’OW ARE YER? They led community-singing sessions that had people in hysterics; some of these were even themed, like when one ‘eyes’ song led seamlessly into the next – What Do You Want To Make Those Eyes At Me For into When Irish Eyes Are Smiling into Ma! (She’s Making Eyes At Me) – packed full of ad-lib wordplay and scurrilous but beguiling irreverence. It was so incredibly novel and magical and enjoyable there were always groans when George fixed the fuse… but then they’d start up rocking.

      ‘It sounds corny,’ says Bernadette Farrell, a spring 1961 Cavernite, ‘but they got into your soul. Before the Beatles I’d been a Cliff Richard fan, then suddenly there was this, so wild and different and exciting. They seemed somehow more mature than the other groups.’

      
         

        We always requested Paul to sing Long Tall Sally. He used to say, ‘I can’t do it because it kills me throat,’ but then he would. He’d announce, ‘I’m doing this one for these two flossies over here,’ or something like that. Girls used to say his eyes were like mince pies. He had long eyelashes and would deliberately flutter them, and though you knew he was always aware of himself, he was so friendly to everybody that you couldn’t help but like him.77

      

      One of the flutter numbers was Over The Rainbow, guaranteed to go down a storm with the girls. The song from The Wizard Of Oz seemed a strange choice, but the Beatles considered it valid because Gene Vincent did it. Paul sang it somewhere between the two versions, pausing impressively after the heightened Somewhere and then sweetly rolling down. Cavern girls would get used to the sight: he made his eyes big, turned his face up and slightly at an angle and fixed his gaze above their heads on a brick at the far end of the centre tunnel.*

      Sometimes John joined in with fine harmonies, but mostly he took the piss. Pete says that during one Cavern performance of Over The Rainbow, John leaned back on the piano, pointed to Paul, burst into raucous laughter and shouted, ‘God, he’s doing Judy Garland!’ Paul had to keep singing in the knowledge that John was pulling crips and Quasis behind his back or making strange sounds on his guitar to interrupt him. Yet, if Paul stopped in the middle of the number, John would stare around the stage, the essence of innocence.78 There were always several simultaneous reasons why an audience couldn’t take their eyes off the Beatles.

      Paul took such behaviour from no one but John, but also he gave it back and was strong-minded enough to carry on doing what he wanted, knowing how much the audience liked it. He sang these songs well, and added one more to the portfolio at this time. John really had a go at him for singing the Broadway number Till There Was You – though, again, he didn’t stop Paul doing it, recognising there was scope for all kinds of music in this group, to please all kinds of audiences… just so long as no one went near jazz. When Peggy Lee cut a new recording of Till There Was You, she told Melody Maker she was ‘Terribly sick of so much of the kind of music the kids are getting today.’79 She had no idea that in Liverpool, England, through the Beatles, some of these kids were being exposed to Peggy Leg’s quality, and appreciating it very much.

      Paul was given Lee’s record of Till There Was You by his cousin Bett Robbins, and it came along at a time when, emulating John, his eyes and ears were open to all musical possibilities. As he said later,

      
         

        I looked at the recording scene and realised a few people were taking offbeat songs, modernising them and putting them into their act. So I looked at songs with that in mind. Till There Was You was one. No one was doing it except Peggy Lee, and I thought it would be nice to do.80

      

      Another number added by Paul in this period was The Hippy Hippy Shake, by the American singer Chan Romero.* Bob Wooler (who sometimes referred to himself in ads now as ‘Mr Big Beat’) was given this record in 1959 and occasionally played it in the jive halls, between groups. It was a chugging rocker, sung in a high voice that Wooler felt was ideally suited to Paul’s range. ‘I played it one lunchtime at the Cavern and Paul said, “What’s that?” After the session he asked me to play it again, I lent it to him and the Beatles started doing it. He bought me a pint in the Grapes for it.’ Paul was great with The Hippy Hippy Shake, screaming and giving it his all like any of the Little Richard songs, and it would become a long-term audience favourite.

      The longer Wooler spent in the Beatles’ company, the more fascinated he became with them. He saw how John, Paul and George’s humour was as one: they would latch on to something or someone and not let go of it until they’d picked it up, examined it, poked at it and made fun of it, richly, mercilessly, unforgettably and often beyond the point of pain to another. As he would recall, from experience, ‘The Beatles were terrible when they ganged up on you – all of them, Pete Best as well. Their tongues could be savage.’81

      This toughness wasn’t something they reserved solely for irritating outsiders. John often demonstrated that it lived within the group, maintaining a natural equilibrium. It was something they did all the time, like laughing. New to the set-up, with no appreciation yet of their histories, Neil Aspinall watched John allow Paul to bully Stu, even though, clearly, the two were such close friends. ‘Paul tilted at him in a way that John couldn’t argue with, rounding on him for being a crap musician – “For God’s sake, Stu, will you practise? You’re dragging us all down.”’ Neil saw John leaving Stu to fight his own battles – if he wanted to stay in the group he had to handle it, survival of the fittest. Paul later realised how he was cast as the fall guy, that the others left him to voice concerns which, at some level or other, they all recognised.

      
         

        I felt he [Stu] was holding us back, musically. It was the same with Pete Best. There were very practical reasons for my not wanting Stu in the group, and everyone else knew them and was fully aware, but I was the man who had to say it. It became my role, and if they [the other Beatles] hadn’t wanted it…

        All these things were group decisions – I was just the tip of the iceberg with Stu.82

      

      Despite the joy of having Astrid around, it had not been a happy homecoming for Stuart. The terrible experience of being beaten up had been followed by the mother of all rows with Millie over Astrid’s visit; he’d begun to suffer attacks of heartburn and headaches and had a grumbling appendix, though he’d been unable to get satisfaction from the local doctor; and then the main purpose of his return – his 23 February interview at the art school – went badly. Few details are known, but he appears to have gone into the meeting with an aggressive attitude. One of his former tutors, Nicholas Horsfield, sought out by Stuart for a recommendation, certainly detected Stuart’s anger; Horsfield also felt that studying for the teacher’s diploma was something Stuart shouldn’t have been considering anyway – ‘It would have been no good for him as an artist, and frustrating for him as a person.’83

      Woven into Stuart’s aggression were his feelings about Liverpool. In a letter written at this time, he described it as ‘a brass coffin’ and added ‘I hate Liverpool in all its trivialities.’ A year here would mean a year away from Astrid, and perhaps a year of unpleasantness at home. Whatever occurred at the interview, in spite of his four glory-strewn years at the art school from 1956 to ’60, no place was offered to him for the year 1961–2. Stuart decided to make Hamburg his home for a while: he would be going back with the Beatles, or earlier if it could be arranged.

      Although Stu’s bass playing remained, for some, a contentious drag on the Beatles’ musical progress, his artistic influence held strong. Mike McCartney saw him on stage in the Cavern wearing a curious jacket – a collarless design for women, handmade in corduroy by Astrid after the latest Paris design by Pierre Cardin. ‘The whole audience, including myself, thought he was a bit daft for doing that,’ Mike remembers.84 This wasn’t all. Astrid had also given Stu a new hairstyle – combed down, side parted, grease free – as sported by Klaus Voormann after the look first adopted in their circle by Jürgen Vollmer. It was the Paris style, which Jürgen cut for himself because the Hamburg hairdressers were all too square.

      It’s said the other Beatles laughed at Stu for his new hairdo – and though this amusement gradually subsided, it wasn’t a look anyone rushed to copy. George had some photos taken in a Liverpool photo booth at this time and his hair was wildly straggly, not combed down. He also had filthy fingernails (‘George’s fingernails were always dirty,’ says Astrid, ‘but John’s were the dirtiest’). George sent one of the photos to Peter Eckhorn in support of his return to Hamburg, and to emphasise the fact that he’d turned 18 he held a cigarette and blew smoke into the lens.85

      The Beatles’ Hamburg return continued to focus their minds. When Astrid went home she made personal calls to the Bundeskriminalamt to get Paul and Pete’s ban overturned, and Allan Williams was still doing what he could in Liverpool. On 1 March he sent a letter to the German Consul in Liverpool, providing his assurance that

      
         

        all the musicians have very good characters and come from first class families, and they have never been in trouble with the Police in this Country.

      

      … which, amazingly, was true. A contract with Eckhorn was typed on 2 March by Williams’ secretary, mostly designed to impress the authorities but also as a means of establishing commission payments to reward his involvement. While their handwritten agreement with Eckhorn provided for a nightly payment of DM35 each, Williams was trying to force through 40, out of which Eckhorn would deposit £10 sterling (about DM120) every week in Williams’ Hamburg bank account. The money would be docked from the Beatles’ wages – £2 (about DM23) apiece – but this way he’d get his commission and they’d end up slightly better off than before. Bob Wooler later related how Paul told him that, whatever the nightly rate, they weren’t going to pay Williams’ commission because they were cutting him out. ‘Paul said [to me], “I suppose you’re going to tell your mate [Williams] about this.” I said, “Too bloody true.”’86 (It isn’t clear if or when Wooler did, however.)

      The restrictive clause in John’s five-year passport that terminated it after just six months was deleted in the Liverpool Passport Office on 3 March, when John went back to India Buildings, Water Street. Finally, Mimi had given her assent to his international travel. The period since his return from Hamburg had been trying for them both. The guitar (from which he would never earn a living) had been diverting and distracting John since 1956, but at least he’d always done something else at the same time: grammar school then art school. To see the boy brazenly rejecting all talk of getting a job just so he could play in a silly group was very worrying to Mimi. And the hours! Out every evening, barging in during the middle of the night, waking the lodging students, wanting breakfast after lunchtime…87

      Infuriating as it was on many levels, it says much for John and Mimi’s relationship that he didn’t move out. He’d revelled in the freedoms of living away almost all of 1960, so returning must have been difficult – but return he did. His weekly income now was something like £10, easily enough to rent a flat in town, but, instead, Mr ‘Break The Rules’ paid Mimi £5 housekeeping and put up with all her ways, and the presence of lodgers, and also denied himself intimate opportunities with Cyn, in order to eat proper meals, have his washing done and return to the little bedroom he’d had since the age of five – just as, in earlier years, he’d stayed when he could have left to live with his mother.

      When their Hamburg return seemed more likely than not, promoters started to mention it in the Echo. ‘One of their last appearances in England before going to Germany next week,’ Sam Leach trumpeted on 6 March when advertising a Beatles’ booking at the Cassanova. It was indeed – it was one of twenty-five last appearances before they headed off at the end of the month. Among these, on Tuesday 21 March, was the Beatles’ night-time debut in the Cavern Club.

      Slowly but steadily, the Cavern was giving way to beat. In addition to Wednesday Rock Nights, Ray McFall had created a second window on Tuesdays. The Swinging Bluegenes weren’t rock but could play it, straddling several styles including jazz; McFall gave them their own weekly feature, Bluegenes Guest Night, and booked supporting groups at the smarter end of the rock spectrum. The idea was to produce a halfway-house evening, bringing in a variety of music fans. In this respect, booking the Beatles was like admitting the bull into the china shop.

      There were difficulties when they arrived. The Cavern doorman this night was one of the regulars, Paddy Delaney, and he knew his instructions: keep out anyone in jeans. He couldn’t believe it when, one by one, the Beatles turned up in jeans, leather jackets and cowboy boots and said he had to let them through because they were playing. He didn’t until he’d properly checked.

      The Bluegenes didn’t like the look of them either. Lead singer Ray Ennis says, ‘All the bands tried to be like professionals in the way that they conducted themselves, but the Beatles were smoking. I remember Stu Sutcliffe sitting on the piano facing Pete Best on the drums and he wasn’t even looking at the audience, he just plonked away as though he was totally disinterested.’ Feeling their special night had been hijacked, three of the Bluegenes engaged McFall in a furious row in Mathew Street while the Beatles played on below. ‘They were saying, “This is our Guest Night and you shouldn’t book groups we don’t want,”’ McFall remembers. ‘I had to say to them, “What the hell are you talking about? You’ve got an army of Beatles fans there who have never seen you.” The place was full, you see. Word about the Beatles was really getting around. Maximum capacity at the Cavern, to get it heaving, was six to seven hundred, and that’s what we had that night. Usually the Bluegenes might attract, at most, a couple of hundred.’88

      Shortly afterwards, Stuart returned to Hamburg with his bass guitar and amp and moved back into his room at 45a Eimsbütteler Strasse. John and George planned to repeat his journey only a few days later… but Paul and Pete still couldn’t go. Stuart now joined Astrid in pushing an appeal with the Bundeskriminalamt.

      John and George, though, were heading off, and for the second time in seven months Cyn was reconciled to waving John goodbye for an extended absence… though she also agreed to his suggestion of popping over to Hamburg to see him for at least a couple of weeks. Dot would join her, if Paul ever managed to get there. These two girls had been the dazed spectators of a hurricane in the first quarter of 1961 – their boyfriends were busy most nights, very popular and much fancied. Depending on bookings, they might see them only at weekends, and even then just in the daytime. At other hours, the girls were clueless about what their boys were up to.

      Paul remembers how ‘Being in a band meant you had a chance of avoiding a boring job and, as a nice bonus, you’d get the occasional knee-trembler after a gig,’89 and John was also characteristically open about the sudden increase in opportunities for casual sex (which he always took). For every unreasonable jealous rage or discipline they imposed on the girls, these were one-way rules. John remembered in 1975:

      
         

        Most girls would just go home, with their boyfriend or whatever, but there was a certain type – we didn’t call them ‘groupies’ then but something like ‘slags’ – who would be available for functions at the end of the night.90

      

      It was unique to the Beatles that each one of the group had his own dedicated fans, girls who liked them all but focused on one in particular. There was a new trend at Aintree Institute – girls would sit on the edge of the stage and gaze up at the four or five of them as they played. John recognised and had to adjust to Paul being the favourite for most of them. He also knew Paul was the only one openly to court popularity; he and George did it by not doing it, and Pete did it quietly. Pete noticed Paul’s envy when he attracted someone Paul fancied or got more than his fair share of the fun, and spoke from experience when he said, ‘He [Paul] loved the limelight and continually strove to be the centre of attraction, offstage and on. I always felt he was jealous of any other Beatle receiving more attention than he was getting.’91

       

      John was loafing in the Jacaranda one day when Bill Harry told him he was planning to start a newspaper, like a What’s-On On Merseyside, to cover all aspects of sport and entertainment including the local poetry, rock and jazz scenes. The title, he’d decided, would be Mersey Beat – named not for its rock content, or to revive memories of the Echo’s now-finished local music feature, but because he envisaged a policeman walking his beat, noting all the events. A Liverpool businessman put up £50 capital and found Bill a little office above an off-licence. Bill himself, 22, was still at art school by day, but his girlfriend Virginia Sowry (they’d met in the Jacaranda) was a full-time employee. Friends through their art school years together, since 1957, Bill and John talked easily, and their conversation turned to the word Beatles. John mentioned (probably with a groan) that people were always asking what it meant and how they’d thought of it, and Bill replied – with Mersey Beat in mind – ‘Why don’t you tell them?’92

      So John wrote the history of the Beatles, and because he and George were knocking around together, he was on hand to contribute. John had been happy to let Paul help him write a comic piece or two in 1958, notably ‘On Safairy With Whide Hunter’, now he allowed George to get involved in what became known as ‘Being A Short Diversion On The Dubious Origins Of Beatles’:

      
         

        Once upon a time there were three little boys called John, George and Paul, by name christened. They decided to get together because they were the getting together type. When they were together they wondered what for after all, what for? So all of a sudden they all grew guitars and formed a noise. Funnily enough, no one was interested, least of all the three little men. So-o-o-o on discovering a fourth little even littler man called Stuart Sutcliffe running about them they said, quote ‘Sonny get a bass guitar and you will be alright’ and he did – but he wasn’t alright because he couldn’t play it. So they sat on him with comfort ’til he could play. Still there was no beat, and a kindly old aged man said, quote ‘Thou hast not drums!’ We had no drums! they coffed. So a series of drums came and went and came.

        Suddenly, in Scotland, touring with Johnny Gentle, the group (called the Beatles called) discovered they had not a very nice sound – because they had no amplifiers. They got some. Many people ask what are Beatles? Why Beatles? Ugh, Beatles, how did the name arrive? So we will tell you. It came in a vision – a man appeared on a flaming pie and said unto them ‘From this day on you are Beatles with an A’. Thank you, Mister Man, they said, thanking him.*

        And then a man with a beard cut off said – will you go to Germany (Hamburg) and play mighty rock for the peasants for money? And we said we would play mighty anything for money.*

        But before we could go we had to grow a drummer, so we grew one in West Derby in a club called Some Casbah and his trouble was Pete Best. We called ‘Hello, Pete, come off to Germany!’ ‘Yes!’ Zooooom. After a few months, Peter and Paul (who is called McArtrey, son of Jim McArtrey, his father) lit a Kino (cinema) and the German police said ‘Bad Beatles, you must go home and light your English cinemas.’ Zooooom, half a group. But even before this, the Gestapo had taken my friend little George Harrison (of Speke) away because he was only twelve and too young to vote in Germany; but after two months in England he grew eighteen, and the Gestapoes said ‘you can come’. So suddenly all back in Liverpool Village were many groups playing in grey suits and Jim said ‘Why have you no grey suits?’ ‘We don’t like them, Jim’ we said speaking to Jim. After playing in the clubs a bit, everyone said ‘Go to Germany!’ So we are. Zooooom. Stuart gone. Zoom zoom John (of Woolton) George (of Speke) Peter and Paul zoom zoom. All of them gone.

        Thank you club members, from John and George (what are friends).

      

      John saw Bill Harry in the Jacaranda a day or two later and gave him the finished piece, by which time they were set to Zooooom.

      The Beatles’ last performance in this period was at the Casbah on Sunday 26 March. They were booked into the Top Ten Club for a month (or maybe two) from 1 April – the Saturday of the Easter weekend. What an odd Beatles it would be, though: just John, George and Stu, ‘The rhythm’s in the guitars – mark II’. Paul would be missed, but they knew plenty enough songs to get by, and his guitar was negligible anyway; the absence of a drummer and drum kit was more of a problem, but they’d deal with it somehow. These were details, not enough to stop them going, just as John’s passport anxieties the previous August wouldn’t have stopped the others making the trip without him.

      John and George were travelling by rail and boat this time, not in Allan Williams’ minibus. The journey would be quicker, despite having to haul their guitars, amps and luggage by hand. They left on Tuesday 28th on the last train to London, pulling out of Lime Street ten minutes after midnight and arriving at Euston six slow hours later. After breakfast, and killing three hours before the Harwich train left Liverpool Street, they sailed the North Sea and were speeding through Holland when, back home, Rory Storm and the Hurricanes were getting the definitive thumbs-up from Butlin’s for their second summer season, to begin in June. The train then delivered the two Beatles into the Hauptbahnhof at 3.16AM on Thursday 30th. They were back in Hamburg.

      It was different this time. They had every idea of what was in store, knowing the people, places, food, faces, come-ons, neon, ciggies, cornflakes, cafés, bars, booze, birds, strippers, sex, whores, rockers, sailors, clubs, owners, waiters, truncheons, fists, knives, guns and gas.

      And there at the station, despite the hour, were Astrid and Stu – Astrid sleek in a black leather suit, Stu in something very similar. Everything was tight, including the VW Beetle convertible in which she roared them off to the Reeperbahn.
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      Second day in Hamburg, John and George renewed their comradeship with the Krauts – and the Krauts were delighted to have them back.

