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‘Without Contraries is no progression’
William Blake


‘They’ve got a lot to answer for, those James Bond films’
Paul McCartney





INTRODUCTION



A turning point in british history. That was the dramatic front-page headline of the Daily Mirror on Friday, 5 October 1962. This was a bold claim, even by tabloid standards, and readers may have felt that the accompanying story didn’t live up to the hyperbole. It concerned a speech about the European Common Market which the Labour leader Hugh Gaitskell had given at a party conference in Brighton. This is the nature of tabloid journalism – hysterical about the surface froth of events, but blind to genuinely historical changes occurring in the depths.


Elsewhere in the world, significant events were unfolding. In France, it looked like President De Gaulle’s government was about to collapse, and the United States was calling on European countries to join it in a planned blockade of Cuba. In contrast to all this drama, the UK appeared to be having an otherwise unremarkable day. Princess Anne had gone down a coal mine in County Durham and, after a 35-minute tour of the 1,200ft deep coal face, had remarked, ‘It’s a wonderful place.’ Four masked bandits had ambushed a mail van near Dungeness in Kent and escaped with nearly £5,000. An Admiralty clerk called William Vassall was due on trial for passing ‘secret information to an enemy’. It was a warm, dry October day, although very windy in the south. It did not in any way seem to be ‘a turning point in British history’.


Or at least, it didn’t on the political level. Culturally, things were being born for which there was no precedent. In the world of the British imagination, the Daily Mirror’s hyperbolic headline would prove to be surprisingly apt. Friday, 5 October 1962, saw the release of ‘Love Me Do’, the first record by the Beatles, and Dr. No, the first James Bond film. The Beatles were about to become the most successful and important band in history. Not to be outdone, James Bond would go on to become the single most successful movie character ever. The music industry and the film industry would be entirely changed by these new arrivals. So too would the international reputation of Britain, which was suddenly giving the world spy thrillers and mop-tops rather than redcoats and cannons. Most countries can only dream of a cultural export becoming a worldwide phenomenon on this scale. For Britain to produce two on the same windy October afternoon was, by anyone’s standards, unusual.


There are those who will argue, of course, that culture is ultimately trivial. They will say that a few films and songs, in the face of great national narratives, are neither here nor there. The correct focus for telling the story of a nation, according to this position, is power. Indeed, the history of Britain is almost always told from a perspective focused on power – be that military power, symbolic power such as monarchy, or financial power such as the story of the East India Company. The problem with this approach is that the history of power is not something the vast majority of people in Britain connect with. We do not have power, so we are not hugely invested in stories about it. From what we know of it, it is something to be suspicious of, not something to be admired. As a result, we are presented with a national story which could be about Martians for all that we can identify with it.


There are, however, other ways to tell the story of an island people, and one of them is by focusing on the imagination. This is the story of our internal lives – the tales that people are drawn to and share, and what they reveal about our dreams, beliefs and attitudes. To focus on imagination rather than power offers a deeper portrait of a population. It is also one which those who live there can actually recognise, and that must count for something.


Those who focus on power often do so in the belief that imagination is an ephemeral, weak, unimportant thing. This is not true, but imagination does influence the world in a different way to brute force. Water can be just as destructive as fire, even though its nature is to behave in an entirely different way. Imagination matters because ideas alter beliefs, beliefs shape attitudes, and attitudes decide actions. In this way does the story of the mind play out in the material world.


The Romantic poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge was fascinated by imagination, and the power it had to alter reality. Imagination was a different thing, he argued, to simple fantasy. As Coleridge defined the term, imagination was the arrival of something truly new. This had a significant impact on the world because things had to adjust and rearrange themselves to make way for this new arrival. What he defined as fantasy, in contrast, was the simple rearranging of things that already existed. This could be entertaining and diverting, but it did not change the world like imagination did. Had Coleridge been around in 1962, he would have classified most of the new songs and films being created then as mere fantasy. They were still of value, of course, but the world was not made noticeably different by them. The events of Friday, 5 October, with hindsight, would have given him a perfect example of why true imagination, in all its world-changing power, was different to fantasy.