      It was Good Friday, 31 March, and the two of them spent several hours relaxing with Jürgen Vollmer and a couple of his friends. George made a drawing for Jürgen and John did one for Pierro, a typical Lennon menagerie of strange and warty beasts with too many toes. They drove the city looking for a bar not closed on this religious holiday and eventually found one in fashionable Mühlenkamp; over beers, they resumed asking Jürgen about his cool Paris clothes and combed-down hairstyle, and managed to squeeze in a crack or two about his nationality. ‘There was always a reference to Hitler,’ he remembers.1

      They were a day from playing with Stu as a drummerless trio… but the two other Beatles were finally on their way. The combined efforts of Allan Williams, Peter Eckhorn and Astrid/Stu had somehow clinched a lifting of Pete and Paul’s exclusion order, and in a hastily scribbled note dated ‘Tuesday’ (28th), Stu outlined for Pete the terms and conditions…

      
         

        If you have any trouble with the police, no matter how small, then you’ve had it forever (drunkenness, fighting, women).

      

      … but they wouldn’t see this letter until their eventual return to England, because they left Liverpool the instant they received their first notification – an official communiqué from the Hamburg police department. Also dated 28 March, sent in a pouch to the German Consulate in Liverpool and picked up by Allan Williams on the 30th, this explained that their pardon was temporary and would expire after a year. They were on probation, would have to show their passports at the Hamburg immigration office on arrival, and pay DM195 for expenses arising from their expulsion.2

      This second Beatles party repeated the journey of the first but two days behind, more quietly and less comfortably. Scrambling on to the midnight train at Lime Street as the whistle blew, they found all the second-class seats taken and ended up in the guard’s van. It was only after an uncomfortable hour that they gatecrashed first-class and spent the rest of the ride to London waiting to be turfed out. When they crawled into Hamburg after twenty-eight hours’ travelling it was the dead of night, no one was there to meet them, they were definitively cold, wet, hungry and exhausted, couldn’t raise anyone at the Top Ten Club and spent several hours shivering in the venue’s turquoise-tiled entry passage with their gear and baggage. Finally, their door-knocking was answered by Tony Sheridan, they grabbed a little sleep, and that night – Saturday 1 April – the five Beatles were back together again to plug in and kick off their second Hamburg season.

      They worked much harder this time. In 1960, Bruno Koschmider had them on stage six nights a week, thirty hours in total; Peter Eckhorn made them spend fifty-one hours in the Top Ten across all seven nights and they played for thirty-eight – 7PM to 2AM weekdays, 8PM to 4AM weekends, with a fifteen-minute pause in every hour. This was what they’d been hankering for since the turn of the year?3

      On the upside, mostly, they were playing with Tony Sheridan, not having to shoulder these marathon sessions alone. Though never a Beatle, Sheridan seemed like one – they backed him when he sang, he often backed them when they sang, and there were usually six musicians on the Top Ten stage. The London 2i’s rock sound married the Liverpool rock sound, a fascinating and sometimes fiery shotgun wedding.

      But if the Beatles believed they were getting better money, they were mistaken. In 1960, Koschmider paid them DM30 a night each; Eckhorn paid 35, but then, to the Beatles’ anger, Lohnsteuer and Kirchensteuer were knocked off at source – income tax and church tax – the last being a tithe given by the state straight to religious organisations. ‘Balls to that,’ they probably said, because they soon got rid of it; nevertheless, it meant that, to begin with, they pocketed 215 marks a week when they were counting on 245.*

      Eckhorn was sticking to his original agreement and wouldn’t pay the Beatles the DM40 per night indicated in the 2 March contract prepared by Allan Williams; in turn, the Beatles confirmed they wouldn’t pay Williams any commission – the man with a beard cut off was now the man with his money cut off. Back in Liverpool, Bob Wooler had understood the Beatles to be thinking this anyway, even before the tax business affronted them, but, whatever the case, two weekly deductions were already two more than enough and they wouldn’t countenance a third. Though Eckhorn phoned Williams and the two men agreed the Beatles should pay it, they pointedly refused and instructed the German not to deduct it from their wages. As Stuart was Williams’ closest friend, he was put upon to write the difficult letter.4

      Quite right too, because Stu had it cushy. He was living in the lap of luxury at the well-appointed Bergmann house in Altona – hot water, a mother’s meals, a girlfriend’s love – while John, Paul, George, Pete, Tony and Tony’s St Pauli girlfriend Rosi Heitmann were crammed into free accommodation above the front of the club, bunk beds and a couple of army camp beds in a small attic considered by George ‘a really grubby little room’.5 This was the place from which – at the start of the winter now ending – Paul and Pete had been picked up by the Polizei. First time here, Hamburg had grown colder and darker while the Beatles stayed; this time, warmer longer days were coming.

      The Top Ten was a cut above what they’d had before: there were fewer louts on the dance floor and the place was a degree less violent than the Kaiserkeller, just as the Reeperbahn – the main drag in St Pauli – was a shade more respectable than Grosse Freiheit. There were still fights, just not quite so many, though the waiters would start one when things became too calm. A small section of seats and tables by the stage were reserved (unspoken) for VIPs and friends of the band, particularly Jürgen, Astrid and Klaus. ‘We went to see the Beatles every night,’ says Jürgen, ‘every night. It actually got embarrassing, so one night we went to the movies instead, but at the end of the film we thought “Let’s go!” and went. It was like falling in love, when you want to see the person every day. I’d been into jazz before but not any more – I was now completely a rock and roll fan. It had become the expression of my own rebellion.’

      Klaus Voormann recalls:

      
         

        We’d arrive and Paul would say over the microphone ‘’ello Astrid’, and John would be saying ‘Where? Where are they?’ and ‘Who’s the person with her?’ ‘That’s Klaus.’ John didn’t really care much for the audience, he just wanted to make good music.’6

      

      This was the place to do it. The Top Ten was one room, big but not overly so, a comfortable space with the stage set along the side wall and raised only slightly off the ground, in front of which was die Tanzfläche, the dance floor. This was situated where, during the venue’s spectacular Hippodrom incarnation, skimpily dressed girls had performed fancy tricks on horses, and women in bikinis had wrestled in mud. The bar was to the musicians’ right, along the back wall, and white-jacketed waiters bustled back and forth with trays of beer bottles and Coca-Cola with straws. There was no distance between the performers and their audience, no hiding place, full exposure.

      The Beatles were thrilled to use the Binson echo system installed by Peter Eckhorn on the microphones. They’d spurned the opportunity to buy guitar echo, but this was different, giving them vocal reverb like all the heavenly American records. The sound was sent from the mikes to a small tape recorder and then out through the PA a split-second after the original voice. Beyond council-house bathrooms and Mendips’ porch, this was the first place the Beatles heard their voices with reverb, and it was a deep and lasting joy. They feasted anew on everything from Elvis’s Baby Let’s Play House to Gene Vincent’s Be-Bop-A-Lula, and from this moment John Lennon was definitively sold on vocal echo, wanting only to hear his voice dressed this way, and actually uncomfortable when it wasn’t.

      For these and other reasons, the Top Ten would stick in the Beatles’ minds as the premier Hamburg club they played. As George reflected in 1969, ‘The Top Ten is probably the best one. It was fantastic! Echo on the microphones – it was really a gas.’7 Klaus Voormann never saw them happier in Hamburg than here, calling the Top Ten

      
         

        the single essential Hamburg club for the Beatles. Though it was bigger than the Kaiserkeller, it was much more intimate and there was a better sound. And of course they’d become much better players. The Beatles were always forward, always the next step, different songs, do it more.

      

      Their common repertoire with Tony Sheridan was such that seven or eight hours on stage every night presented little difficulty, and they quickly picked up whatever new songs he wanted to play. One was Take Out Some Insurance, which Sheridan sang like Elvis though actually it was by the Mississippi blues singer-guitarist Jimmy Reed, a 45 on the black-owned Chicago label Vee Jay that Sheridan had heard somewhere. Another was a rocked-up arrangement of the traditional Scottish folk song My Bonnie Lies Over The Ocean, popular in St Pauli because it was a seafaring number and valid for the musicians because Ray Charles had recorded it.* Whatever the song, there was always scope for the Beatles and Sheridan to mach Schau, and they still did the seemingly interminable performances of Ray Charles’ What’d I Say – running on and on, five minutes, ten, twenty, thirty, forty, one or some of them lying on the floor, drunk but still going. If such behaviour had slackened even a little in Liverpool during the first three months of 1961, it was cranked up again in the Top Ten.

      Sheridan played an electric-acoustic Martin guitar; George played lead; John rhythm; Stu bass; Pete drums; Paul piano. He’d gone to the trouble of bringing his clapped-out Rosetti to Hamburg but had to set it aside after just a week or two. Instead, Paul sat side-on to some of the audience and with his back to most (ironically, just how he’d instructed Stu to stand a year earlier) and hammered out tunes from the Top Ten’s not-very-good upright. ‘It was a terrible old piano,’ he’d recall, ‘so to be able to even pick out anything was an achievement.’ He sang plenty of Little Richard, Ray Charles’ Don’t Let The Sun Catch You Crying and What’d I Say, and Jerry Lee’s High School Confidential, and generally joined in with everything the others played. For Paul, the downside of not buying a new guitar was, as Pete would remember, being ‘the target of some good-natured ribbing about being a bit of a meanie’, but the upside was a great advancement in his piano skills.8 Playing up to thirty-eight hours a week added greatly to his natural flair and talent, confirming him as easily the Beatles’ best pianist. John was self-taught to a pleasingly basic level and George could pick out some chords, but Paul was now just like his dad: unable to read music but a fine, confident and inventive player.

      As the spare part on stage, roving around with the microphone when piano wasn’t needed, it fell to Paul to be the Accommodating Beatle when, every Tuesday night, the Top Ten encouraged amateur talent from the floor. The Beatles mostly used it as another excuse for fun. George would relate the tale of how, backing a saxophonist, they kept giving each other the nod and switching to a different key, leaving their guest floundering. Mostly the floor talent wanted to sing, including Germans who fancied the idea of belting out a Chuck Berry or Little Richard song but couldn’t handle the American-English words at speed. As George said, ‘The German accent doesn’t really lend itself to rock and roll so it could be quite hysterical.’9

      As the Beatles had found before (like at the Grosvenor Ballroom in Liscard), inviting the public up on stage is hazardous. And look where they were… At one, two, three in the morning, St Pauli’s gangsters would walk into the Top Ten: swaggering, loudmouthed, big-shot bastards, drunk and belligerent, with floozies on their arms. They’d sit down next to the stage, their voices bellowing, and send drinks up for the band with the imperative they be drunk. They were. Then, invariably, a gangster would get up and sing. These were men to avoid at all costs, but here they were with the Beatles for a few minutes. ‘I’d pretend to be busy and try not to get involved,’ says Tony Sheridan, ‘but Paul always did this thing with them, a syrupy, wide-eyed, extra co-operative attitude, on the basis of “If I’m nice to this guy he’s not going to hurt me.” “You want to sing?! What would you like to sing?! OK!!” I was never into that and I didn’t respect Paul for it.’10

      Paul, however, knew exactly what he was doing, and why:

      
         

        We weren’t great heroes. We needed their protection and this was life-or-death country. There were gas guns and murderers amongst us, so you weren’t messing around here. They made fun of us because our name sounded very like the German Piedels… we let it be a joke and drank the Schnaps.11

      

      There are no photos of the Beatles at the Kaiserkeller and only posed publicity pictures taken first night at the Indra, but several sets exist to show the Beatles in the Top Ten in spring 1961. Among them is a shoot by photo-journalist Gerd Mingram, working on assignment for a trade union magazine. In St Pauli to capture scenes of youthful dancing and musical entertainment, he naturally went to the Top Ten and happened to photograph the Beatles in a mach Schau moment: Paul stands with the microphone, laughing and singing to John who’s down on one knee and reacting in kind with his Rickenbacker – two Liverpool lads bonded tight through the beat, six-hundred-plus miles from home, watched by an amused George and Stu.

      Mingram’s visit could not have been better timed, because his camera also caught one of those extraordinary occasions when a gangster sang with the Beatles. Tony Sheridan was sensible to keep away (he’s not in these photos) and harsh to criticise Paul for fawning, for the man is Walter Sprenger, remembered by Sheridan as ‘a butcher, a hard punching man, with arms like thighs’. His police mug-shots were published in Bild-Zeitung this same summer under the headline BERÜCHTIGTE ST PAULI-SCHLÄGER BEDROHTEN GÄSTE (INFAMOUS ST PAULI THUGS THREATEN PATRONS) – by which time he had fifteen convictions for grievous bodily harm, though he was still roaming free.12 Also in the photos is Wilfrid Schulz, the undisputed king of the Hamburg underworld, a beefy bully the press nicknamed Der Pate von St Pauli – the Godfather of St Pauli. He was a known murderer but the police could never make any charges stick. ‘Schulz was an animal,’ says Sheridan, ‘an ultra-violent man known for his bestiality – I saw him in action and he enjoyed hurting people.’13

      The Beatles had good protection at the Top Ten in the small but feisty shape of Horst ‘Hoddel’ Fascher. They’d come to know him to some degree on their first visit and now he became part of their circle. Horst had two younger brothers also on the scene, Uwe and Manfred (known as Fredi), and they were all tough little guys, boxers, cheery hard-fighting men remembered by some Top Ten regulars more for causing trouble than calming it. Pete Best has spoken of ‘a huge, two-hour pitched and violent battle between Hamburg waiters and Canadian army men inside the Top Ten and in the club’s long passageway outside’, the tear gas from which reached the Beatles on stage. The Faschers were right in the thick of it. As Uwe remembers, ‘Whenever a punch-up would break out, Horst would always say “Get Uwe” or “Get Fredi”.’14

      ‘We really got to know these people very, very well,’ says Paul, ‘and they loved us like brothers.’ So they did… and this time it was George’s turn to steer clear. As friendly as Fascher was – and he seemed to love nothing more than being happy pals with the musicians – he had a reputation. ‘Horst Fascher was very rough,’ George would recall. ‘He was known for being in prison for manslaughter. I saw his brother once kick somebody in the head so hard I heard the crack of the guy’s skull from about a hundred yards. I kept well out of it, well away from that.’15

      Neil Aspinall, increasingly the Beatles’ protector in Liverpool, could always handle situations without resorting to violence. In Hamburg, the Beatles and other musicians were protected by Fascher and his fellow men by whatever means and weapons necessary, and it wasn’t wise to ask details. Jealous boyfriends often planned retribution if their girls panted after musicians, and the foreign rock boys seemed an easy target. Fascher’s word was straight and iron-strong – ‘I always said, “If any of you ever beat up one of the musicians… you’d better leave Hamburg because I’ll find you.”’16 Thanks to Fascher and others, very few musicians experienced trouble in St Pauli; they witnessed it – they saw it in all its bloody, gory, sadistic horror – but they didn’t feel it.

      The Beatles were young to be consorting with such adult bruisers – Stu and John were 20 (the same as Tony Sheridan), Pete 19 and Paul and George 18 – so it was necessary they sought kinder company away from the stage. There were frequent visits to Astrid’s house, to get themselves and their clothes cleaned, and to sit down politely and entertainingly, as Beatles always could, to another of Frau Kirchherr’s white-napkin meals. Everybody went except Pete – he never showed up, keeping an almost complete detachment from the group when they weren’t playing. Astrid remembers: ‘I always invited Pete but he would say “No, I can’t, I’ve got other things to do.” He was always a little bit out of things. But when the others came they would go through my wardrobe and try on all my hats, my shirts and my sweaters. One time I had some paper bowler hats and they loved them, saying, “Can we have these?”’17

      One of Paul’s off-stage friendships was with the Top Ten’s Toilettenfrau. A little bespectacled 60-year-old, Rosa Hoffman was known to her extended family of St Pauli clubgoers by at least four affectionate names, Mutti, Mama, Tante Rosa and Röschen.* She was a maternal figure to many, and though she didn’t speak English (Paul talked to her in schoolboy German) she was a willing listener, glad to dole out care, consolation and paper towels. Her place of work in the Top Ten was downstairs – one floor below the loud music, dancing and violence – inside the men’s lavatory, sitting at a small table with a plate on which customers dropped a few pfennigs. She didn’t mind sitting in noxious proximity to the urinals and toilet-bowls but she did draw the line at vomit: as Paul remembers, she would press a mop and bucket on anyone who spewed, and make them clean it up. George was never close to Mutti – ‘She was pretty stinky,’ he would say – but Paul was always kind and solicitous and she became very fond of him, making sure he was looked after.18 And Rosa didn’t only manage the toilets, she was part of the St Pauli supply line. Uwe Fascher marvelled at her ability to secure whatever anyone asked for: she found him some particular pornographic books he was after, and she sold the Beatles their drugs.

      Tony Sheridan had just been introduced to Preludin when he offered it to the Beatles.19 The Top Ten nights were very long, especially the eight-hour weekend sessions, and Preludin the surest way to last the distance. The Beatles went through their first Hamburg trip stimulated only by alcohol and momentum, but now most people in the clubs were taking pills: the waiters, the owners, the underworld gangsters and the musicians. ‘I never saw any hash[ish] or grass or cocaine or heroin in St Pauli,’ says Sheridan, ‘it was just pills that you could get from a waiter or the Toilettenfrau.’

      Preludin was an appetite suppressant, an anorectic drug introduced into West German society in 1954, when commercial pressures were making women become more image-conscious. Users maintained an appetite but quickly felt full when eating, and the reduced intake brought about weight loss. Preludin’s primary ingredient, phenmetrazine, was not an amphetamine but an upper, giving the user a euphoric buzz. It was soon sold internationally and used recreationally, and the medical profession’s concern was picked up in press coverage like that quoted in the Liverpool Echo in August 1959, when a doctor said he wanted Preludin reclassified as a drug of addiction. From 1955 it was available in Germany only with a doctor’s prescription, obtained from a pharmacist in small round metal tubes of twenty, but supply thrived on the black market. In the Top Ten Club toilets, Tante Rosa kept a great glass jar full of them, which she freely sold for fifty pfennigs apiece. They looked like little white sweets… but these were no mint drops.

      Ten months earlier, the Beatles had experienced their first taste of amphetamine, chewing the Benzedrine card inside a nasal inhaler. John, George and probably Stu took it with enthusiasm, and so did they take to Preludin in Hamburg. George spoke graphically of how they would be ‘frothing at the mouth… we used to be up there foaming, stomping away’.20 John, as always, dived straight in, wholeheartedly grabbing another new experience with an open mouth and no thought of tomorrow. The Beatles called them ‘pep pills’ – the commonly used British term of the period – and also Prellies. Tony Sheridan remembers the Top Ten edict: you took one or two at a time, swallowed with a drink in one big swig, auf ex, down-in-one. Two pills a night were more than enough for most and John frequently took four or five, and in conjunction with hour after hour of booze he became wired, a high-speed gabbling blur of talent, torment and hilarity.

      Ruth Lallemannd, a St Pauli barmaid who knew the Beatles from 1960, recalls an occasion when ‘They crushed ten Prellies to powder, put them in a bottle of Cola and shared it between them. They were always wound up.’21 But this wouldn’t have been all of them. Stu certainly indulged because Astrid remembers it – she took Preludin too, and had an easy personal supply because her mother (who also took it) got them privately from a friendly pharmacist – but Pete never took them or anything else, not even once. He held strong views about drugs, perhaps associated with his sporting prowess: he was physically fit and took proper care of himself, though he could drink alcohol in prodigious quantities, especially in Hamburg.

      The introduction of Preludin into the Beatles’ world caused a problem for Paul. In the Gambier Terrace flat with Royston Ellis he’d been reluctant to chew the Vicks inhaler, knowing it was something he shouldn’t do, and hearing echoes of his parents’ warnings to be careful. Hamburg was the same only much more so, and again he tried to hold out. ‘When the Preludin came around I was probably the last one to have it,’ he remembers. ‘It was: “Oh, I’ll stick to the beer, thanks.”’22

      Paul wasn’t the last… he just excludes Pete from his thinking. The five-man Beatles contained a core four and, within this, a switched-on trio with their own particular brand of peer-group pressure. John and George wanted Paul to feel what they were experiencing, to share the new knowledge, to be all-in-this-together. For Pete, coercion to take the pills was light and half-hearted, for Paul it was heavy and persistent; John needled him and called him a cissy. ‘That was the attitude that prevailed,’ Paul says.23 How long he held out isn’t known, but the view was maintained even after he conceded, when he was mocked for taking too few. ‘Maybe I’d just have one to last the night,’ he says, ‘whereas John might have four or five. I was never excessive in that way.’24

      Preludin small-print advised against its being taken less than six hours before bedtime, in case of sleep disorders. Paul slept fine on just the one pill, John and George didn’t. George would recall ‘lying in bed, sweating from Preludin, thinking, “Why aren’t I sleeping?”’25 John simply took more:

      
         

        You could work almost endlessly until the pill wore off, then you’d have to have another… You’d have two hours sleep and wake up to take a pill and get on stage, and it would go on and on and on. When you didn’t even get a day off you’d begin to go out of your mind with tiredness.26

      

      There was an already-long history binding musicians and drugs but these were early days for rock and rollers. In the eyes of the media and the law it was still jazz that had the problems. The day the Beatles first opened in Hamburg, 17 August 1960, Stan Tracey (pianist with the Ronnie Scott Quintet) was sent to prison for six months in London for importing and possessing Indian hemp, the press term for Cannabis indica or marijuana, and during 1961 both Ray Charles and jazz saxophonist Art Pepper were charged with possession of heroin. The press regularly ran scare stories. In January 1961 the Liverpool Echo called marijuana ‘the dope that banishes inhibitions – it can make men and girls tear off their clothes in public’, and the novelist Monica Dickens, writing in Woman’s Own magazine, said British dance halls and jazz clubs employed ‘second-rate bands… addicted to drugs, who have no scruples about introducing “reefers” to youngsters’. While the musical press was trying to challenge this, the News Of The World weighed in with DRUG GANGS MENACE BRITAIN’S TEENAGERS, which shouted that though a total of 276 people were convicted of drugs offences in 1960,

      
         

        a lot more were running around undetected [and] teenagers are taking pep pills “just for kicks.” Not very serious you might say, but already a few of them are experimenting with marijuana cigarettes.27

      

      The Beatles weren’t. Cannabis wasn’t in the St Pauli environment. Prellies and booze did it for them, and in Hamburg they were drinking like fish. ‘At times there were more bottles and glasses on stage than equipment,’ Pete says.28 Beer was on endless supply, and necessary because Preludin made them thirsty – but, when they had the choice, three of them had started to opt for something different. George really didn’t care for cold fizzy German beer, preferring the tastier English ale unavailable here, so Scotch and Coke (one of Ringo’s tipples) became his main drink, and John and Paul soon followed.

      The aggregation of drink and drugs fuelled a motor that revved through the St Pauli nights. John had taunted Kaiserkeller audiences, calling them ‘Nazi pigs’ or ‘Nazi swine’, and here at the Top Ten he went much further. They all did. As Rosi Heitmann remembers, ‘There was a man at the harbour who bought and sold Nazi regalia, and Tony collected it. He showed it to the Beatles and one night they all put something on – armbands, badges, iron crosses, medals, everything. The customers were bitter about it but the Beatles had their fun.’29 Covered in swastikas, John gave it the whole works, goose-stepping around the stage with his arm in the air and the last inch of a black comb above his top lip. If anyone was upset, fuck ’em. ‘We even thought they might have liked it,’ Sheridan says, ‘but actually a few people took offence and started getting nasty, so Peter Eckhorn told us to take it off.’

      As a fighter, John usually picked on people he knew he could beat, but he had no idea who might respond to these extreme taunts, or how. To be rubbing German noses in the war only sixteen years after its end was high-risk – he couldn’t have known there wasn’t someone in the audience who would take grave and perhaps even murderous exception to it. Rosi Heitmann says the Nazi angle fascinated all the visiting English musicians. ‘They’d had direct experience of the war, and coming here and meeting people who were clearly old enough to have taken part was an experience for them. They kept wondering, for example, “Was Peter Eckhorn’s father a Nazi? Did he kill Jews?”’

      Such was the talk as Tony, George, Paul, John and Pete, drunk or pilled or both, along with Rosi and perhaps some stray females, staggered wearily and noisily up three long flights of wooden stairs to their attic room, two painful sets of twenty-three steps and then a final, agonising twenty-one more, rudely awakening the ageing Eckhorn family members as they went. Girls climbed into bunks with boys, but, says Rosi, ‘Sex was done without speaking. Tony always wanted it after he finished playing and we’d try to be up there alone, arranging it to make sure it was a separate time.’ George had no such fortune: there were several witnesses to the moment this 18-year-old Liverpool lad lost his virginity, here in the attic at Reeperbahn 136. As he’d recall:

      
         

        My first shag was in Hamburg – with Paul and John and Pete Best all watching. We were in bunk beds. They couldn’t really see anything because I was under the covers, but after I’d finished they all applauded and cheered. At least they kept quiet whilst I was doing it.30

      

      And then, says Rosi, when they woke, in the early hours of the afternoon, ‘John would clear his throat with a big hawk, spit, and line up the phlegm on the wall, to show what they thought of the dirty hole they were made to sleep in.’

      Rosi never saw a girl in Pete’s bed because he conducted his private life privately, as was his way. He went to where the women lived, and was spending much offstage time with a stripper whose husband was in jail.31 Once again, John, Paul and George lived a disconnected existence from Pete here in Hamburg, similar to the first trip only more so, and like the Liverpool period just passed. This was now the established way of things: Pete was with them only on stage, and at all other times they functioned without him. Rosi confirms:

      
         

        Pete always went off on his own. I’d see him standing on a corner somewhere with his curly hair and his collar up, making the James Dean look for himself.

      

      John, Paul and George were like the Three Musketeers. They were close, and there was a bond even though they were all different. They all wanted to learn as much as they could – ‘Have you seen this place? Have you heard about this?’ Pete was always doing something else. He didn’t fit in with the others at all. It was clear to us.

      Both John and Paul vented anger towards Pete when he fell asleep at the drums. He was living a different timetable with his stripper girlfriend, and the triple cross – not enough sleep, seven or eight hours rocking every night, and his flat refusal to take a Prelly to keep himself going – meant he sometimes struggled to keep pace. Paul admits he used to ‘get on Pete’s case… I remember during tom-tom fills turning round to shout “PETE!” and we would argue as to whether he’d slept for a split-second or not, so it got a little bit fraught.’32

      Such lapses were understandable in the circumstances and could have been overlooked but for the fact that Pete continued to fall short for them as a drummer. John, Paul and George all spoke of this in later years, though only a little, conscious of complex personal situations, but Tony Sheridan – on the Top Ten stage with them the entire time – has no need for self-censorship.

      
         

        Pete was a crap drummer, you can take my word for it. He was just not competent, and there were discrepancies between his feet and his hands. He didn’t care – he exuded a feeling of ‘I’m not an interesting person, so don’t even bother’. This is not a good attribute on stage: if you’re going to play drums you have to do your best. He needed a shot of vitality; I used to scream at him.

        Sure, we were all living the lie of looking hard – James Dean, Marlon Brando, all that stuff – and that act was half the game. Pete looked hard but he was 75 per cent ‘don’t touch me’ image and only 25 per cent music. I don’t know why he was the Beatles’ drummer – they just didn’t get on. He didn’t talk much and wasn’t artistically minded or anything. They were completely different types.

      

      Living and working in each other’s faces the entire time allowed Sheridan a premium degree of observation.

      
         

        The Beatles I was with was really Paul and John. They were like two pieces of a jigsaw puzzle: they needed each other and fitted together. They also had a respect for their viciousness – John could be vicious and so could Paul, but they weren’t vicious with one another. George was completely obsessed with guitars and playing; his opinion was very important to John and Paul but his place was always at the back and they liked to keep him there, and perhaps he needed that.

        They were the most ambitious people I’ve ever met in my life. Especially John: it was a driving force in him. His instrumental talent was limited – we knew it, he knew it – but he put his heart into it.

        It was very menacing for me to hear the Liverpool accent when it was aggressive, especially when it was John. He was so caustic, and though he never scared me he could cut you down with a couple of words and a glance, and did. We got on OK because he had a bit of respect for me – I’d been on the telly – but we never got close. He was full of complexes, and to compensate for that he had a big ego. He was the intellectual and extrovert driving force, the natural leader. Paul was very talented, a frisky kind of guy, completely extrovert. His whole life was the show.

      

      Stu’s Top Ten season was different from the others’. Hamburg was his home town now, he was starting to pick up some spoken German, Astrid’s circle was becoming his, and they were considering a June wedding, perhaps at the British Embassy. Also, having failed or sabotaged his interview in Liverpool, he was enquiring about enrolling at a Hamburg art school. It was clear to all that his time in the Beatles was drawing to a close, so he was less involved in the everyday laughs and stresses, turning up to play and then going home again. Beyond his usual problem in the group – Paul’s jealousy and the associated moans about musical crappiness – Stu’s main concern was that he was still suffering from his grumbling appendix and persistent headaches. They won him little sympathy from the others. As Pete recalls, ‘He would complain he had headaches and we said “Tough luck.” That was our attitude.’ The spotlight still dwelled on Stu once a night for Love Me Tender, his moment in the sun. He’d pass the bass to Paul, light a cigarette, stand at the microphone, stare straight at Astrid and sing one for his sweetheart. Such performances were spiked, inevitably, by a babble of bandmate backchat, and one time it got too much to bear. Tearing his gaze from his fiancée, quiet Stu spun round and screamed, ‘For Chrissake shut up!’33

      Klaus Voormann genuinely marvelled at the personality of the young man who’d taken his primary place in Astrid’s affections.

      
         

        I know a woman who had an orgasm at the Top Ten Club just looking at the way Stuart was standing. This actually happened. I think that’s one of the reasons he wanted to be a rock and roller – he had that gift and was aware of it. He was a frail-looking English boy, a brilliant artist, a special person and so inspiring. I’m not putting him up where he doesn’t belong – he was a really, really interesting guy.

        One night, very late, Stuart handed me his bass and said, ‘Come on Klaus, you play.’ I was too nervous to go up on stage so I played with the Beatles from a chair. Maybe there were only fifteen to twenty people there, with Astrid and Stuart necking in the corner. We played some easy numbers, long instrumentals… I’d never touched a bass before and it was very exciting to be playing with a band and plugged in for the first time.34

      

      Stuart so enjoyed Astrid’s black leather suit – the tight trousers and jacket – that she arranged to have an identical pair tailor-made for him. This was done at Hamburger Ledermoden, a smart, expensive leather store downtown, and it cost her DM1500 (about £128). The moment the other Beatles saw it they wanted the same, for wearing off and on stage. The price was beyond them but they learned of a St Pauli Schneider, a tailor, who could make the trousers for about DM250 (£21). All this happened within the first two weeks of their return: they ordered black leather trousers and black velvet shirts. Ellen Piel, a stylish young woman who’d begun to watch the Beatles in the Top Ten, was driving down the Reeperbahn one day when she saw John, Paul and George standing outside the club. ‘I had a Ford Taunus 12M with white wheels and soft top, a lovely car, and I stopped to speak to them. They said they were on their way to a tailor – they already had an appointment – so I said “Jump in” and drove them there.’35

      The Beatles’ leather look was started on their first Hamburg visit and completed on the second. From head to toe, they wore pink Twat ’ats on top of greased quiffs, black leather jackets on top of black velvet shirts or black round-collar T-shirts, and black leather trousers down to pointy black winkle-pickers or tucked at the calves into gold and silver Texan boots.* They were a sight: wild leather boys, pumped up on Prellies and stomping with Sheridan through the small hours at the Top Ten. John, Paul and George – buddies, friends and pals, to use their own expression – went up on the roof and posed for photos with the new look. Nine months earlier, they were down on their luck, playing in Williams’ and Woodbine’s Liverpool strip club: they’d come a long way very fast.

       

      Ellen Piel says that when the Beatles arrived in Hamburg they gave out their business cards to everyone. They’d had no such status symbol on the first visit and liked the way it conferred the sheen of professionalism. This was the card that named A. Williams as provider of the Beatles’ ‘Sole Direction’ – he was their manager. Only, he wasn’t. He’d been chopped, and knew it. He’d received Stuart’s letter, informing him they weren’t going to pay his weekly commission, and he was furious. On 20 April, he sent them a letter by air mail Express Delivery:

      
         

        May I remind you, seeing you are all appearing to get more than a little swollen-headed, that you would not even have smelled Hamburg if I had not made the contacts, and by Law it is illegal for any person under contract to make a contract through the first contract.

        If you decide not to pay I promise you that I shall have you out of Germany inside two weeks through several legal ways and don’t you think I’m bluffing.

        I will also submit a full report of your behaviour to the Agency Members Association of which I am a full member, and every Agent in England is a member, to protect Agents from artistes who misbehave and welsh out of agreements.

        So if you want to play in Liverpool for all the local boys you go straight ahead and welsh on your contract. Don’t underestimate my ability to carry out what I have written.

        I don’t want to fall out with you but I can’t abide anybody who does not honour their word or bond, and I could have sworn you were all decent lads, that is why I pushed you when nobody wanted to hear you.

      

      Williams had actual as well as moral right on his side. The second contract had been made through the first, which by law entitled him to continued involvement; moreover, the Beatles’ Hamburg return would not have happened without his efforts. All the key documents that brought it about – from Paul and Pete’s post-deportation appeals, to the Top Ten contract that helped convince the authorities to allow them back – originated on the same machine as this letter, typed by his secretary, his sister-in-law Val Chang. The last words in the last letter he’d sent to the German Consul on their behalf had been ‘they have a watertight contract’. He’d not counted on the Beatles’ ability to spring a leak.

      While Williams was the first to accept his interest in the Beatles and the rock scene had greatly subsided, he was still taken aback by their behaviour. ‘They could be ruthless. Their ambitions would wipe out any decency. They would get where they wanted to be by hook or by crook and nobody would get in their way.’36

      Allan Williams was well placed to carry out at least one of his threats. If he reported the Beatles to the Agents’ Association they’d be barred from employment at that level of business throughout Britain. The Beatles didn’t think he was a member and reckoned that Liverpool promoters operated outside the Association… but they couldn’t be certain in either case. By ignoring the letter – which is what four of them did – they were hard-nosed enough to risk their very future when £2 each a week would have avoided it.* Being at odds with Williams would also mean being barred from his Blue Angel night-club and, more vitally, from the Jacaranda coffee bar, their social hub since schooldays.

      In their own minds, it didn’t matter what Williams might do to them in the future, any more than they were ‘grateful’ for what he’d put their way in the past. They were here now, and tough luck. And they’d always managed to have a good moan at his expense, taking the mickey out of his voice (making it out to be higher-pitched than it was) and laughing at his baffling inability to get their names right, calling Paul John and John George and George Paul. But it had become hollow laughter, and Williams’ cause was not helped by the envelope that enclosed his Express Delivery letter, which was addressed to The Beetles. It’s not hard to imagine them saying ‘Even now he can’t get our bloody name right.’

      No matter what action Williams chose to take, his relationship with the Beatles was ended for good. There was no doubt which party had prospered most from it. During their first Hamburg trip, Bruno Koschmider had stopped paying Williams his commission after just a few weeks, and for this second trip he was paid nothing at all. The £15 he’d advanced the Beatles the day he drove them to Hamburg in August 1960 had never been repaid (nor would it be), and he maintains that despite their verbal agreement to share expenses for that memorable minibus journey, he’d never seen the colour of their money. Williams’ only proper income from managing the Beatles was 10 per cent of their fee for the Johnny Gentle tour and 10 per cent of their income for the important series of Wirral dates he’d fixed during that pre-Hamburg summer. In total, he’d taken maybe £70 for plenty of colourful fun and a fair amount of hassle, the definitive Allan Williams business mix. Only in time would he realise quite what a part he’d played in shaping seismic events. For now, he considered reporting the Beatles’ behaviour to his fellow agents and/or putting the conflict in the hands of his solicitor.

      It isn’t clear at what point in the Beatles’ Top Ten engagement it was agreed they would stay longer, but it may have been now, as a means of locking themselves into a deal Allan Williams might try to undo. They’d gone to Hamburg for a month, perhaps two, and while here it was extended to three. They would be in Germany until the start of July.37

       

      In 1960, Astrid Kirchherr shot some superlative photos of the Beatles in Hamburg; she then took none at all in 1961, scaling back her work to focus solely on helping Reinhart Wolf. His other assistant, Jürgen Vollmer, made up for it. Early in this second visit he asked George to go out with him for a few hours for a solo session, and George agreed, slipping into his leather jacket and greasing back his quiff. The others showed their intrigue with nods and winks. They knew Jürgen had a crush on George. He sometimes wore an I LIKE IKE badge he’d altered to read I LIKE GEORGE.* ‘It was chemical,’ says Jürgen. ‘I liked George the most. He was very quiet and shy, like me, and also a dreamer.’

      This was an experimental day, because Jürgen had never taken a photo session before. He was using a Rolleicord camera borrowed from Wolf, probably the same one Astrid had used for her first shoot. The results were similarly excellent. He fired off a roll of twelve black-and-white photos on the Alster ferry, and eight more frames on the landing stage at Winterhuder Fährhaus, and George’s character and youth shine fresh from spring images.38

      George was well liked by his Hamburg friends. Klaus remembers that they were fond of his long eye-teeth, his Segelohren (protruding ears) and the seemingly involuntary way his leg twitched when he played guitar, and Rosi Heitmann says, ‘I loved George – you could always tell from his face there was nothing false about him. He didn’t have people on like John did and he didn’t show off like Paul, though Paul was always kind to me. George didn’t speak much at all but he said wise things, like “Tony doesn’t look after Rosi very well.”’ Jürgen smiles as he remembers, ‘Stuart told me that when George got back to the others, after spending the day with me, he didn’t say anything except “Jürgen is fab.” Just that, nothing else.’

      His bandmates’ envy over missing out was quickly gone when Jürgen suggested a group photo session in the Top Ten. Shy and self-conscious, he couldn’t bear the thought of drawing attention to himself in a crowd of people, so it was done in the afternoon before the club opened. The shoot didn’t begin well.

      
         

        They had just woken up and come down the stairs from the attic, and John wasn’t wearing his leather jacket. I had to ask him to go back and get it and he wasn’t at all pleased about that. They were still half asleep and hadn’t bothered to put their hair right. George’s was down and he wanted to comb it up, but I said, ‘No, leave it like that.’ He kept it that way in the evening too and then brushed it back up again because, he said to me, ‘The rockers gave me funny looks.’*

      

      Jürgen had little chance to train his lens on Pete, whom he thought the best-looking of the five, because the drummer left early, most of the afternoon shoot taking place without him. The session produced some exceptional photos of John, George and Paul closely grouped around the Top Ten microphones, playing the Rickenbacker, Futurama and kaput Rosetti; Jürgen also took a very good photo of John and Stu together – the single existing high-quality image of these great friends – as well as John in action on his own and many more solo shots of George, his hair still down. Within five rolls of twelve exposures, Jürgen Vollmer produced the first set of high-calibre photographs of the Beatles in performance, stunning images that revealed much about them and also the consuming passion for rockers they inspired in him.