The world of the imagination is a wild ecosystem stuffed with an uncountable number of plays and paintings, sitcoms and orchestras, comics and operas. Creation is ongoing and constant, and trying to make sense of this seemingly infinite landscape can be overwhelming. Not everything, however, is equal. There are oversized monsters in this landscape. As with shipwrecked explorers who make it to an island only to find it inhabited by King Kong and Godzilla, the presence of two cultural monsters in the ecosystem does tend to bring a particular focus. Yes, insect life and fungal life are important and worthy of study. But first – it’s probably best to pay attention to the monsters.


The Beatles and the Bond films are our monsters in the cultural ecosystem. Neither make any sense when viewed from the perspective of the regular entertainment industry. The idea that a film series based on a single character could continue uninterrupted for sixty years or more, always remaining successful and making money during twenty-five sequels, is in no way plausible. There has been no shortage of film producers who have tried and failed to create something that reliable and profitable. If it was possible, everyone would be doing it. And likewise, the idea that a band of musicians could produce a body of work as large, ambitious, original and varied as the Beatles – in a little over eight years – is not something that any other musicians would consider plausible. No band can realistically hope to do what the Beatles did, and you would be considered crazy for suggesting otherwise. None of this, clearly, is normal. It may be more instructive to look at these two monsters together, because in a number of ways the Beatles and the Bond films have more in common with each other than they do their peers in their own industries. As we shall see, they are also two stories which are often interlinked.


Bond films and Beatles records arrived at a pivotal time. At stake was how the British would come to define themselves. Britain’s sense of identity was then being torn up by profound global change, something which had happened several times before. In medieval times, the stories which defined the country were known as the Matter of Britain. These were stories of monarchy, chivalry and the moral justification of aristocracy, featuring such noble heroes as King Arthur, Galahad and Lancelot – and of course the wily trickster Merlin. At the heart of these stories was the belief that our rulers, in their quest for the Holy Grail, were pure and spiritually devout.


Around 400 years ago the country began to grow into a global empire and the narrative of Britain had to change. Our story became one about Britannia ruling the waves, and how the sun would never set on the largest empire the world had ever known. In this new narrative, the pursuit of earthly power replaced spiritual attainment as our great goal. At the heart of these stories was the belief that the British were, inherently, superior to people from other parts of the world. This sense of history-defining grandeur framed British thinking for centuries.


After the end of the Second World War, however, the bulk of this empire was handed back, wrestled away or otherwise disposed of. This significant historical event occurred with remarkably little fuss – or at least, that was how it appeared in Britain to the readers of the Daily Mirror. It was a story about power, after all, so most of the population were largely detached from it. But despite how little these changes impacted British people, they were still confusing. Hadn’t Britain just won the war? We had been on the same side as America and the Soviet Union, and we celebrated that hard-won victory. Yet we now found ourselves much smaller and less influential than before. Had it not been for VE day and the defeat of Hitler, it might have seemed as if we were one of the war’s great losers. This situation left us with a tricky question – if we were not a big, globally important country anymore, then who were we? What story would a modern Matter of Britain tell?


Beneath the Daily Mirror’s headline about ‘a turning point in British history’ was a second headline: THE BRICKIE’S MATE AND THE DAUGHTER OF A BRIGADIER. This story revealed much about how the country was questioning things it had previously accepted. It told how Jeanette, the daughter of Brigadier C.A.L. Suther (retired), had eloped with a man who was, shockingly, her social inferior. Her new husband David Miller was not even a fully trained bricklayer – he was only a lowly bricklayer’s mate! To modern eyes, it is not so much the events that are fascinating, but the fact that it was considered front-page material. The worldview of British people back in 1962, clearly, was very different.


The story also made the front page of the Daily Herald. The Herald was a left-wing newspaper known for its pro-worker views; two years later it would be relaunched as the Sun. That day their front page included photos of both Jeanette and David. They appeared to make a handsome and likeable couple who would probably be a little surprised to see themselves on the front page of the national papers. The Herald included a quote from Brigadier Suther, who insisted that his concern about his daughter’s marriage wasn’t a matter of class. ‘I don’t object to young people from different spheres seeing each other if they are in love,’ he said. ‘I was angry because of the underhand way we parents have been treated. I want them both to come back and discuss this sensibly.’