      When he’d taken enough in the Top Ten, Jürgen led the four Beatles out on to the St Pauli streets – he wanted to guide them to a special location. As he says, ‘I like mystery, and once I started photography I was always looking for interesting, mysterious places, old buildings and old back yards that would make a good location.’ Perhaps they walked up Grosse Freiheit – past the Kaiserkeller and Indra, both of which now featured only amateur talent contests, and past the Bambi Kino doorway where John had frozen stiff in his underpants and read the Daily Express – because this was the way to nearby Wohlwillstrasse. Here, between shops, tucked away behind a gated entrance you could walk past and never notice, was Jäger-Passage, an enclosed courtyard with tall arched doorways and graffiti chalked light on pock-marked bricks.* It was both atmospheric and perfect for a shy photographer – through the lens it looked like a busy street, but hardly anyone would pass by all afternoon.

      Vollmer had a purpose for this shoot and the Beatles were his guinea pigs. ‘I wanted to experiment with long exposure time. I put John in the doorway because he looked the most rocker of them all – to me, he was like Marlon Brando in The Wild One – and I made him stand still, then I got the other three to pass by. I put the camera on a tripod and set a long exposure so their bodies were out of focus, but I wanted their shoes to be sharp so you could hear the hard steps.’

      Here, then, is the definitive leather-jacket Lennon at 20, leaning into the brick of a Hamburg doorway. His old Woolton gang and Quarry Bank pals are home in England – studying hard and hoping to pass, slipping into careers, getting married, settling down – but he’s out and about, causing a bit of havoc, drinking and getting pilled, upsetting people, singing for his supper, having a laff and a shout with the lads, a Lennon just like the dad he’s not seen in fifteen years, and his dad – the first John Lennon – and of course like Julia too. They were all here.

      Jürgen shot one roll of twelve and blew them up large in Reinhart Wolf’s darkroom. ‘I gave them some prints and when John saw the photos he said it was good I’d made him wear the leather jacket. It was only then that they realised what I had been after, although the Beatles were never the type to give compliments.’ The photos proved to Jürgen that he had talent. Shortly after this, he did a fine session with Astrid and Stuart – placing the chic couple in the ornamental doorway of a Hamburg house – and then, around August 1961, he began to fulfil his rebel dream: he left Germany and went to live in Paris.39

       

      Hamburg wasn’t West Germany’s biggest city or capital, but it was the centre of its recording business. Pre-war, record companies had been based in Berlin, but in 1951 Deutsche Grammophon Gesellschaft opened an office in Hamburg – primarily to build up its light/popular label Polydor – and other companies followed.40 It was to the Beatles’ eternal good fortune that Allan Williams chanced to export Liverpool groups to this same city. Talent-spotting recording managers didn’t set foot in the Indra or Kaiserkeller but they did go in the Top Ten Club – just as London A&R men scouted the 2i’s Coffee Bar. Tony Sheridan, uniquely, was signed up in both places.

      Missing information makes it impossible to fix a proper chronology of who went to the Top Ten and when, but it’s likely that the first record producer to take an interest in the Beatles was Jimmy Bowien,* aged 28 and trying to make a mark in only his second year on the Polydor staff. He paid a visit around the end of April and enjoyed what he saw. ‘I liked the Beatles’ new attitude and the wild way they presented themselves,’ he says. ‘I was convinced they were a very good group and really wanted to do something with them.’ Bowien had a brief conversation with George and went away, but when he returned a few days later with a colleague, George told him someone else had beaten him to the punch. ‘He came over to me and said, “You’ve come too late – another man wants to sign us, Bert Kaempfert.”’41

      At 37, Hamburg-born Berthold ‘Bert’ Kaempfert was a major name in his native country – as both a producer for Polydor and leader of a famous easy-listening orchestra – and he’d also achieved a remarkable breakthrough in America, displacing Elvis’s Are You Lonesome Tonight to reach number 1 on the Hot 100 with a plodding trumpet-led instrumental called Wonderland By Night (Wunderland Bei Nacht). Simultaneously, he’d also got top spot on the album chart with Wonderland By Night the long-player. As Capitol was always telling EMI in England, Americans rarely went for anything foreign, so this was an unusual situation. The trade magazine Billboard said Kaempfert’s success presaged a ‘Teutonic tune invasion’.42 It was also Kaempfert who’d adapted the traditional German folk song that became Elvis Presley’s Wooden Heart. In a long and consistently successful career, 1960–1 was Bert Kaempfert’s Wunderjahr.

      He went to the Top Ten on the basis of two personal recommendations within the space of days. The first came from one of his closest associates, Alfred Schacht, a lawyer who was general manager of the music publishing firm Aberbach. Having heard that Tony Sheridan was writing songs, Schacht went to hear them; he then told his friend ‘Fips’ (Kaempfert’s widely used affectionate name) that Sheridan was worth seeing as a performer too, and so was his backing group.43

      Another Top Ten visitor was Tommy Kent, a German boy whose American-sounding pseudonym disguised the identity of Guntram Kühbeck. He was a nationally known Schlager singer for the Polydor label, Schlager being a kind of slushy, catchy pop (or light rock) unknown in Britain and the States but enduringly popular in Germany, Austria, Switzerland and other parts of mostly northern Europe. Kent lived in Munich and travelled to Hamburg for recording sessions, staying with Kaempfert and his wife. Having just turned 18, he was finally able to frequent the St Pauli clubs beyond 10PM and one night he saw the Beatles. ‘From the first second, I thought “What fun they are.” I knew they were very good.’44

      Jimmy Bowien had introduced himself to George, and Tommy Kent spoke to Paul and maybe others. On 4 May, in a chatty letter to Beatles fans Dot and Margie back in Huyton, Paul reported some exciting news:

      
         

        The other night, one of Germany’s biggest rock & roll stars came into the club (he’s as well known here as Cliff is in England). Tommy Kent’s his name; and he said we were the best group he’d ever heard. Hope he meant it.

      

      Like Schacht before him, Kent enthused to Bert Kaempfert, and so the famous producer paid his own visit to the Top Ten. He headed a large party of guests seated together in the stage-side VIP area. He liked both Sheridan and the Beatles, but Sheridan interested him most because Kaempfert felt he could become a hit singer on record. In Germany – as in America, Britain and elsewhere – the star was always the singer; a group might be his supporting act but little more. A fair parallel would be that Kaempfert saw the Beatles something like Norrie Paramor considered the Shadows in relation to Cliff Richard: a backing group worthy of signing, and perhaps even featuring separately, but second fiddle to the singer.45

      Recalling events eleven years later, Alfred Schacht said:

      
         

        We asked Sheridan to get some people down to discuss recording, and John Lennon, George Harrison and Paul McCartney came to our table. We asked them if they had a recording contract and they said no. It was very hard for us to understand them because they were talking such atypical English, but we got along together and agreed that the next day they should come in to my office at eleven o’clock.

        So they came next day, some of them having with them their girlfriend from the mainly Reeperbahn environment, at least as far as I could see. We discussed the recording contract and they said yes. There wasn’t much discussion really. They were very happy to have a recording contract and they were very happy to have a publishing contract, and that was it.46

      

      Schacht’s recollection conflates events. Kaempfert is said to have made several visits to the Top Ten, and he was proposing to sign Sheridan and the Beatles not to Polydor directly but to his own independent company, Bert Kaempfert Produktion, which in turn had an exclusive licensing arrangement with Deutsche Grammophon’s pop label. For the moment, however, there was no contract, and no date was set for any sessions. Sheridan and the Beatles simply waited to hear when they would be required, and probably which songs Kaempfert would tell them to do.

      Since the Beatles were hungry to make a record – it was first-base, maybe even all bases, in their ambition – it’s odd there are no known quotes to convey their excitement. Another of Paul’s new Hamburg friends, Hans-Walther ‘Icke’ Braun (one of the Top Ten audience who established friendly talking terms), remembers Paul being thrilled about it, however, and George would say how – when they first heard Kaempfert was in the Top Ten – they said, ‘Oh shit, we’d better play good then.’ Otherwise, there’s nothing to suggest the Beatles didn’t take the potential signing of their first recording contract, and the prospect of their first record release, comfortably in their stride.47

      How strange too that Brian Epstein was here in Hamburg at about the same time, as a guest of Deutsche Grammophon. He was among a deputation of thirty British record dealers flown to Germany from London on 24 April, who spent three days being wined, dined and shown all aspects of record manufacturing in both Hanover and Hamburg. The invitation came because Nems was one of the company’s biggest British customers – both its Liverpool stores had ‘Continental’ sections and were reasonably strong sellers of Polydor records by Bert Kaempfert and by Caterina Valente. As the party also included the editor of the British trade magazine Record Retailer, a full report was published including two photos of Brian, one while touring Hamburg docks on a riverboat. ‘The evening was spent in a typical German beer house,’ the commentary added.48

      Given the opportunity to explore St Pauli freedoms, and his already confident familiarity with foreign exotica, Brian didn’t turn in for the night like most other delegates but went out in search of hotspots. As most of the trip’s participants were older, the few younger ones grouped together and some went out with him. Among them was Graham Pauncefort, 20-year-old assistant sales manager at Deutsche Grammophon (Great Britain), who knew and respected Brian from his occasional visits to Nems. Pauncefort clearly remembers three or four of them walking late-night along the Reeperbahn – and, tantalisingly, he’s fairly certain they went inside the Top Ten Club for a few minutes.49 It would have been just a quick look, he says. Had Brian ventured closer to the stage, the Beatles would have recognised him and perhaps he them, a familiar face from Great Charlotte Street and Whitechapel back home. Instead, here was a moment when – though so far from Liverpool – their tracks paralleled mere metres apart but didn’t cross.

      Yet another passing visitor – again, to have important future relations with the Beatles – did stop at the Top Ten entrance and venture inside. Giorgio Gomelsky was a big bearded bear of a man, a refugee from the Soviet republic of Georgia who’d settled in London in 1955, aged 21, and jumped into jazz promotion. Through this he discovered the blues, and his life’s grand mission was to be a music man and proselytise both, to champion the authentic, to put young people in touch with it, stir them up and maybe get them playing. Gomelsky was in Hamburg with English group Chris Barber’s Jazz Band, so big here that they played in the great indoor arena Ernst-Merck-Halle, but some of the band went off to explore the red-light district and Gomelsky went with them.

      
         

        I could hear rock and roll coming out of the Top Ten Club. I said, ‘What is going on? Germans can’t play rock and roll like this, they’re too stiff. This can’t be a German band.’ I went in and there were leather-clad fellows bumping about on the stage. I asked the doorman who they were and it turned out to be a group from Liverpool, which was the first time I knew of the connection between Liverpool and Hamburg. I thought we in England had given up on that first period of rock and roll; in London it was moving to the blues. I had to go to Hamburg to find there was something happening in Liverpool. I wanted to go and talk to the Beatles but didn’t, I just made a sign indicating that it was great, and then we left.50

      

      Beyond all these business visitors, the Beatles were also grabbing a local following in Hamburg for the first time. It had happened a little but not much in Bruno Koschmider’s bars. Since then they’d amassed a core of devoted fans in Liverpool and now it was happening again. Tony Sheridan, in spite of his talent and achievements, didn’t pull in supporters like this, nor did any of the other visiting groups – apart from which, these weren’t the usual St Pauli clubgoers. Through the Beatles, the Top Ten wasn’t only full of drunken sailors, leather-clad rockers and passing businessmen; it had young men and women, typically of the upper-working and middle classes, late-teenagers, students and office workers and many attractive girls, some who commuted from beyond the city to enjoy the Beatles and dance. A Cavernish audience was developing on the Reeperbahn. Peter Eckhorn (himself just 22) had struck lucky: he owned Hamburg’s only rock venue, and he had – for three months – an attraction that pulled in such crowds he never needed to advertise, yet which cost him a trifling DM210 (£18) a night to stage, money he recouped in no time at all through a small admission charge and bar sales.*

      Seventeen-year-old Frank Sellman was one of the Beatles’ new fans. He lived in Pinneberg, twenty kilometres north of Hamburg, where word somehow reached him and his friends, all apprentice car mechanics, that American rock and roll was being played on the Reeperbahn.

      
         

        It was nothing less than a revolution for children born at the end of the war to be out in such places, a real liberation. The strip shows in St Pauli intrigued us, but the big draw was this American music, played by English bands.

        We were all very taken with the Beatles, their presence, dynamism and charisma. It was like an addiction: once we’d seen them a couple of times we couldn’t get enough of them. John and Paul interacted with the audience and were responsible for creating the sense of show. The other three were very much more background, the quietest being Harrison.51

      

      Brigitte Leidigkeit was an apprentice, just turning 18, when a couple of girls from college asked if she’d ever been to the Top Ten Club.

      
         

        I didn’t know what it was, but my friend and I were getting bored with the local dances – all the ‘Fräulein, Fräulein’ Schlager music – so we dared ourselves to go. If my parents had ever known that I was going to the Reeperbahn! I was getting dressed up in my nice skirt and white blouse and high heels and I was going down to the local dance, wasn’t I? Was I heck!

        I’ll never forget the first time I went. It was the Beatles, and that was it, I was hooked. I’d never heard anything like it. We thought they were fabulous and I fell madly in love with Pete Best. I thought he was absolutely gorgeous, though I never spoke to him; I didn’t speak to any of them because none of us spoke English. We couldn’t understand the lyrics but we were all singing along in German and danced the rock ’n’ roll. After ten o’clock the place really got packed and we’d jive the night away.52

      

      Memories have stayed distinct and precise for other Top Ten habitués.

      Ellen Piel, then 18, says ‘Paul was always smiling, a nice guy to everybody, very easy, but John was sometimes dangerous; he used to drink on stage and burp into the microphone.’

      Elvi Erichsen was 18 and a passionate dancer, never happier than when jiving. She says it was common knowledge among her friends at the time that Pete was ‘an outsider who didn’t get on very well with the others’.

      Icke Braun, 24, liked it when John was late returning from a break because Paul would say over the microphone ‘Quasimodo, get on the stage!’ and John would go into one of his cripple imitations, which made everyone laugh. Icke also adds:

      
         

        My main friendship was with Paul, who seemed happy to talk and spoke a few words of German. He came to my house, though the language barrier did prevent meaningful conversation. Quite often I’d stay in the Top Ten until four in the morning and then go out to eat with the Beatles afterwards. I felt that the closest grouping was John and Stuart; George belonged to that but wasn’t as close, and Paul was orbiting around them. Pete never came along – whenever they went anywhere outside the club Pete wasn’t there.

      

      And Kathia Berger, 22, was deeply in love with Paul.

      
         

        He looked like an angel with big eyes. He found it hard to say my name so he would play a request for ‘the girl with red hair’ and sing Till There Was You. I wished that he loved me but I was not his type: he liked small, tender blondes. But he did like me and we talked. I could speak English, which not many could do; I told him the Beatles would be famous and he laughed.

        I liked the others very much as well. Stuart was small, looked like James Dean and sang like Elvis. George always smiled, friendly. I never spoke to Pete. I thought John was intelligent and gifted, not so very happy but funny. He used to call Liverpool ‘Liddypool’ and had this rhyme he would sing into the microphone, ‘Isadora Duncan works for Telefunken.’

        The Beatles were sexy. Very. You couldn’t decide who was sexiest. They didn’t try to be sexy, they just were, and they were natural.53

      

      The angel friends were there too, in their select seats by the stage. A few of the Top Ten regulars say Astrid was at the heart of a clique and was unwelcoming of others. ‘There were Astrid’s people and there were my people,’ says Rosi Heitmann. ‘It was a class thing. We were the working-class kids, and she would point out if, say, my lipstick wasn’t the same colour as my polo-neck. She was a beautiful woman but she controlled everything and it was all about the look.’ Kathia Berger noticed how Astrid always dressed in black, with black mascara. ‘She didn’t look right or left, just straight to the stage, never smiled and didn’t speak to anyone. She always had her people with her.’ Ellen Piel says, ‘Stuart looked more like he belonged to Astrid than to the Beatles – she had modelled him.’

      Astrid may not have talked much to outsiders but the combination of Preludin and a breakthrough in her spoken English, brought about by six months with Stuart, meant she was suddenly opening up to the Beatles – and especially to John. They both placed great value on the liberating effect of the pep pills – John liked to give his companions Prellies to get them talking, find out what kind of people they really were. Astrid says she had her ‘best talks’ with John after a pill or two. ‘He would talk about his feelings and the things he liked. He’d say “I want to tell you so much how I feel. I love you and I love Stu.” Without the pills he would have choked up at telling the truth.’54

      
         

        I had this terrible guilt about being German, but with Preludin I could talk about it. I told John about my childhood and the war, and he realised that not all Germans were like they’d heard about in England, rude and terrible people.

        John could be a very, very gentle man, even though he made all the tough bit show. Stuart knew exactly his direction in life but John didn’t: he didn’t know what he was going to become, or whether as a person he’d walk on the nice side of the road or the bad side. He was not sure.

      

      Astrid’s favourite song in the Top Ten Club was One After 909 – a rare (and possibly unique) instance of the Beatles performing a Lennon-McCartney number in this period, though it was probably not announced as anything special. ‘Whenever I asked John to play it for me he’d go “Oh yeah, OK then” in a bored, aggressive voice.’ Playing for seven, eight hours every night necessitated regular additions to what was already the broadest of repertoires; Sheridan and the Beatles would respond to the atmosphere, playing fast when the dance floor was packed and slowing right down when the clock edged past two or three. Paul fondly recalls how John sang Lazy River when the mood mellowed.* It was yet another pre-rock standard which they considered fair game because Gene Vincent had recorded it – much like Summertime and Over The Rainbow, sung by Paul, and Ain’t She Sweet, which John sang, and which the Germans particularly liked. They sometimes played the Harrison-Lennon instrumental from their first Hamburg visit – the twangy Shadows pastiche they still called Beatle Bop – and Pete says that even he sang from time to time, sticking the microphone between his thighs to render Carl Perkins’ Matchbox, one of the songs Ringo was doing in Starrtime!, back home with Rory Storm and the Hurricanes.55

      ‘In the few months we played and lived together the Beatles became probably the best rhythm and blues band I’ve ever heard,’ Sheridan says, high praise in anyone’s language and especially his. He was a demanding and volatile leader. As Rosi describes, ‘Tony was always shouting at them, for eight hours a night, “Do it in B-flat minor!” or “Pete, you’re too fast!” and “Why can’t you play that?” The Beatles had been thrilled to meet Sheridan on their first Hamburg visit, and they realised the benefits of playing with him here, but they didn’t always appreciate his company. One night, in the middle of a song, Sheridan saw someone asking Rosi to dance, and without hesitation he rushed over and knocked the man out; another time, in a fight that involved a broken bottle, Sheridan severed a tendon in the middle finger of his right hand and was taken off to hospital. He had to miss a night or two, and his damaged finger would always protrude when he played. ‘It was good to have Sheridan there,’ George said, ‘but at the same time he was such a downer. He was always getting into fights.’56

      Sheridan says it was John who goaded him into fighting Pete. John felt that Pete ‘lived a lie’ and needed to be taught a lesson… provided he could find someone to teach it. As John would recall, ‘He was always telling us all the fights he’d had, and the people he’d thumped. We’d pretend to be asleep when he came [to the attic] and started to tell us. He also pretended he was a judo expert, which we knew he wasn’t.’57 Sheridan relates what happened next:

      
         

        John was saying fuckin’ judo this and fuckin’ judo that, and because I was pissed off with Pete when he didn’t put enough effort in his drumming, John cleverly manipulated me into fighting him. ‘Look Tony, if you and Pete don’t fuckin’ see eye to eye, go outside and have a fuckin’ fight or something.’ And I said, ‘That’s a good idea, John. Come on Pete, when we’ve finished, two o’clock, outside, and we’ll see about it.’

      

      The venue was the attractively ornate, turquoise-tiled alley between the front door of the club and the Reeperbahn pavement, possibly closed off at each end to make ‘a ring’. It was a chance for Pete to show all he’d learned from the Best boxing dynasty in Liverpool, and for Sheridan to prove, as John regularly did, that being ex-art school didn’t mean you weren’t handy. Tony says they had maybe twenty to thirty cheering spectators, and while it isn’t certain if Beatles numbered among them, John – having shoved Sheridan into this – was expecting Pete ‘to kill him’. Pete might have bragged, but he was clearly hard. ‘We agreed the fight had to be clean,’ says Sheridan, ‘no kicking in the bollocks.’

      The result would always be a matter of dispute. John said Tony ‘shut Pete up without a whimper’; Pete says they beat hell out of one another but that, if anybody won, he did; Rosi thinks it was a draw; and Tony is sure Pete conceded but admits they both suffered – ‘The next day we could hardly move.’ (John probably had a good laugh at both of them.)

      What with this, and a fight Pete had right there on the Top Ten stage – with the flailing and fresh-from-prison husband of the stripper he was screwing58 – it’s clear they were paying no heed to the rules outlined when the bans on their re-entry were lifted. In no time at all they’d managed to disregard all the conditions – they were just lucky the police didn’t catch on.

       

      Another hefty Top Ten punch to impress its victim came when Horst Fascher took John at his word and made sure Cynthia was untroubled. As Fascher explains, ‘The guy was trying to drag her by her sleeve on to the dance floor. I told him in a friendly way that he’d better leave her alone, but he said I should piss off. Kurzerhand knockte ich ihn aus – without further ado, I knocked him out.’59

      The girls had arrived from Liverpool, Cyn and Dot, and they were even more wide-eyed at St Pauli’s sights than the Beatles had been the previous August. Incredible! It was the first time either had travelled abroad and they left Lime Street with unsuppressed excitement, cheese butties, a hot Thermos and farewell waves from Lil Powell and Jim Mac. As keen as Mrs Powell was for Cyn to give John up, she didn’t prevent the trip, and Cyn was free to take time off from art school having just completed her fourth-year NDD exams. Jim was there to compensate for the absence of Dot’s parents – Mr and Mrs Rhone didn’t want their Dorothy to go, but she’d taken holiday leave from work and was defying them. John and Paul arranged to rendezvous with their Brigittes at the Hauptbahnhof and they came ‘fresh’ from the Top Ten stage, dressed in leather, all larks and boots and smoke and booze, shouting and jumping, living on Prellies time. The girls were disappointed, but then it passed; a fried English breakfast at the British Sailors’ Society helped settle them in, and they were soon taking Preludin too.60

      Paul had told Mutti his fiancée was coming to Hamburg, and expressed concerns about such a shy girl sharing the tight Top Ten attic. The Toilettenfrau, eager to help the boy she liked so much, suggested he and Dot stay on her houseboat, moored on the Elbe. John arranged for Cyn to stay with Astrid, Nielsa and Stuart at Eimsbütteler Strasse; Cyn gelled with Astrid and marvelled at her style. Astrid’s all-black bedroom contrasted sharply with her very English boudoir back in Cheshire, with its standard dressing-table and floral nylon bedspread. Because Cyn’s staying here made sex a bit difficult, there were also occasions when the girls slept over in the attic – as remembered by Rosi and also by Pete, who says he and George got the command ‘look the other way’.61

      Cyn and Dot’s presence was a mixed blessing for John and Paul. It cramped their style (and there was always the chance the girls would learn of something they shouldn’t), but it was also the first time either had been away with their bird. It was like being on a holiday that involved an evening job. Warm spring days were becoming hot summer days and on one of them John and Cyn joined Astrid and Stu in a run out to the coast in her VW convertible. She drove them to Scharbeutz, the Ostsee (Baltic) resort to which she’d been evacuated as a child, and where her family kept a holiday home. It was about an hour away and they had to be mindful of the clock, to be back at the Top Ten by early evening, but they spent a happy day on the beach – despite John suffering sunburn. Simple snapshots record John and Cyn happily hugging by the water’s edge, and two close mates enjoying a moment: John in a T-shirt, Stu in a floppy hat with a ciggie clenched between his teeth, together crafting a piece of art with driftwood and sand.62

      John and Paul showed Cyn and Dot the Hamburg they knew, from the harbour to the wicked Herbertstrasse. One such day, Stu and Astrid joined them and they climbed the great green-copper tower at Hauptkirche St Michaelis (St Michael’s church). Here on the viewing platform, which presented a grand panorama of the metropolis, a wooden handrail would preserve three testimonials to love, carved with care and a pocket penknife: John + Cyn, Paul + Dot, Stu + Astrid.63

      The girls were around during a time of transition in the Beatles: the last weeks before Stu left. Cyn would eventually write her observations, and note that he and Paul were constantly bickering: ‘Paul picked on Stuart for his lack of talent and the fact that he wore sunglasses, in fact anything he could think of that would niggle Stuart. Stuart, being a very sensitive and peace-loving soul, restrained himself…’ 64

      As Stuart’s entry into the group came through his art, so too was it his exit. Nielsa Kirchherr bought him paints and brushes and her brother made him an easel, and he resumed his primary passion refreshed from the break and with much to say. He broke the good news in a letter to mother Millie written about the third week of May, in which he also took the opportunity to remind her of the important fact she was still trying to ignore:

      
         

        I’ve started to paint again and things are going quite nicely. In a few weeks I should have a grip on myself. My pictures are not so abstract now, vaguely figurative and mostly blue. You might have read in the paper that a top English sculptor is now teaching in the big college here, Paollozi (he comes from Edinburgh). Anyway tomorrow I’m going to the college to start drawing again, I’ll go about 3 days a week and just do what I wish. I’ve seen the assistant director and he said he’ll turn a blind eye, then when Paollozi comes (26th May) I must speak with him about staying in his class for a while (Astrid is beautiful and lovely and wonderful as always and we are so very happy together). Perhaps I will have a bit of a shock for you in a few weeks, it all depends on this Paollozi man (I love Astrid) but I might go to this college for a year, with a grant.

      

      It was Stuart’s great fortune that the man whose name he couldn’t quite spell right, Eduardo Paolozzi, had been appointed visiting professor for a year at Hochschule für Bildende Künste, the Hamburg College of Fine Arts: it meant Stuart could resume his studies under an English-speaking artist of renown. Both were Edinburgh-born, and in the very month of Stuart’s birth – June 1940 – the Paolozzis, native Italians, had been interned there. Twenty-one when war ended (the landmark age Stuart was days from celebrating), Paolozzi went on to become a founder member of the ‘Independent Group’ of artists, fascinated with America’s post-war consumer culture, which met at the Institute of Contemporary Arts in London. Some of Paolozzi’s artwork anticipated the coming pop art style, but he was renowned as a sculptor – and it was as a sculptor, not a painter, that Stuart successfully applied for both a place in the Hochschule and a support grant. Paolozzi thought his new student’s work and ideas well worthy of encouragement. As he remarked six years later, ‘He had so much energy and was so very inventive. The feeling of potential splashed out from him. He had the right kind of sensibility and arrogance to succeed.’65

      Stuart was given two non-repayable monthly grants of 100 marks for a summer term beginning 1 June, and he also remained determined to complete the Beatles’ Top Ten season, to finish on 1 July. Playing all night and working all day was exhausting, however, so he did miss the occasional night, on top of which his health was causing genuine concern – his appendix was troubling him continually and he was alarmingly thin and still having headaches.

      Plugging the gap when Stuart was absent, and plugging in, Paul switched from piano to bass, borrowing Stuart’s big Hofner 333 and playing it upside down (so the strings were still in the right place when Stuart wanted it). Paul was back in the Beatles’ front line at long last, though he remained as reluctant as ever to take over the bass full-time: in spite of Stu’s skinny frame, he still considered it ‘the fat guy’s instrument’.66 It was clear the Beatles were rapidly approaching a decision, however: back in Liverpool, they’d either have to find a new bass player or slim down to a foursome with John, Paul or George playing it.

      Would they even have any bookings, though? Clearly, Allan Williams had not been able to bring this Hamburg trip to a halt, as he’d threatened, but perhaps he hadn’t tried. The position in Liverpool could be different, and Williams’ anger was known to them. It was made clear in a letter Paul received from his dad, in which Jim aired his concern that Williams was ‘gunning for the group’:

      
         

        When I spoke to him he told me that he was putting it in a solicitor’s hands. He also said that he was going to make it hard for you, for getting further engagements when you come to Liverpool.

        The conversation finished this way. If you write & tell him that you are prepared to re-consider the matter & make some offer he will delay contacting the solicitor. Paul, my humble opinion is that the group is in the wrong for taking the view that you are. The last sentence is poor English but you know what I mean.67

      

      Jim concluded his letter by ‘honourably’ urging Paul to place an international person-to-person phone call to Williams, supplying him with the numbers and instructions. Paul did nothing of the sort – the Beatles were going to brazen it out; in fact, measures to get around any problems were already well in hand.

      Another of Cyn’s main impressions of her Hamburg visit was that Pete was ‘a misfit’ in the group, ‘a loner who brooded a great deal on his own’. It’s also true that the same Pete, with his energetic mother Mo, was working harder to secure the Beatles’ future than the other four members combined, and he was doing it without their acknowledgement or thanks. The Bests, in their unrewarded role as organisers, were laying the groundwork for the Beatles’ Liverpool return, and shooting high. They’d never again play for the scale of fees earned at the start of the year, typically between £5 and £10 a booking. These had already exceeded the earnings of any other group but now they were raising the stakes. Cavern lunchtime sessions that had paid them £5 were pegged at £10, evening bookings at the Cavern and elsewhere rarely less than £15. ‘Let’s get the cash in!’ was the motto, and this tone was set from the start.68 The Beatles’ first post-Hamburg date would be for Mona Best herself – at St John’s Hall in Tuebrook on 13 July – and their fee an astronomical £20. The promoters’ grapevine glowed red hot. The Beatles pulled in the crowds for these men and now, through gritted teeth, they were going to have to pay for it.

      Though the Beatles remained sceptical about whether Williams was even a member of the Agents’ Association, the Bests explored situations beyond its grasp. Mona was clear of it, and – while in Hamburg – Pete agreed to a long-term booking with Wally Hill, to play every Saturday and Sunday night, for £15 and £12 respectively, until at least the end of September. Hill wasn’t mad on the Beatles – ‘They were dirty: it looked like they never washed their hair’69 – but he was desperate to block-book them just as Brian Kelly had monopolised them between January and March. It suited the Beatles to be the subject of inter-promoter rivalry. There was also one other development: Neil Aspinall – Pete’s best friend, his mother’s lodger and lover, and George and Paul’s pal from school – had chucked in his steady job as a trainee accountant, done away with his laborious correspondence course, and was buying a new van. The Beatles were set to become the only group in Liverpool with a driver and assistant who did nothing else but drive and assist, a staunch ally and devoted employee to boot.

       

      After an impressively adept week or two with Stuart’s bass, Paul played himself into the job he didn’t want. As George would remember, this question of who’d become the Beatles’ bassman kind of decided itself when two of the three possibilities ruled themselves out of the running: ‘I said… “One of us three is going to be the bass player, and it’s not going to be me”, and John said “I’m not doing it either”, and Paul didn’t seem to mind the idea.’70 Paul says he was left with no choice:

      
         

        I doubt I would have picked up the bass if Stuart hadn’t left. I certainly didn’t start playing it by choice: I got lumbered with it.71

      

      Either Paul didn’t want to buy Stuart’s bass or it wasn’t made available to him, because he went into Hamburg and bought one. He’d seen a strange violin-shaped bass played by one of the Jets – the 2i’s rockers who’d been the first English group in the Kaiserkeller* – and it might have chimed in his mind with a violin-shaped guitar in Little Richard’s band in the movie Don’t Knock The Rock. Paul’s initial desire was to buy himself a Fender, but he thought the price prohibitive and ended up at Steinway & Sons trying the hollow-bodied, violin-shaped Hofner 500/1. He liked its symmetrical appearance and was pleased to find it light, like balsa wood in his hands, where Stuart’s guitar was heavy.

      Buying a Hofner inside its country of manufacture made it easy to request a left-handed model; although a special order, it was available within days and became the first guitar Paul wasn’t forced to play upside down. The price was also appealing – DM360, a little under £31. ‘I didn’t really want to spend that much,’ he’d recall. It was only £10 more than he’d spent on the Rosetti a year earlier, and he’d soon regretted his decision to buy cheap. That guitar fell apart within months, so it remained to be seen how long this ‘Hofner Violin’ bass would stay in use. As for the old Rosetti, its overdue demise was mourned right there on the Top Ten stage in a heartfelt festival of Prelly-fuelled performance art. As Paul would recall, ‘George, Stu, Pete and John – especially John – had a great time smashing it to bits by jumping up and down on it.’72

      A pair of photographs show Paul and Stu on stage with their basses.73 At the start of the year the Beatles didn’t have one bass player and now they had two, and comments were surely passed. Although Cyn would write of how Stu ‘restrained himself’ when Paul was niggling him, there was one occasion when he didn’t, when the Top Ten witnessed an explosion, and yet another fight: Beatle on Beatle this time, Stu on Paul. It was the second of the two occasions Paul would count when acknowledging he was publicly seen not to like Stuart.74 That is, in front of an audience.

      The fight’s origin is vague or varies in the telling, but everyone agrees that a tease or derogatory mention of Astrid set it off. Klaus says Stuart owed Paul some money, and Paul, nagging to get it back, made a flippant remark about Astrid being able to afford it. As Paul would remember:

      
         

        I’d always wondered if he and I ever had a fight, who would win? He was probably wondering too.

        I assumed I’d win because he wasn’t that big, but the strength of love or something entered into him because he was no easy match at all.75

      

      Everyone was amazed by the manner in which Stu, so manifestly puny, could summon up such power, as if his every muted response to eighteen months of snipes and jibes accumulated in one volcanic eruption. As George put it, ‘Stuart suddenly got this amazing strength that Paul hadn’t bargained for.’ Klaus says Stu ‘picked Paul up and put him on the piano’. Pete says Stu ‘landed Paul such a wallop that it knocked him off his stool. [They] began struggling on the floor, rolling around locked in the most ferocious battle… a fury of flailing fists.’ Paul always speaks of it being ‘a silly fight – you just stay locked for about an hour, with nobody doing anything. All the old German gangsters were laughing, but it was very serious for us.’76

      It has never been explained how the fight ended or how they were able to work together afterwards, because this wasn’t a skirmish that cleared the air and left the protagonists friends again. The situation remained awkward, and it was just as well Stu’s remaining days in the Beatles numbered in single figures. He, not Paul, was now the spare part on stage, and it was Paul, not Stu, who played bass when the Beatles went off to make a record.

       

      
Recording session

      
        Thursday 22* June 1961. Friedrich-Ebert-Halle, Hamburg-Harburg.

        Recording: My Bonnie; The Saints; Why; Beatle Bop**; Nobody’s Child; Take Out Some Insurance; Ain’t She Sweet**. Order of recording not known.

        By Tony Sheridan and the Beatles except **the Beatles only. *Possibly also the 23rd.

      

      The Beatles’ first recording session took place in a civic concert hall annexed to a high school. This didn’t reflect any lack of intent on the part of producer Bert Kaempfert: the auditorium was regularly used for recording, typically when Hamburg’s main facility, Musikhalle, was occupied. Friedrich-Ebert-Halle – named after Germany’s first president* – was in Harburg, twenty-two kilometres south of Hamburg, and the Beatles got there by way of the St Pauli Elbtunnel, which transported vehicles underground by elevator before the road stretched away beneath the great river.

      John Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison, Pete Best and Tony Sheridan, with Stu Sutcliffe accompanying them as a spectator, were collected from the Top Ten at 8AM, an hour the musicians usually saw only if they’d not yet been to bed. And they hadn’t. They’d come off stage at two, eaten and had a few more drinks and then killed time – and now they were waiting in the already warm early-morning sunshine for their transport to destiny. ‘We did the recordings on a Preludin high,’ says Sheridan, ‘there was no other way we could have done it.’ (Pete abstained as usual.)

      Sleep was probably beyond them anyway, because here at last was their chance to make a record, a prized moment for the five lads whose average age was 19. Sheridan had worked in a few studios in England (including EMI’s on Abbey Road) but he’d never been the star; though his signing to Top Rank was well publicised, its A&R manager Dick Rowe had dropped him before he’d got near the microphone. John, Paul and George’s only ‘studio’ experiences had been here in Hamburg eight months previously, when they’d cut some private discs with Wally and Ringo from the Hurricanes, and in Percy Phillips’ terraced house in Liverpool, where twice they’d put down pocket money to finance basic sessions. This German situation was completely different: they were working with the nation’s best-known producer – a man whose single and album had hit number 1 in America just five months earlier – and what they did with him would be issued on a major label and sold in shops. People might buy it and make them rich and famous. At the very least, back in Liverpool, they’d be able to put a piece of seven-inch plastic on a record turntable and say ‘That’s us’, which no other group could do.

      Facing the empty stalls and circle of the arena, they set up on the wooden stage as they did at the Top Ten – left to right, Paul, George, John and Tony, with Pete at the back. Kaempfert provided the amplifiers – the musicians didn’t bring their own – and replacement gear was delivered during the session after problems developed. The performances were recorded live, no overdubbing, and there was little audio separation between the drums and other instruments; the sound was taped on a two-track stereo Telefunken machine and balanced by engineer Karl Hinze, who sat either in a small basement room or on the stage behind a curtain. No document survives to detail the start/finish times, the order of work, number of required takes, and whether the session took place over one day or two – most likely it was one, and personal recollections refer to it that way, but some papers show it as two, 22 and 23 June.77

      As soon as they began playing, while Hinze was setting the levels and balance, there was a problem. The producer didn’t think Pete’s drumming good enough for recording. As Tony Sheridan recalls, ‘Kaempfert suggested Pete not play his bass drum, because he used to get too fast… the tempo was a problem.’ Pete was quickly exposed and had no allies: Hinze would later say der Schlagzeuger das ist doch verdammt mies – ‘the drummer is just bloody awful’78 – and it’s hard to imagine the other Beatles not being desperately disappointed at such a development in their first session. Kaempfert didn’t only prevent Pete playing bass drum, it seems he had it physically removed from the kit, and with it also went the tom-tom drum. There’s no bass or tom on any of these recordings, and they were missed; Pete had to carry the beat solely with the snare drum, hi-hat and a ride cymbal. He recovered from the setback with admirable tenacity – no drummer could have sounded great with such limited tools, and actually Pete had a fair session.