Brigadier Suther had asked Greenock Police to look out for the couple in case they had gone to Scotland to get married. As he explained, ‘I want to do all I can to stop my daughter doing something that she may regret.’ The mother of the bricklayer’s mate, Mrs Ivy Miller, was also against the marriage, but for different reasons. ‘I knew about the friendship and I tried to stop it,’ she told the Daily Mirror. ‘That was not because of any class barriers but because I thought they were too young to be thinking about marrying.’


That both sets of parents felt the need to deny that their concern was class-based illustrates the extent to which Britain in 1962 was riddled with class consciousness. Class was the reason why the marriage of these two otherwise unnewsworthy young people was considered front-page news. Believers in a class-based hierarchical society thought that this young couple should not get married because the wealth and status of Jeanette’s father made her – in some strange and ill-defined way – ‘better’ than David. By thinking he had the right to marry the woman he had fallen in love with, David had ‘ideas above his station’ and needed to ‘know his place’. From this perspective, a loveless marriage to a more suitable husband would have been better for Jeanette than spending her life with the man she loved.


By the 1960s, this deferential class-based worldview was built around ideas that were no longer as convincing as they once were. The shared delusion of class superiority was rubbing up against reality – in this case, the love of Jeanette and David – and generating a great deal of cognitive dissonance. It was people’s attempts to process this cognitive dissonance that created the compulsion among the newspaper-buying public to read stories about events like a brigadier’s daughter falling in love with a bricklayer’s mate. The strange obsessions of the British press, then as now, are often a sign that long-held beliefs are being reassessed, or are starting to fail.


If the question that post-imperial Britain needed to answer was when we should hold on to the traditional, and when we should embrace the new, then Bond and the Beatles gave us very different answers. James Bond celebrated the modern – sports cars, international travel, all the latest gadgets and so on. His desire for the new, however, was limited to the material world of things. In terms of attitudes – to women, to class, to non-British people – he remained resolutely traditional. We could have exciting new things, he suggests, but we shouldn’t change the way we see the world. The answer that the Beatles gave was the exact opposite. They embraced new ways of thinking, on topics such as sex, drugs, male identity and religion, because they thought the old ways were flawed and were holding us back. In the world of things, however, they often found value in the traditional, from the faux-Victoriana of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, to mystery coach tours and the childhood nostalgia of songs like ‘Penny Lane’. The subject of which aspects of the old traditions still had value is only one of the ways that Bond and the Beatles were arguing for futures that were entirely contradictory.


In the strange world of particle physics, it is normal for something brand new to pop into existence from out of nothing. It will then have an impact on the existing world, in a way that Coleridge would have understood. Physicists, however, know that when a particle appears like this, an equal and opposite particle must also appear to keep the universe in balance. If a particle like a quark was to ping into existence, for example, then an opposite particle called an anti-quark would also be created. As the James Bond film series and the music of the Beatles both popped into existence on the exact same afternoon, it is tempting to see a similar process at play. This would mean that Bond and the Beatles were, in the world of the mind, in some way opposites. Astrologers will tell you that, being born on 5 October, Beatles records and Bond films are Libra, the scales, and that they represent balance.


When Paul McCartney was asked to sum up the Beatles in the mid-1990s, he said they were about love. ‘It was all done in the name of love, and about love, and I’m very proud of that,’ he explained. From first single ‘Love Me Do’ to their posthumous final single ‘Real Love’, through songs such as ‘All You Need Is Love’, which was the soundtrack to the 1967 Summer of Love, McCartney’s assessment is hard to dispute. But while the Beatles represent love, James Bond represents death. What makes Bond different from other spies is that he has a licence to kill. From films such as Live and Let Die to A View to a Kill, Die Another Day or his most recent adventure No Time to Die, Bond is an assassin with official permission to kill anyone he wants.


According to Freudian psychologists, love and death are the two central opposing drives in the human psyche. Freud’s thoughts on these drives are complex and they evolved over his career, but Freudians now typically refer to them as Eros and Thanatos. Love or Eros was the instinct towards life, co-operation and pro-social behaviour, and the desire to open yourself up and become part of something larger. The death drive or Thanatos, in contrast, was the self-destructive pull towards aggression, cruelty and risky behaviour. Although this drive is sometimes directed internally, leading to self-harm or suicide, it is usually directed outwards as a desire to harm others. The respective pull between Eros and Thanatos, Freud believed, was one of the most fundamental struggles in the human psyche.