      It was Kaempfert’s idea they record My Bonnie Lies Over The Ocean. He’d witnessed them playing it in the Top Ten and felt that, because German children learned the song at school, a modern arrangement cooked up by Sheridan could become a hit. The musicians turned in a tight and dynamic performance – London’s best rock singer and guitarist, on top form here in both respects, was playing with Liverpool’s best group, and it worked. Made in a shade over two minutes, My Bonnie – it took that abbreviated title – bristles with energy and deserves to be considered nothing less than one of the best British rock and roll records of the first era, in the ranks with Brand New Cadillac, Move It! and Shakin’ All Over. It’s a European union: a Scottish folk song performed by English musicians with that typical British edge, and recorded with crisp German clarity. Made in America it would have sounded different, and to the musicians’ ears more authentic – but at this time, in the middle of 1961, such explosive rock and roll wasn’t being recorded in the States.

      ‘I told George he could play whatever he felt like playing,’ says Sheridan, ‘but that I would take the solo.* It was a blues solo, nothing to do with the song and not thought out beforehand. I don’t remember how many takes we did but they would have been different each time. John had to chug away on rhythm to compensate for the drums, though I still had to instruct him on what was needed: to play sevenths all the time, C7, F7, G7.’

      Paul’s bass is strong on My Bonnie. He’d been desperate to avoid the instrument for three years, his real experience of playing it extended to perhaps three weeks, and he was using a new and not yet familiar guitar. Taking these factors into consideration, this was a virtuoso performance, the mark of a naturally gifted musician. He didn’t play single notes but melodically inventive runs, while at the same time singing energetic harmonies and emitting rhythmic yelps. For a beginner to perform these disciplines simultaneously is difficult, but Paul had them under command; he’d have been the first to say he had much to learn as a bass player, but he’d already found a way to sound very good.

      The bass is also distinguished on When The Saints Go Marching In – its title abbreviated to The Saints – and Paul would have seen the irony in performing this, the main tune he’d mastered on trumpet when he became a teenager, before he swapped it for his first guitar. Just as Sheridan didn’t mind singing My Bonnie because Ray Charles and Gene Vincent did it, so The Saints (a Negro spiritual from New Orleans, written in 1896) had the approval of a Jerry Lee Lewis recording, whose vocal style Sheridan copied here. They also taped passable performances of Why (written mostly by Sheridan in his 2i’s days), and two tunes Sheridan sang like Elvis: Nobody’s Child and the Jimmy Reed blues Take Out Some Insurance. On the second of these Sheridan fluffed the start of his guitar solo but Kaempfert denied him the chance to redo it. ‘He was saying “No, no, we’ll leave it – it sounds like jazz.” He didn’t want the session to go on any longer than necessary.’ Nobody’s Child, the old Hank Snow country tearjerker that had long been Richy Starkey’s Liverpool party piece, was recorded here by a trio: Tony on guitar and vocals, Paul on bass, Pete on drums.79

      John and George were much involved in the recording of Beatle Bop, which Pete says they did at Kaempfert’s request. Though no Lennon-McCartney numbers were taped here, they did do this unique Harrison-Lennon instrumental – permitting a glimpse back to the Beatles’ first Hamburg trip, when George and John came up with a Shadows-like tune while taking the mickey out of Rory Storm. Sheridan doesn’t play on this – it’s just the Beatles, usefully preserving their sound at the very time they contracted from a five-piece to a four. They gave a fair performance but wouldn’t have cared for the bright clean production. Denied the use of his bass and tom-tom, Pete’s snare sound is inevitably samey, but George’s lead guitar is consistently fine and John’s rhythm playing impressive (Tony says John borrowed his Gibson guitar). Paul’s inventive bass again belies his novice status, and he screeches himself hoarse in the background, injecting an audibly vocal presence into the instrumental.

      The Beatles also had a second number to themselves, the first time they were let loose in the studio to record a vocal track… so, of course, it was sung by John.80 They believed this would be the A-side of their first 45, which made the choice of song important. John didn’t go for a Lennon-McCartney Original like One After 909 or I Call Your Name, or something by Elvis or Chuck Berry or Carl Perkins, or Money or You Don’t Understand Me or Will You Love Me Tomorrow or Slow Down, or any of the other songs that had seized his soul in five years of rock and roll… he chose Ain’t She Sweet. Like My Bonnie, this carried the credibility of a Gene Vincent recording, but still the choice was unaccountably odd. The song was thirty-four years old, a relic of the Roaring Twenties, written in 1927 by Tin Pan Alley tunesmiths Milton Ager (music) and Jack Yellen (lyrics). Nor was it something Kaempfert made them do: Ain’t She Sweet had been in the Beatles’ stage act longer than they were the Beatles, and it may have been one of the songs Julia had played to John on Pop Stanley’s banjo.

      The Beatles’ attitude about this opportunity was typically bullish – according to John, ‘We thought it would be easy: the Germans had such shitty records, ours was bound to be better’ – but actually they made a curious recording. It’s likely that Kaempfert insisted they change the style, because John would later reflect how Gene Vincent’s cover was ‘very mellow and very high pitched, and I used to do it like that, but they said harder, harder – you know, Germans all want it a bit more like a march – so we ended up doing a harder version of it’.81

      As recorded by the Beatles, Ain’t She Sweet is a curiosity. John gives it a good and powerful go, but there’s a strange timbre to his voice, as if he was suffering from ‘Hamburg throat’ while also straining to deliver Kaempfert’s brittle sound on a song that didn’t suit it. Nor would he have been happy that his vocal was treated with such minimal echo: there’s more reverb on the drums than his voice. This drumming, inevitably heavy on the snare, lacks imagination – there’s no variance, no extra fills or frills, just the same shuffle sound that Pete played on all these recordings. Paul’s bass is accomplished, John again plays Tony Sheridan’s Gibson, but George’s ten-second solo on his Futurama is below-average. He’d had a reasonable session up to now but was probably given only one chance to get this right, and didn’t. Rock guitar standards in 1961 were nowhere near as high as they would become, but – judged even in its place and time – this solo wasn’t good, and it was George’s misfortune that he couldn’t take it again.

      In short, the Beatles in the studio, Germany 1961, were a mixed bag. Instrumental strengths and weaknesses were clear. Missing were the vocal harmonies by John, Paul and George that had become their greatest asset. Since Pete says it was these harmonies that attracted Kaempfert to the Beatles in the first place, it’s all the harder to fathom why the producer didn’t use them. Instead, they sang a peculiarly deep, Mills Brothers-style of backing vocal that engineer Karl Hinze would describe as ‘a whispering Negroid humming’. It’s most evident on the song Why and in the two waltz-time introductions recorded for My Bonnie – one in German, the other in English – where Sheridan sings and John, Paul and George provide this weird wordless harmony. It was probably Kaempfert’s idea, because they’d not done it before and wouldn’t do it again; while it’s not bad, it’s also not the Beatles.

      Before the five musicians were driven back to St Pauli for another seven-hour slog at the Top Ten (and yet more Prellies), they were treated to a playback. A subsequent letter written by George suggests the experience wasn’t too bad, but at some point, in a time to come, Paul and John and perhaps the others decided they didn’t like My Bonnie at all. ‘We hated it, we thought it was a terrible record,’ Paul said in 1964.82 It seems the Beatles were underwhelmed generally by their first recording session, and beyond such brief mentions hardly talked about it – mostly because they were so rarely asked.

      It would soon be etched into Bert Kaempfert’s CV – this suave German orchestrator and songwriter, the easy listening maestro, had become the first man to produce the Beatles – although he too scarcely discussed it, certainly never saying anything substantive. John would always reflect that Kaempfert hadn’t liked the Beatles very much:

      
         

        [He] thought we were too far-out and bluesy – he preferred Sheridan… [we were told to] stop playing the rock and the blues and concentrate on the other stuff. They all thought rock was dead.83

      

      Alfred Schacht, whose push made Bert Kaempfert see Sheridan and the Beatles in the first place, felt sure his friend was disappointed with and unenthusiastic about the session, as was Hanne Kaempfert, a musician professionally involved in her husband’s career. This may explain why it was some months before a record was issued, although the Beatles left Harburg with the clear impression that a single featuring their two numbers – Ain’t She Sweet c/w Beatle Bop – would be released in America, Germany and Britain within a few weeks. On 28 June, George and John signed contracts with Schacht, vesting in Tonika – his new, privately owned music publishing company – the copyright in their joint composition, a tune which had suddenly assumed a wry new title, the punning Cry For A Shadow. These were standard, pre-printed contracts with specific details added by typewriter, but because they were in German, George and John had no idea what they were signing.84

      The agreements were made a few days after all four Beatles put their signatures on their first recording contract, a document signed by Bert Kaempfert on 19 June 1961. It was a six-page pact with Bert Kaempfert Produktion (BKP), not a standard document but one typed expressly for the purpose. The signatures on the last page read J. W. Lennon, James Paul McCartney, George Harrison and Peter Best – but, again, they were clueless about what they were signing. Everything was in German and they had no translation. As Paul would reflect three years later,

      
         

        We signed all sorts of contracts when we were about eighteen, because we had no manager and we didn’t know what we were doing.85

      

      In which case they were fortunate, because, in a business infested by sharks, Kaempfert played it straight and gave them a fair agreement – one-sided, yes, because this was typical, but not villainous. The Beatles didn’t know it any more than they knew anything, and these were the key clauses they blindly agreed to observe:

      
        
          
            	
               

              l  

            
            	
               

              The contract was effective 1 July 1961 to 30 June 1962, automatically renewable for further periods of a year unless terminated by either party with three months’ notice.

            
          

          
            	
              l  

            
            	
              The Beatles were to record an unspecified number of titles each year but no fewer than four, to be selected by mutual agreement with BKP. (If no agreement was reached, they would be selected by BKP.) The four were in addition to any recordings where they were merely the accompanying musicians (e.g., backing Tony Sheridan). BKP retained the right to summon the Beatles back to Germany for sessions, paying their travel expenses plus DM25 per diem for each man.*

            
          

          
            	
              l  

            
            	
              BKP agreed to give the Beatles the opportunity of listening to their recordings immediately after completion and raising any possible objections on the spot, although BKP wasn’t obliged to do anything about it.

            
          

          
            	
              l  

            
            	
              The domestic royalty was 5 per cent of the average wholesale proceeds on 90 per cent of all records sold.† The export royalty was less. ‘Mr John W. Lennon’, as the group’s representative, was authorised to receive payments.

            
          

          
            	
              l  

            
            	
              The Beatles agreed not to enter into contracts for tours, TV or films without consultation with BKP, and to endeavour to give performance preference to the titles recorded under this agreement.‡

            
          

        

      

      There were other important considerations:

      
        
          
            	
               

              l  

            
            	
               

              BKP took world rights in the recordings made under the contract, and the Beatles agreed they wouldn’t re-record any of these titles within the next ten years. There was also a clause, clumsily worded and open to interpretation, that gave BKP exclusivity on all Beatles disc recordings while the contract was in force – i.e., until 30 June 1962 and any further extensions.

            
          

          
            	
              l  

            
            	
              The new Liverpool newspaper Mersey Beat, reporting information provided by Paul, said the Beatles were so dissatisfied with Ain’t She Sweet and Cry For A Shadow they sold the rights back to BKP. It has often been reported that they were given DM300 (about £26) as an advance against royalties – this could have been a buyout fee. Nothing of this is mentioned in the contract, but as it’s valid from 1 July 1961 and doesn’t mention the incorporation of already-made recordings, it may be that it didn’t cover them at all, in which case the Beatles were simply paid cash for their June session and still owed at least four recordings in the coming twelve months. This was as good as confirmed by events in later years, when Polydor was able to re-release the 1961 material at will and without royalty payments to the Beatles.

            
          

          
            	
              l  

            
            	
              The contract doesn’t mention Deutsche Grammophon Gesellschaft or its Polydor label, but BKP had a separate agreement vesting its recordings with DGG and, through this, with its overseas licensees.

            
          

          
            	
              l  

            
            	
              BKP would finance the sessions and needed only to deliver finished masters to DGG. BKP disposed of the raw tapes, which is why no outtakes have been found or issued.

            
          

          
            	
              l  

            
            	
              Tony Sheridan had no contract yet – he didn’t sign until September, and did so direct with DGG.

            
          

          
            	
              l  

            
            	
              BKP could choose to use a pseudonym for the Beatles – such a name remaining the property of BKP. It’s possible Kaempfert was uncomfortable with the proximity to Piedels; more likely, he was anticipating the use of other musicians to back Sheridan, and, to maintain consistency, wanted one generic name. While not specified in the contract, this would be ‘the Beat Brothers’. Although George described this contract as ‘not a kind of exclusive thing that gave us hope for the future’, he would also remember how he (and maybe the others) felt ‘kind of disappointed’ when they lost their identity.86

            
          

          
            	
              l  

            
            	
              All four Beatles were under 21 when they signed the contract, and without parental signatures there are grounds for considering it illegal. The same is true of John and George’s publishing agreement with Tonika. It isn’t clear why Schacht and Kaempfert let this happen because it risked being to their disadvantage.

            
          

        

      

      Bert Kaempfert Produktion took no publicity photos of the Beatles with or without Tony Sheridan, so if any release was a hit, Polydor would have nothing on file for press coverage – but each of them was given a sheet of paper on which to handwrite his personal biography. These documents are fascinating and revealing on many levels. John, George and Pete wrote theirs in capitals, Paul used the flowing handwriting he knew counted among his attributes, Pete alone wrote his in the third-person (PLAYED RUGBY UNTIL HE JOINED “THE BEATLES”), and a difference in John and Paul’s characters is crystallised in two sentences:

      
        
          
             

            Paul: Songs written: With John (LENNON) – around 70 songs

            John: WRITTEN A COUPLE OF SONGS WITH PAUL

          

        

      

      Also here, laid out plain, graphite on paper, the 20-year-old who called himself JOHN W. LENNON (LEADER) stated explicitly what he wanted from life:

      
        
          
             

            AMBITION. TO BE RICH.

          

        

      

      They finished at the Top Ten on Saturday 1 July, three months to the day after they started. It was their ninety-second straight night… and Stu’s swansong. He’d been with the Beatles through eighteen remarkable months, joining a group that had no name and no discernible clue, and leaving one that had acclaim, drive, abundant talent and originality, rich ambitions and a recording contract. He’d mostly taken grief for all his time and trouble, but given hugely, if not so much musically then certainly in terms of attitude and appearance.

      By his own admission, Paul was mean to him to the end:

      
         

        I was pretty nasty to him on the last day, [but] I caught his eye on stage [and] he was crying. It was one of those feelings, when you’re suddenly very close to someone.87

      

      Astrid remembers there being plenty of tears and requests for forgiveness for misdeeds and misbehaviour. Almost everyone was drunk, pilled and emotional, and when it was all over and they’d had something to eat they wandered around and around the Fischmarkt, as was their Sunday-morning way. Jürgen was in Paris (on a holiday, prior to moving there), Astrid had Stu, and Klaus was so emotional at the thought of the Beatles leaving that he asked to return with them to Liverpool and join the group.

      
         

        The sun was shining and we were sitting on some wooden planks on Talstrasse, close to the Top Ten. We were stoned and I asked John if I could become the Beatles’ bass player. He said, ‘Oh Klaus, Paul already bought the bass, it’s going to be him.’ That would have changed the story – there would have been five Beatles again – but it was clear the Beatles had a plan, and they wanted to carry on and pull it through. How many times in life do you find three people like that, in a bunch? They were incredible.

      

      It was also farewell to Tony Sheridan, who was staying in Hamburg although taking a month’s break. His influence on the Beatles would endure, not least through his guitar techniques, steely intensity and, in John’s case, the way he stood at the microphone. Tony planted his feet wide but vibrated his legs, John planted his feet wide and didn’t budge an inch. He held his guitar high and his upper body tilted this way and that as he played: knees flexing, shoulders back, head forward – an authoritative presence peering down his bony nose while singing with complete commitment to the blur beyond.

      In their place at the Top Ten came another English group, though not one from Liverpool or supplied by Allan Williams this time. The new headliner was Roy Young, a rocking pianist whose standup style and belting voice earned him the nickname England’s Little Richard. The Beatles knew him from his Fontana-label records and TV appearances, so, says Young, as he emerged from his taxi, John and Paul rushed over, introduced themselves and took him for a drink, explaining to him the A- and B-sides of life as a St Pauli musician.88

      Stu let George return to Liverpool with his Gibson Les Paul amplifier; without this, his Hofner 333 bass was soundless, and shortly afterwards he sold it to Klaus for DM200, his days as a rock musician seemingly over, Klaus’s just beginning. As Paul’s tiny Elpico amp lacked the power needed for his Hofner Violin, he took over the Selmer Truvoice George had used, and so, once again, they were returning home from Hamburg better equipped. They were also dressed to shock and smuggling a load of Preludin, stuffed here and there and inside cigarette packets at the bottom of their luggage. They were risking problems at customs in both Holland and England, but John – with his addictive, compulsive personality and zest for talking – wasn’t the kind to gulp drugs by the handful for three months and then simply stop.

      Ellen Piel happened to be travelling to England on the same train and boat as the Beatles, leaving Hamburg mid-afternoon on 2 July, and she recalls how the three Fascher brothers made the group’s departure boisterous, shoulder-carrying them high through the Hauptbahnhof, laughing and shouting and grabbing everyone’s attention on what was otherwise a quiet Sunday afternoon in the city. Paul had told Peter Eckhorn he’d be in touch later in the year to discuss when the Beatles might come back, but right now they weren’t sure they wanted to. As John vividly described it twelve years later, ‘Every time [after] we went to Hamburg we said “Never again! Never again!”’89 Astrid and Stu were at the station too, for fond farewells. There were sincere promises to keep in touch; Stu, George and John said they’d write.

      They were exhausted when they reached home, mid-afternoon on Monday the 3rd. Liverpool was still home, though they’d spent more time in Hamburg from last summer to this. They were giving themselves a few days off before the nightly merry-go-round started up again, when the kids and dance promoters of Merseyside would witness another riveting transformation. Kings before they left, they’d taken their performance to another, higher level: now a foursome, all in leather, even more dynamic, packing yet more punch and charisma and bursting with the experience that only another 503 extraordinary hours on the Hamburg stage could have given them.*
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      The 21st birthday party in Liverpool the warm summer night of 8 July 1961 didn’t only mark a coming-of-age, the vital step up from juvenile to adult – for Richy Starkey it was a celebration of being alive, a shindig to show the doctors wrong, for Lazarus to prove he’d beaten the odds and made it to manhood. He and his loved ones had anticipated the moment for years: the infant Richy had spent his seventh birthday in hospital, in a coma, certain to die; and the weakling adolescent Richy had pleurisy and tuberculosis on his 14th birthday; so where would he be for his 21st… or would he not be? They’d often talked about it, keeping their fingers crossed and raising a glass to his health.

      The young man was fit, strong in his own way, happy and awash with gifts. Elsie gave him a gold identity bracelet (engraved Richy on one side and 21st birthday, love Mum on the other); he got yet another ring for his fingers, a fourth, to further embellish his professional name; and his Auntie Nancy gave him a gold St Christopher, sacred protection from the patron saint of travelling. He treasured these presents. Just as he’d never removed Grandad Starkey’s wedding ring, so now he slipped the St Christopher over his head and there it would remain until ripped from his neck.*

      He’d travelled just to be here. The 8th of July (twenty-four hours after his actual birthday) was a Saturday, campers’ changeover at Butlin’s and the Hurricanes’ weekly day off, and during the morning he’d sped home from Pwllheli in his Ford Zodiac. Rory and his band were a month into the summer season, their departure from Liverpool announced by Bob Wooler in an Echo classified ad, paid from his own pocket:

      
         

        Mr Big Beat announces departure to-day for Season at Pwllheli of Rory Storm and the Hurricanes. Good luck to Rory, “Mr Showmanship,” Johnny Guitar, Ty, Lou, Ringo!1

      

      The band were flashier than ever. Four days before leaving for Wales they’d swanned along to Duncan (Classic Tailors) on London Road and been fitted with perhaps the gaudiest suits ever seen in rock and roll, which was really saying something: the Hurricanes were in flaming red and Rory in shocking turquoise, with white shirts, slim black bow-ties, and eye-opening cream and black winkle-pickers. There was no mistaking this lot for undertakers, and the occasion justified the presence of a photographer with colour film.

      For the second summer running, Ringo was receiving plenty of feminine attention at Butlin’s. Maureen Nickson, also from Liverpool, was 15 years old and just getting into the local music scene when she and her family went to the Pwllheli camp for their holiday. ‘Ringo was the one with all the fans,’ she says. ‘That shock of grey hair seemed to attract the girls. Everybody liked him there, all the girls. Johnny Guitar was nice too but he looked like a dark version of Rory and was very skinny.’2

      This Butlin’s season was preceded by none of the angst experienced in 1960, when Richy had to push aside family and fiancée fears about giving up his apprenticeship. It might yet all turn to dust, but none of his old factory mates lived like this: birds in the chalet, booze in the bar, three hours’ drumming every night and an hour every afternoon in the Starmaker amateur talent contest. All the same, Richy was beginning to question his future with the Hurricanes. In his head, he was still shooting for the London Palladium, but was Rory the guy to get him there? Though working hard enough – a note in Johnny Guitar’s 1961 diary records ‘140 appearances, Jan/22 May’, in other words, 140 in 142 days – they weren’t going forward. With his chiselled features, stacked blond hair, incredible energy and gold lamé shirt, Rory appeared to have all the makings of a star, and it surely didn’t matter if he was more style than substance because such a mix was rife. He also had the kind of publicity angle impresarios usually had to invent, where the headline could have written itself: OLYMPIC HOPEFUL SEEKS GOLD IN HIT PARADE. And yet, Larry Parnes had seen him and been unmoved, and – here at Pwllheli – Rory was again being overlooked by the kind of men who never went to Liverpool but regularly dropped into Butlin’s: show business managers, agents, talent scouts and TV and record producers. Lots of stars were ‘discovered’ at Butlin’s camps; all the men were after good-looking boy singers, and yet none paid attention to Rory. Maybe his offstage stammer put them off; more likely, these men of business simply saw that he lacked ‘that certain something’.

      Richy knew it. Johnny, Lu and Ty were content to enjoy the ride, but he was gazing around and considering options. In the period between February and June 1961 he’d become good mates with the Marsden brothers Fred and Gerry, half of the four-piece Gerry and the Pacemakers; they also lived in the Dingle (at 8 Menzies Street, close to the river) and the three often drank together. Richy liked the Pacemakers and expressed an interest in joining them. Fred was well established on the drums but they had no bass player and it was decided Richy could be the man. It was a pub idea, a crazy plan seeded in Scotch and planted in pale ale, but it lingered. Richy had never played any kind of guitar but thought he could learn: he fancied standing in a group’s front line for a change, and wanted to get back to Hamburg. Rory had no prospect of making a return but Gerry and the Pacemakers were back off to the Top Ten Club on 29 July, to play with Tony Sheridan for a month. Joining them would mean quitting the Hurricanes midway through the Butlin’s summer, switching his atomic red suit for the Pacemakers’ uniform of royal blue blazer with a G/P crest, gold buttons, black trousers, black winkle-pickers, red tie and matching handkerchief.3

      In the end, he decided to stay put, letting the Pacemakers head off to Hamburg without him. But still he had the wanderlust, and talk of this kind flowed through his coming-of-age celebration as freely as the liquor. They partied long and hard in Admiral Grove and the minute terraced house heaved with family and friends, pressed up to the back-yard privy and spilling out on the front ‘play street’. Richy wanted a group photo, lined everyone up on what he called ‘the brick field’ opposite the front door, and later counted sixty-four guests. One of them, the Dominoes’ guitarist Charlie Flynn, remembers ‘so many people coming out of this tiny two-up-two-down house you’d have sworn there was a queue in the back yard waiting to file through. The last person shut the front door so there were sixty or seventy people locked out and nobody could get back in.’4

      Plenty of musicians were there, among them the Hurricanes, Dominoes, Pacemakers, Big Three and Priscilla White, the Scotland Road girl whose occasional cameos as Swinging Cilla were being noticed – she’d sung with the Beatles (once), Hurricanes (several times) and was now working with the Big Three. She liked singing Boys, the Shirelles’ song, and here at the party did it as a duet with Richy. The two had become good pals. Cilla and her friend Pat Davies were keen to practise hairdressing and Elsie volunteered to be their model; the girls went to 10 Admiral Grove every Wednesday evening to bleach, style, curl, cut and set, and in return she cooked them fried Spam and chips. Richy became friends with Cilla through these visits and had a fling with Pat (who worked at the Jacaranda and later at the Cavern) that lasted several months.5

       

      The Beatles weren’t at the party. John, Paul and George’s absence is more puzzling than Pete’s, and there’s no known explanation for it. Perhaps they were in Hamburg when the invitations went out, or were engaged elsewhere. This was their holiday week and John and Paul may have gone away for a few days;6 George, meanwhile, was busy on the domestic front. His mother was home from Canada and they were reunited after eleven months, and he was also trying to hang on to his girlfriend. Gerry Marsden had moved in on Pauline Behan while the Beatles were in Hamburg; George accused Gerry of being ‘a flirt’, then he and Pauline had one or two more dates before he said she had to choose between them, and she chose Gerry.7

      This same week also marked the first appearance of Mersey Beat – Britain’s first regional pop paper – the inside front page of which included ‘Being A Short Diversion On The Dubious Origins Of Beatles’, that larf-a-line history by John (with a little help from George) written before they left for Hamburg. Except for a poem and drawing in his school magazine, this was John’s first time in print; Bill Harry recalls him being so delighted that he loped along to Mersey Beat’s office and handed over a scrappy bundle of 250 stories and poems, saying, ‘Use whatever you want.’8

      If Mersey Beat was to survive, it needed all the local support Harry could muster, but it got only half-hearted backing from some of the dance promoters: Bob Wooler reckoned they sold it in their halls grudgingly – threppence spent on the paper was threppence not spent on refreshments. One of its keenest advocates, from even before the start, was Brian Epstein. His 1961 diary notes a 20 June meeting with Bill Harry in the office at Nems Whitechapel. Harry wanted Nems to take a stake in Mersey Beat, to put the paper on a sounder financial footing, but Brian declined, a decision he came to regret; Ray McFall became its primary investor instead, the paper’s unobtrusive owner, with Harry as editor. But Brian did agree to take a dozen copies of the first issue – he displayed them prominently on the serving counter in both of Nems’ city-centre stores, and when these sold out he requested more, after which he placed an order for twelve dozen copies of issue two. Promoting local activities was good for everyone’s business.9

      What Brian thought of the content of Mersey Beat isn’t known, nor how carefully he looked at it, but he surely turned its pages. He was still wondering about investment; he personally contributed to at least two of the national music weeklies by providing chart information; he ordered 144 copies and always made it his business to know Nems’ stock; and he was a great believer in advertising – he marketed Nems in a broad span of local press and immediately considered doing the same here.10

      Whitechapel had been open more than a year by this point and its success was greater than anyone might have expected, save Brian himself. The trading discount he’d negotiated on a London visit to EMI had kicked in, recouping Nems its impressive £564 rebate, with plenty more to come. Brian’s talent was spotted by a Londoner called Walter Woyda, the chairman of a newly formed national trade body centred in the capital, the Gramophone Record Retailers Association (GRRA), and he invited Brian to take a role in its regional operations. As Woyda recalls, ‘Nems was comparable with the major retailers in the West End of London. It was quite brilliantly run, staffed by very capable people and had excellent customer relations, and all this came from Brian. He was one of the most imaginative and successful retailers in the country.’11

      Above and beyond Brian’s direction of the record departments, his joint management with younger brother Clive of the store’s other two trading floors was running like clockwork. Brian (26) had also appointed a junior member to his executive team, a 25-year-old married man named Alistair Taylor, who combined general sales duties with the new position of ‘Personal Assistant to Brian Epstein’. No other record shop manager had a PA. Taylor quickly became accustomed to his master’s cultured voice and imperiously flamboyant manner, and, like most Nems staff, was drawn into serving Mr Brian with scarcely resistible devotion – even when spitting nails over his autocracy. One day Brian would be refusing with illogical obstinacy the necessary purchase of a £14 filing cabinet, the next he was inviting Taylor to join him on a paid-for trip to the south of France, with personally arranged flights and his own first-class hotel suite.12

      Brian was scooting around Europe often now, not just going on the record retailers’ junket to Hamburg but making private trips all over the place. While his thoughts in relation to Alistair Taylor were strictly those of an abnormally philanthropic employer, his solo experiences in the south of France, Amsterdam, Paris, Barcelona and elsewhere turned always on sexual adventure. Spain was such a draw that he’d started to learn the language. He went to Majorca and several times to Barcelona and Sitges, bona fide bona destinations, even though homosexuality was illegal under General Franco’s dictatorship and his law vigorously enforced: great numbers of men were sent to special prisons called galerias de invertidos (galleries of deviants). Brian was living as dangerously as ever, and on 5 October 1960 was robbed in Barcelona after behaving (in his own words) ‘foolishly and irresponsibly’. Nems was running so smoothly that he’d slip away for odd weeks or weekends. He was already bored at work and in need of fresh risk… that familiar Brian pattern. Harry Epstein could only watch from the sidelines, powerless, knowing his eldest child was again yearning for a diversion beyond the family firm that so thrived on his talents.13

      Trade was booming for everyone involved in records. The spectacular sales increases of the 1950s showed no sign of abating: teenagers were wielding their spending power. Record Retailer reported a ‘bumper 1961’ with sales 13 per cent up on 1960, generating profits for a framework of businesses that seemed to have steered tastes safely back to the middle ground. The latest, brightest star in Britain was Helen Shapiro, a likeable 14-year-old schoolgirl with a strong natural presence and voice to match; the July 1961 recording of her second chart-topping record, Walkin’ Back To Happiness, took colour film cameras into Abbey Road’s Number 2 studio for the first time and provided yet another success for EMI’s pre-eminent recording manager Norrie Paramor. George Martin tried to compete, in his usual way and with the usual result – he produced the records of Zack Laurence, a 15-year-old schoolboy who, just like Shapiro, was Jewish and lived in a block of council flats in Hackney, east London. A poppy pianist and composer, Laurence was managed by Dick James and published by him at Bron – James and Martin were still working closely even though James had given up singing – but while gaining good TV and radio exposure, much of it through the similarity of his circumstance to Shapiro, she had all the hits and he didn’t.14

      Despite this, George’s career remained in the ascendant, his recent successes matched and bettered. Matt Monro’s My Kind Of Girl made the British top five and the US top twenty – it was George’s first American hit and the first time a British singer had done so well there in three years* – and these events followed on the heels of a landmark moment at home, when finally, after ten years at Parlophone, George Martin produced a British number 1.

      It came, inevitably, from left-field. The Temperance Seven were the quintessential novelty act, authentic 1920s jazz played with sincerity and solemnity by nine men dressed in spats, wing collars, velvet smoking-jackets and Edwardian frock coats. They used antiquated acoustic instruments, from the harmonium to the sousaphone, and the vocal was delivered through a cardboard megaphone. Tuned-in to the attractively strange, George heard them playing You’re Driving Me Crazy (written 1930) while they were warming up to record another title, and knew instantly it would be a hit. It was captured in a single take and picked up airplay despite running four minutes, twice the length of most singles; the record entered the NME chart on April Fool’s Day and four weeks later had sped to the top.

      The Temps – as everyone called them – ran an ad in the same NME thanking ‘George Martin (Gent) of the Parlophone Talking Machine Co’. Here was a producer they could work with. He agreed they should use just one microphone, for authenticity; and when they expressed dissatisfaction with their follow-up single, he let them return to Abbey Road for a remake even though copies had got as far as DJs and reviewers. ‘I really must stress that it was very, very nice of the Parlophone people to go to so much trouble on our behalf,’ percussionist and leader Brian Innes told the NME. This second record, Pasadena, peaked at 3 the week the Beatles arrived home from Hamburg.15

      ‘They’re probably the most phenomenal group to happen this year,’ wrote June Harris in Disc. Flavour of a brief moment in time, the Temperance Seven laid down an important if unconsidered marker, being the first successful Sixties musicians to emerge from art school. They weren’t pop but pop art, absurdist and eccentric, po-faced humorists cloaked in patriotic Imperial nostalgia and junk-shop militaria; they were the latest in a jolly line of half- and sometimes fully mad Englishmen to do silly things in public. There were a few of them around, and the man they found to work with was George Martin, who was amassing an enviable track record with acts no one else considered; artists who worked outside the norm; mavericks like himself. He identified their strengths and the right songs and, more often than not, made the combination click.16

      News of the number 1 was delivered personally to George in Cambridge by Parlophone colleagues eager to celebrate. His secretary and girlfriend Judy Lockhart Smith was already with him, and Ron Richards and Shirley Spence joined them at the Arts Theatre where George was recording the opening night of a comedy revue called Beyond The Fringe, a short provincial tour prior to its opening in the West End of London. It had been the hit of the 1960 Edinburgh Festival, and because George already had a happy working relationship with one of the four performers – Dudley Moore, the jazz pianist and humorist – he’d a head start over any rivals for its recording.17

      For the next two years, until 1963, the best-known young men in Britain were a four-man group of Soho-suited, sharp-minded Parlophone artists whose original ideas, wit, irreverence and attractive outspokenness detonated a revolution. Oxbridge graduates Alan Bennett, Peter Cook, Jonathan Miller and Dudley Moore brought into everyday use a word that would permeate the rest of the Sixties, satire. Their show reformed first the London stage and then Broadway, and they discarded centuries of subservience by sending up every sacred cow: prime ministers, presidents, politics, the police, nationalism, the Empire, royalty and religion. Nothing could ever be the same again, and in their wake, over the next three or four years, Oxford and Cambridge universities produced a line of other intelligent writer-performers to further push back the boundaries. Several would go on to work with George Martin, whose Parlophone recordings of Beyond The Fringe remain an invaluable document of a very funny show and a giant step towards the unbuttoning of a stiff-shirted society, essential to this particular history.18

       

      The first time the Beatles went to Hamburg, nobody in Liverpool noticed they’d gone. Not so the second time. They were missed, and now they were back, and kicking-on – slimmed down, speeded up, professional, intent on making a go of it.19

      Parents no longer had any say. Louise Harrison and Mona Best were fine with the idea of their boys being full-time musicians, and Jim was resigned to it, accepting that university or ‘a job’ was firmly off Paul’s agenda. Only Mimi kept up the fight, verbally badgering John though aware she’d get an earful in return. Mimi worried for his future even if he didn’t, and suffered her sisters’ criticism (they were as blunt as she was) for not being tough enough with him… as if anyone could possibly have been more rigorous. As she reflected six years later, ‘I knew John would always be a bohemian but I wanted him to have some sort of job. Here he was at nearly 21-years-old, having thrown away his chance at art college, touting round stupid halls for £3 a night. Where was the future in that?’20

      Thanks to Pete and Mona, at least the immediate future was bright. Instead of being prevented from playing by the still-angry Allan Williams, or pricing themselves out of employment, the Beatles’ diary was as full as they wanted it to be. The Cavern booked them as its star attraction every Wednesday night for seven weeks and then extended it to the rest of the year, in addition to two or three lunchtime sessions a week (usually Tuesday and Thursday one week and Monday, Wednesday, Friday the next). They had a weekly Thursday-night date with Mrs Best, the Wally Hill bookings every weekend, and Brian Kelly presented them twice a week. From the moment they resumed work – with Mona’s breakthrough £20 booking on 13 July, a torrentially wet Thursday night in Tuebrook – the Beatles rested only two days in the remainder of the month, having twenty-five engagements.*

      The Bests’ maxim – ‘Let’s get the cash in!’ – was pursued successfully. Most of these were £15 bookings, a level of fee the promoters had determined not to meet. Bob Wooler would remember how these rival men discussed the Beatles’ demands and formed a secret cartel to resist them, which then collapsed in acrimony when Ray McFall agreed to pay £15 in the Cavern. Brian Kelly, who generally gave groups £4, was incensed at the prospect of paying the Beatles £30 for two nights a week, especially since they frequently failed to turn up on time. Wooler persuaded him, and from the fact that all these bookings continued into August and beyond, it’s clear they brought in the public. And once the people were in, the Beatles knocked them flat.

      Their hair, still slicked up into quiffs, was longer than ever, the longest of any of the Liverpool groups – and, in conjunction with their outfits, the Beatles projected the strongest possible statement of individuality. They were copying no one, and the groups who’d imitated them earlier in the year were a long way behind again. The black leather trousers, jackets and boots caused a sensation: leather was inextricably linked in the public mind with troublemakers, and the Beatles not only knew it, they had the courage and attitude to go on stage and perform in it. As George would recall, ‘With black T-shirts, black leather gear and sweaty, we did look like hooligans.’ John likened it to homage: ‘We dressed in leather suits [and] looked like four Gene Vincents!’21 Beyond this, they occasionally wore their pink Twat ’ats and also, sometimes, pink neckerchiefs.* Having lost both Stu and the piano they’d had in the Top Ten Club, they were now an unfussy foursome – lead guitar, rhythm guitar, bass guitar, drums. They also had the visual appeal of Paul’s violin-shaped bass, and his natural talent with it made their sound better and tighter than ever.

      Once again, the Beatles had to immerse themselves in the latest American sounds, checking out what they’d missed while in Hamburg. Their main venue of discovery was the basement at Nems Whitechapel, where they flicked through the racks, chatted up the salesgirls and wedged themselves and their opinions tight into a browserie, requesting to hear both sides of every selected 45.