The Britain of 1962 was a country starting to emerge from the human trauma and financial devastation of the Second World War. The old Britain of crippling class hierarchies and global empire was on its way out, although this was perhaps more apparent to the younger generation than to their parents and grandparents. The character of the new country that would emerge was unknown. The future, as always, was up for grabs. If Freudians were correct, the competing drives towards love and death would help shape this new world. They would play out in the minds of the people as this new country appeared and be apparent in the culture that they created.


Our attraction to the Thanatos death drive is, obviously, a dangerous thing, but there are ways in which it can be channelled in order to minimise the damage it would otherwise do to society. One of the best examples of this is action cinema, which allows people to enjoy the visceral thrill of car crashes, shoot-outs and explosions without anyone actually getting hurt. Although there may be a danger that spectacle such as this desensitises us to violence, it is probably healthier to enjoy screen-based action than it is to deny that we are drawn to it in the first place. In a similar way, our desire for Eros can attract us to music, because we can lose ourselves in music and surrender ourselves to something larger. Action cinema and music, then, were the ideal mediums to express Thanatos and Eros, and it is hard to imagine more perfect cultural expressions of those drives than James Bond films or the Beatles. Given the astonishing global success they would enjoy, this must surely be the most public struggle for the soul of a culture ever. Never before had one country’s psychic laundry been washed in front of an audience of the whole planet.


There are not many outsized cultural monsters like Bond or the Beatles – or at least, not which come from Britain. Doctor Who arrived a year later and is still going strong, but it didn’t make a global impact in the way Bond and the Beatles did. Harry Potter has had similar global success, but it is still too early to say if this will sustain over time. Given how modern teenagers often mock members of the Millennial generation for their love of Harry Potter, it may well be that its audience remains focused in that one demographic group, in a similar way to how the devotees of Bob Dylan are predominantly Baby Boomers. Global hits that maintain over generations are rare things indeed.


After sixty years, Bond and the Beatles still hold dominant roles in British culture. There has been little that has come along since that has been able to compete with them, and the differing perspectives they offered on what being British means are still being processed. They are so familiar that it is easy to overlook the extent to which they operate outside of the regular way of things – if it were not for the fact that they actually happened, no one would believe a word of this.


This, then, is the story of the irrational clash of these two cultural monsters, and the impact they had on these damp but sparky Atlantic islands.





PART 1: INITIATE COUNTDOWN






1945: THERE’S NOBODY TO TALK TO WHEN IT’S RAINING



One of Ringo Starr’s earliest memories is sitting in the back of a removal van when he was about five years old. The World War that he had been born into had ended, and he and his mother were about to start life in a new home, in peacetime. They were not going far, however. The journey was about 300 yards across the Welsh Streets area of the Dingle, Liverpool. It was so short that the removal men didn’t bother putting the back flap of the van up. This meant that Ringo could sit with his legs dangling out of the back of the vehicle, as he watched the streets of his childhood pass by, aware that something significant was happening but not entirely sure what. As a child he was always watching. His mother said that when he was born, a week late, he had his eyes open and was looking around. The German bombing of Liverpool began a week after his birth.


He wasn’t called Ringo Starr then, of course. He was Richard Starkey, a first son named after his father in the established working-class tradition. His father became known as Big Richy, to differentiate the pair. His grandparents would refer to him as ‘that bloody Noddler’.


Big Richy abandoned his wife and son before the end of war, walking out of Little Richy’s life. This left his mother Elsie, despite working multiple jobs, unable to afford the rent on their small, terraced house. Her only option was to move to somewhere even smaller, and cheaper. Her next house at 10 Admiral Grove had been condemned a decade earlier, yet Elsie would live there for the next twenty years. It lacked many of the amenities we now take for granted – central heating, hot running water, a telephone, a bath. Elsie loaded up her possessions and her young son into a van and headed to her new home, only two minutes’ walk away on the opposite side of High Park Street. It is perhaps an indication of how little Ringo’s mother owned that he was able to sit in the back of the van, rather than having to walk to his new home.