      While John, Paul and George still went around almost exclusively as a threesome, Pete sometimes joined them here, needing to perform whatever they were picking for the stage. He recalls how if someone said ‘I’m gonna do this one’ that song then became theirs. Also, though they scribbled down some words and did their best to memorise chord sequences, new numbers often went into the set before they’d properly learned them, part-remembered changes and melodies becoming finalised only through performance – and often, in the process, picking up a unique Beatles arrangement. Nems’ manager, the immaculately attired Mr Epstein, would glare at them from time to time, wondering if (despite what they claimed when he was within eavesdropping distance) they actually intended to buy anything.22 Brian would remember:

      
         

        Every afternoon a group of scruffy leather-jacketed lads came in. Strange and odd but attractive. I thought at one time they were messing about with the girls, and I asked the girls. The girls said they did buy discs and they knew what they wanted. They bought R&B.23

      

      When the Beatles returned from Hamburg in 1960 they found tidy guitar instrumentals all the rage; this time the rising trend was for trad jazz, and in response the BBC launched a new Saturday-night TV show, The Trad Fad, on 1 July. It was as if rock and roll had never happened and everyone was back dancing to 1920s Dixieland music, the Temperance Seven featuring strongly. John’s hatred of old jazz scaled new heights, and he was particularly scornful of what he called ‘the duffel-coat scene’ – people who liked jazz through intellectual snobbishness, not because they felt it.24

      Several new records fired up the Beatles at this time, and they felt none more than Quarter To Three by US Bonds. They liked it even before they heard it; as Paul would relate, ‘John and I got into titles. Looking at America, as we always were, we’d see a record with something mystical like Quarter To Three by US Bonds. That was a big one – how can he get a song out of that?’25

      One listen was enough to know he had. This was a noisy, distorted, danceable, rocking mush that broke all the rules because Bonds sang it over an existing record. Jack Good assessed the result in the Disc column read by the Beatles – Quarter To Three was ‘sensational and revolutionary; realism… is old hat, impressionism is the thing. This is a whole new sound world. Not perhaps the sound of music, but the sound of sound. And the possibilities for development are endless and fascinating.’26 The record made number 1 in America and 2 in Britain, and, standing there in the Nems browserie, John was the first Beatle to shout ‘I’m gonna do this one.’

      It isn’t clear who grabbed Buzz Buzz A-Diddle-It by Freddy Cannon but it was probably the title as well as the chugging Bo Diddley-like rhythm that swung it; this and the fact that they were checking out all the imports on EMI’s Top Rank label. US Bonds’ record also came from this source, as did the latest 45 by the Shirelles. John sang Will You Love Me Tomorrow and Boys and now Paul bagged Mama Said, using his high register for the lead vocal, John and George on either side of the other microphone for the girl-group backing. There were no new Goffin-King numbers they wanted to sing but they liked their Halfway To Paradise (which was giving Liverpool singer Billy Fury his long-awaited first NME top ten place) and they performed – for a brief while – Time, a similarly styled American-written hit for the young British singer Craig Douglas.27

      The London label gave the Beatles at least three more songs at this time, including a major highlight of their stage act. They did Livin’ Lovin’ Wreck by Jerry Lee Lewis, the B-side of his hit cover of What’d I Say, and they did a rousing rendition of a Coasters B-side, Thumbin’ A Ride. Paul sang this, as he did other Coasters records Searchin’ and Besame Mucho, the last of which he’d rearranged to accommodate comically dramatic ‘cha-cha-boom!’ shouts by John, George and himself. The highlight number, though, was Stand By Me by Ben E. King. He’d been one of the Drifters and sung Save The Last Dance For Me, and his new solo career soared with this intensely emotional song. John thought it a great record and made sure to nab it first; for the intro percussion shuffle he rubbed together two matchboxes, and he sang it with a fervour and tenderness that captivated audiences – especially girls. As he recalled fourteen years later, ‘Stand By Me was one of my big ballads, I used to score a lot of groupies with that one.’28

      The antithesis of Stand By Me, which inflamed hearts, was the Olympics’ (Baby) Hully Gully, which usually stirred up violence. John sang it – and as George would recall, ‘Every time we did Hully Gully there would be a fight… On Saturday night they would all be back from the pub and you could guarantee Hully Gully.’29 The Beatles never understood why such a medium-tempo dance number caused such trouble but still they played it – if this song wasn’t the excuse for mayhem it would have been another. Only the Cavern and the Casbah among their regular venues remained free of violence – everywhere else was just as hair-raising as before.

      To have a laugh, and keep their distance from other groups, the Beatles also found more fun numbers. As Paul remembers, one was a song written in 1935 – ‘If a gig got a bit serious I could do Your Feet’s Too Big. I had it on an old Fats Waller record and we put it into our repertoire. It was a bit of a laugh – the kids at the Cavern liked it and it was a popular request number with the girls.’ George then added three vintage tunes currently performed by Joe Brown: I’m Henery The Eighth, I Am (written 1910), The Darktown Strutters’ Ball (1917) and The Sheik Of Araby (1921).30 They gave the last a sprightly rock arrangement, starting with a twangy guitar intro that badly suggested ‘Middle East’, and then John and Paul embellished it with several bizarre ‘not arf!’ interjections. It was odd but done for laughs, and became a staple of the Beatles’ act for a year, George’s trademark vocal spot in many shows. He usually sang two or three numbers a night, and another new one was So How Come (No One Loves Me), which he learned from the spring 1961 LP A Date With The Everly Brothers. The song’s very title made George laugh and sometimes he introduced it to the audience as ‘So How Come brackets No One Loves Me brackets,’ said with a wacker’s jagged edge.

      During their first two weeks back in Liverpool, the Beatles played seven Cavern lunchtime sessions, resuming where they’d left off in March. The rival venue in Temple Street, the LJS, had gone quiet again and Sam Leach was no longer involved there; it was easy-come, easy-go for Merseyside’s hyperactive promoter – he’d also lost the Cassanova Club, and though he staged a few shows here and there, it would be another four months before he booked the Beatles again. Unchallenged and ideal, the Cavern became firmly established as the Beatles’ home. While never the club’s only act, they became the backbone of Wooler and McFall’s booking schedule… and with good reason, because no group ever created such excitement. It suited the Beatles too. For the lunchtime shows, Pete would arrive with Neil Aspinall about eleven o’clock and lug the drums and amps down the steep and slippery stone steps; John, Paul and George would rise around ten, ride separate buses into town with their guitars, meet at the cellar at half-eleven and between them set up the gear on stage, ready to play. It was easy, hassle-free and fun.

      It was here, for the first time, that the Beatles became central to the lives of their audience. This daylight gathering, the crowd of metropolitan Liverpudlians, were the first members of an inclusive and ever-widening circle, the same people turning up again and again to stand under a particular arch or sit in a specific seat. The stage was only eighteen inches off the floor, easily accessible, so they handed up song requests, many of them written in the style of the Beatles’ wit, as if submitting a script to be read and ridiculed. The girls were more vociferous than the boys but the Beatles won their love and devotion equally, to a degree far in excess of any other group. The importance of this was noted by Jimmy Campbell, soon to become a musician himself:

      
         

        If you ever saw someone really talented, it’d be the fellers watching them. If you went to see the Beatles in the Cavern the first couple of rows would be full of girls but down the sides and under the archways all the fellers would be hiding. I don’t remember any girls at school talking about the Everly Brothers, but we did, and learned the songs. The girls learned Helen Shapiro while we did Little Richard and Gene Vincent. The Beatles knew if they had fellers watching them, they’d made the grade.31

      

      Lunchtime sessions were really two separate shows, taking into account workers’ typical ‘dinner-hour’ breaks: the first shift began at midday, the group playing from 12.15 until 1PM, then the act would return after a ten-minute break and play again until two.32 The second shift was the busier, but throughout the session people would be reluctantly tearing themselves away, needing to get back to work… though always carrying the cellar around with them.

      The Cavern stank. In the empty morning, the smell was ‘Aunt Sally’ disinfectant on top of every-yesterday on top of damp on top of fruit (the neighbouring three- to six-storey warehouses didn’t only cast the narrow Mathew Street into permanently sunless gloom, they also packed a lot of produce). Once a session began – lunchtime sessions were hot, evenings hotter – the smell was enhanced by aromas from the men’s and ladies’ toilets, which regularly overflowed into the general area; from perspiration on top of body odour seeping from the mass of humanity packed into the hot cellar; from the soup-and-hot-dog-infused steam rising from the gas rings in Thelma’s snack bar; and from the cigarettes smoked by most of the crowd. Speak to anyone who saw the Beatles in the Cavern and two particular comments emerge every time – they wish they’d ‘bottled the smell’, because it was so intensely evocative, and they could never disguise from their parents, teachers, bosses and colleagues where they’d been, because the Cavern clung to their hair, skin and clothes.

      ‘Every time I walked down the steps of the Cavern my glasses steamed over,’ remembers Alan Smith, a trainee journalist from Birkenhead who was set on moving to London to work for a music paper. ‘People would call from the middle distance, “Hi Alan, how you doing?” and I’d need to wipe off the condensation before I could see who it was.’

      
         

        The walls were literally running – you could have lifted a glass to them and filled up a drink. That’s no exaggeration. How people were not electrocuted I don’t know. But all that is just the mildly eccentric side of it – the thing is, it was incredible. There was love in the air as well. It was like the meeting of a club: the audiences loved the bands and the bands loved the audiences, and half the time they were related to them or were old schoolmates. It was a tremendous place.33

      

      It was also dangerous. The conditions down the Cavern would never have been permitted in later years; at this time, 1961, the law had no power to enforce safety inspections, which were carried out solely at the discretion of club owners. In terms of sanitation, there were only three toilets and a single urinal, grossly inadequate for large crowds, and while it was assumed these led to mains sewerage, everything went into the ground, ultimately oozing into the tunnel of Liverpool’s underground railway. As Bob Wooler would exclaim:

      
         

        We believed in B.O. – Box Office and Body Odour. It was the sweat smell of success. The ventilation was State of the Ark and had packed in long ago. I thought I was going to get tuberculosis, because we were breathing each other’s breath and everybody smoked. It was primitive and really terrible. Then we learned that the sewage was just going into the ground and I thought, ‘My god, not only am I going to get TB, I’m going to get the plague as well.’34

      

      The Cavern also had no fire escape, just one hopelessly narrow way in and out. The consequences of a fire would have been appalling, as was shown all too tragically when a blaze swept through a club thirty miles away, in Bolton, on 1 May 1961. Allan Williams’ similar Top Ten venue had gone up in flames with no one on the premises, but in Bolton fifteen people burned to death, trapped in an upstairs room with no fire escape, and four more died leaping from windows. The government promised to tighten safety regulations, and three months later there was a test case in Liverpool enquiring what would happen if a local venue suffered a comparable tragedy. This was the Cavern, which now made the front page of the Echo for the first time. The court heard that

      
         

        the cellar, 11 feet below street level, is 58 feet by 39 feet with a stage at one end. The only means of access is a doorway from Mathew Street, then along a passage 3ft 6in wide, through another door 2ft 6in wide and then down 17 steps. As many as 200 and 300 are in the club at lunchtimes and in the evenings 500 to 600. It is a well-run club where teen-agers can resort to listen to the type of music they like and in this respect it has the [Liverpool] Corporation’s blessing… but the Corporation is extremely worried that the one staircase is utterly inadequate as a means of escape in case of fire.35

      

      The inquiry found that the Cavern should undergo structural changes, but, while plans were drawn up, a loophole meant they weren’t enforced; the premises would remain unaltered until the club was enlarged some years later. In the meantime, it was felt that because the place was entirely stone, there was little that could catch fire.

      One visit to the Cavern was more than enough for some. Sheila Prytherch dropped into a lunchtime session with her Vernons Girls colleagues and was shocked to see an old neighbour and boyfriend on the stage.

      
         

        We were representing Vernons Pools and always had to be ‘done up to the nines’ when we went anywhere, but the Beatles were on stage in black leather. I could see Paul nudging George saying, ‘That’s Sheila Prytherch down there.’ Then they came over – ‘Hiya Sheils, saw yer on the telly last week!’ Paul was being his old charming self again. And I said to him, ‘With your education, what on earth are you doing playing in a place like this?’ Paul was a clever boy who’d had a wonderful education – I thought he’d be a lawyer or a doctor, but instead he was in this dive, this terrible place with sweat running down the walls.36

      

      For Paul himself, the Cavern was little short of heaven. He was five years from first hearing Elvis, since when his life had taken so many unexpected twists and turns. Yes, he should be spending so much of his time in this dingy cellar, rocking and stomping the days away.

      
         

        My best playing days were at the Cavern, lunchtime sessions, where we’d just go on stage with a cheese roll and a Coke and a ciggie, and a few requests. And you just sing them in between eating your cheese roll, and no one minded, and afterwards you went and had a drink. That was great. We really got something going in that place, in the Cavern, we really got a rapport with an audience that we never got again.

        The amps used to fuse and we used to pick up an acoustic and do the Sunblest commercials, whatever was the thing of the day. We used to do skits and things like that. I’d do a Jet Harris impersonation, because he’d played there: he fell off the stage, and I’d fall off too.37

      

      There was nothing precious about a Beatles lunchtime session. Anything went. One day Bob Wooler asked them if a young man called Steve Calrow could get up and sing: he had a good voice and was beginning a career as a club entertainer. The Beatles did three numbers with him – two Elvis and one Little Richard – and, says Calrow, ‘They were out of this world as a backing group, and naturally funny on the stage.’

      
         

        There was a shopkeeper character in Coronation Street called Leonard Swindley, played by Arthur Lowe. He was courting his assistant, a Miss Emily, and Paul used to do an impression of Swindley that had everyone laughing. Then John would read out requests like ‘Will John sing Money because we want to see his face turn red’, and ‘Will Paul sing Till There Was You because he looks so lovely’. Paul would pretend not to hear and John would say to the audience, ‘He’s not looking but he’s listening to every word.’38

      

      John and Paul became closer once Stu left the Beatles. He’d come between them for eighteen months and now the rift was closed. John loved Stu as a friend but didn’t miss his musical contribution – he’d ended up a fair bass player but Paul overtook him in no time at all. John and Paul forged ahead with ambition, drive, dedication, humour and so much more, even drawing mutual strength from being motherless. It was something only they could laugh at, and they enjoyed watching people squirm when innocent mentions of their mothers were met with the blunt and straightfaced riposte ‘She’s dead.’ As Paul would remember:

      
         

        We were both wounded animals [and had] a bond through that. It got to be a little bit of a sick joke because we’d know people would get embarrassed when they heard our mums had died. We even had that in common – that we could look at each other and think, ‘He’s embarrassed now because he’s mentioned your mum and I know your mum’s dead.’ A lot of strengths grew out of all of that… We actually used to put people through that – we could look at each other and know.39

      

      The lunchtime sessions strengthened Beatle friendships tighter than ever. They didn’t only see each other at night, like other groups, but often spent entire days together, best mates. When the Cavern session ended – when Bob Wooler played Bobby Darin’s I’ll Be There and everyone fetched their coats – the Beatles retired to one of the local pubs.40 They sometimes went to the wood-panelled back room of the White Star, just around the corner, but mostly they went into the Grapes (at the rear of the Fruit Exchange, plumb opposite the Cavern door) where festoons of carved wooden grapes hung from an ornate mahogany bar. They downed pints of cider mixed with Guinness – black velvet – and were never quiet.41 Come chucking-out time, unless they were going on to Nems together, Pete and Neil usually went home to West Derby and John, Paul and George stayed in the city.

      Summer afternoons were spent on the streets: smoking, swearing, darting, larking, cuffing, cackling. The sight (and smell) of three young men in all-leather, with either cowboy boots or black winkle-picker boots, made people gape or step aside or cross the road or pass the standard judgement – ‘I fought the war for you young layabouts!’ They sometimes visited Bill Harry, dropping into the Mersey Beat office on Renshaw Street; they watched films in the Tatler, ogled the instruments in Hessy’s and Rushworths, and – barred from the Jacaranda – idled away hours in the Kardomah tea rooms, to the disgust of many. As John would reflect, ‘People did stare at us… Going on a bus to the Cavern, all in leather and carrying guitars – we liked it then. It was our bit of rebellion, just to annoy all the Annie Walkers sitting in the Kardomah.’42

      How these gossipy women would have gasped to know such young lads were popping pills. The haul of Preludin brought back from Hamburg was diminishing with some speed, especially as John was sprinkling them around ‘to get people talking’. The Beatles were still trying to penetrate Bob Wooler’s veil of privacy, reckoning on a hidden detail – like the one suggested by Brian Kelly’s Echo ad that named him ‘Britain’s most eligible bachelor’. One afternoon, after the Grapes had shut, John and George went with Wooler to a private members’ establishment, the White Rose Social Club on South Castle Street, where boozing was legal outside pub hours. Returning to the table after buying a round, Wooler saw two little white pills bobbing in his glass, dissolving but not yet gone. When John and George relented and told him what they were, John countered the suggestion they could be harmful by drinking the glass dry, auf ex. Still, Wooler did start taking Prellies from time to time – because they came in metal tubes he’d say to the Beatles, with a knowing look, ‘Anyone travelling by Tube tonight?’43

      Slowly but steadily, pills were becoming available to the top level of Liverpool musicians – not all the groups, but some – and it wasn’t only by courtesy of the Beatles. Johnny Gustafson of the Big Three remembers the emergence at this time of Drinamyl, one of the amphetamines commonly known as ‘purple hearts’, ‘uppers’, ‘speed’. They were being swallowed in several countries by a small but growing percentage of young people in the major cities; in Britain, it was mostly London. In Liverpool, for the time being, they remained exclusive to a few of the groups, not extending to the audience.

      ‘It was a glorious age to be young – to be not drinking, not doing anything we shouldn’t do, but having such a great time,’ says Eileen Robinson.44 She was among the new wave of Cavernites, all aged between 15 and 20, who tuned right in to the Beatles and had with them the closest reciprocal relationships any fan could ever have.

      ‘The Beatles were just mad,’ remembers Margaret Douglas. ‘They were always chewing – we called it “chewy” – and John pulled cripple faces, though no one took any offence.’

      
         

        Everyone fancied at least one of them, but if they’d asked me out I’d have been too scared to go. Paul was my favourite, and my best friend Marie was friendly with John – she was a fat girl with a brilliant sense of humour and John made a point of talking to her. I found John OK but a bit frightening. He often used to be with Cyndy [Cynthia], who was quite arty. If another group was on, they’d sit together and eat apples while they watched.45

      

      Maureen Nickson can still point to her desperate need to see the Beatles.

      
         

        I had teeth removed in order to see a Beatles lunchtime session. I worked as a GPO telephonist and told my boss I needed to go to the dentist. I went to the Cavern and then went to the dentist and made him remove a perfectly good tooth. He didn’t want to do it but I lied and kept saying, ‘I’ve got toothache, you must,’ so he did.46

      

      Roberta ‘Bobby’ Brown always tried to get the middle seat on the second row because it gave a grandstand view of all of them… and Paul in particular. He’d usually acknowledge her and invite requests, and she always asked for Your Feet’s Too Big – knowing he’d be doing Till There Was You and Over The Rainbow anyway, ‘always with the big eyes and his face turned up, looking above our heads’.

      
         

        Paul was my favourite. I really adored him, like lots of us did. George was very quiet and shy but totally honest and truthful, a good person. John was funnier but I couldn’t quite get his humour. Pete was sullen, miserable and moody, or at least he looked it – he made no attempt to engage with anyone. Some girls preferred him, for his looks, but my friends and I didn’t and couldn’t understand why others would.

        I remember Paul taking Dot’s face in his hand and kissing it. It was so romantic. I thought ‘Wouldn’t it be lovely to be kissed like that?’ but I wasn’t jealous – you knew your place. He was out of our reach but always a friend. He’d say to me, ‘Dot’s coming down tonight, can she sit with you?’ Of course she can! My friend Anne and I were thrilled he’d asked us to look after her. Honoured. It meant he trusted us.47

      

      Bernard ‘Bernie’ Boyle was one of the many Cavern lads fascinated by the Beatles – and in his case it cost him his job. Aged 16, he was the tea boy in an architect’s office on Water Street when a friend tempted him down to a lunchtime session. ‘There were four guys on stage who’d just come back from Hamburg, four guys in black leather trousers playing absolutely spot-on the music I’d bought on 78s and 45s – Memphis, Kansas City, Jerry Lee Lewis numbers. The place was thumping, and at one o’clock in the bloody afternoon.’
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