To visit those streets in the Dingle now is to find them relatively unchanged. The roads have been tarmacked, of course, and the most striking difference is the presence of cars. As Ringo’s childhood friend Davy Patterson recalled, ‘The first car that came onto our street must have been when I was about twelve. The first person to own a car was a fellow called Mr Kraft, and he was a builder, so he had a van. You were lucky if you saw a taxi coming down the street.’ The excitement of seeing a rare taxi or other vehicle may explain why Ringo’s ride in the removal van remains such a powerful memory. Concrete traffic bollards now block access to Admiral Grove, and Madryn Street, where Ringo was born, has been renovated with smart new windows and doors on all the houses. The wartime craters and bombed-out houses that Richy used to play in as a child have long since gone. Yet the streets and houses that he watched from the van are still present, untroubled by the years.


If anything, it is the immaterial aspect of life in those streets that changed more radically during the following sixty years. Couples living together before marriage was considered scandalous then, and most people would expect to be married by their early twenties. Homosexuality was illegal and no one would have believed that gay marriage would occur in their lifetime. The media consumed was limited to radio, newspapers and cinema – the idea of TVs in every home was unthinkable then, let alone the internet, smartphones or social media. The Windrush had not yet arrived at Tilbury Docks with workers from Jamaica and other Caribbean countries, and Britain did not see itself as a multicultural country. Attitudes to everything from Empire and sex to single mothers and the importance of the church would be torn up and rewritten during Little Richy’s lifetime.


The war changed everything. Working men who previously had little reason or opportunity to leave their local area suddenly found themselves touring the globe, from the deserts of North Africa to the tropical heat of Southeast Asia. People from around the country were mixing in a way they had never done before. The regular ‘Tommies’ came into contact with officer-class ‘Ruperts’. Horizons were being stretched, unquestioned assumptions were crumbling, and the limitations of the pre-war system were impossible to ignore. There was no chance that people would go back to the old way of things.


Liverpool was always different to other cities in England. This difference of character was often most apparent when compared to Manchester, its industrious, Protestant near-neighbour. Liverpool sometimes seemed like an Irish city that woke one morning nestled up to Lancashire, quite unable to explain how it got there. This sense of Liverpool being a culture apart has intensified since 1989, when the population of the city effectively rejected the Sun, Rupert Murdoch’s bestselling English tabloid newspaper. This was a reaction to coverage of the Hillsborough Stadium tragedy in Sheffield, in which ninety-seven Liverpool fans lost their lives. The Sun’s front-page coverage lied repeatedly in order to blame the victims, and the paper has effectively been boycotted by the people of Liverpool ever since. The personality of the city compared to other parts of England, as a result, now offers a unique insight into the question of whether newspapers just give their readers what they want, or actively shape how they think. In 2004, Boris Johnson published an article in The Spectator which argued that the continuing boycott of Murdoch’s Sun was down to Liverpool’s ‘victim culture’. To Liverpudlian eyes, such a criticism was baffling. Surely standing up and rejecting the paper was refusing to be a victim? The wayward spiky confidence which characterises the city would be evident in the personalities of all four Beatles.


Little Richy was a sickly child who was not expected to live to adulthood. Just before his seventh birthday he was rushed to hospital with suspected appendicitis. On the operating table it was found that his appendix had burst and caused peritonitis, an infection that resulted in him being in a coma for ten weeks. His mother was told on three occasions that he would not survive the night. Even after he awoke, he slipped in and out of consciousness during the following four months. To help his stiches heal, he was advised not to move, so the most difficult aspect of those months in hospital was the utter boredom he endured. He loved cowboy stories, with the freedom and excitement they offered, and always longed for friends or brothers to play with. His mother remembered him once saying, ‘I wish I had brothers and sisters. There’s nobody to talk to when it’s raining.’


Richy eventually returned home, hopelessly behind in school but with a new nickname – Lazarus – to show for his brushes with death. When he reached the age of eleven it was thought that there was no point in entering him for the eleven-plus exam. This could have given him the opportunities of a better education, which Paul McCartney, John Lennon and George Harrison all received. At the age of thirteen, he contracted first pleurisy and then tuberculosis, those classic diseases of poverty. Had this been only a few years earlier it seems unlikely that he would have survived to adulthood, unless he had been lucky enough to receive long-term medical care from a religious or philanthropic charity. Fortunately, the National Health Service had just been established by Clement Attlee’s post-war government. Richy was able to spend an extended period in a convalescent hospital in Heswall on the Wirral, despite his mother’s financial hardship.


Richy eventually spent two whole years in hospital, killing off any hope of achieving a reasonable education. During those long, painful, boring years, however, he and his fellow patients were visited by a music teacher. There was only one thing this teacher had which Richy wanted – a drum, like the one he had previously stood and stared at in the window of his local music shop. No other instrument held any interest. And so, in the Wirral sanatorium away from school and family, he first took a drumstick, started pounding, and found the thing that he loved.


After Richy recovered and returned home, his paternal grandfather Johnny Starkey borrowed money to buy him a drum kit. He started playing with any skiffle or rock band that would have him, soon joining a promising young group then called Al Storm and the Hurricanes. No one in his family or close circle owned a car, so he had to lug his drumkit across town on buses to get to gigs. Getting home from gigs was worse, because of the risk of missing the last bus, or being attacked by gangs of Teddy Boys. Richy’s world was a violent one, and it’s hard to make a run for it when you’re carrying a full drum kit. He was beaten up a few times but he considered himself lucky, because he saw other people beaten with hammers, being stabbed, or losing an eye.


Shortly after paying off the loan for Ringo’s drums, his grandfather died. Johnny had helped to fill the void in Richy’s life that was left when his dad had walked out, and his death introduced his young grandson to grief and loss. Granny Starkey gave him Johnny’s wedding ring, which he immediately put on his finger and said he would never remove. This gave him a total of three rings on his fingers, along with one his mother gave him on his sixteenth birthday and one from his then girlfriend. Three rings on a teenage boy in the 1950s was unusual and it gave him a distinctive gimmick. It would not be long before this led to another name. Here was Ringo, the cowboy drummer.


This was not the only thing Granny Starkey gave him. When Ringo was a little boy, she had been horrified that he was left-handed. To her, it signalled that he was possessed by witches, so she attempted to save her grandson by forcing him to favour his right hand. Granny Starkey, Ringo would later claim, was ‘the voodoo queen of Liverpool’. Ringo became a drummer who played a right-handed kit but who led with his left hand, giving him a unique playing style that would become a vital part of the Beatles’ sound and success. When his granny gave him his granddad’s wedding ring, she gave him what we would now call his brand. When she forbade him from being left-handed, she gave him his uniqueness. Powerful voodoo indeed.


Thanks to his hound-dog eyes and hapless everyman persona, it used to be the case that Ringo’s talent as a drummer was the butt of jokes. A popular joke in the 1980s was, ‘Is Ringo the best drummer in the world? He isn’t even the best drummer in the Beatles!’ Anti-Ringo jokes like this now mark people out as being of a certain age. For musicians and younger fans, listening in particular to his drumming in the period between ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’ in 1966 and John Lennon’s Plastic Ono Band album in 1970, such jokes are baffling. Ringo’s playing, clearly, is amazing. His skill comes from an almost egoless approach, in which the drummer is there to serve the song, never to overpower it. He had a knack of coming up with completely unexpected but entirely perfect drum parts, which hugely elevated songs like ‘Come Together’ or ‘Rain’. In the words of ex-Nirvana drummer and Foo Fighters frontman Dave Grohl, ‘Ringo was the king of feel.’ According to Elvis Presley’s legendary drummer D.J. Fontana, Ringo ‘had the greatest conception of tempo I’ve ever heard in my life’. In 2011, Rolling Stone magazine voted him the fifth greatest drummer of all time. The jokes of the late twentieth century are a reminder that there was a lot of resistance to acknowledging talent which came from areas like the Dingle.


Looking back, Ringo’s childhood can seem almost Dickensian – a harsh tale of poverty, violence, ill health and paternal abandonment, set in years of post-war austerity, during which he longed for brothers and friends more than material possessions. He came from nothing, and nothing was expected for him. No one could ever have imagined the wealth and success that was in store for that ‘bloody Noddler’. Of course, no one could have imagined what the future had in store for the country, either, or how the coming changes in the culture would impact on this one, sickly, Liverpudlian boy.


It was time to leave Dickensian sagas behind. A new story was about to be written.





1952: ALL OF HIS OWN DARKNESS



After five years of procrastination, Ian Fleming sat down at the typewriter.


He began to write not for the joy of creating, but as a way to avoid reality. He was forty-three years old and troubled by thoughts of the future. At the typewriter, he could escape reality and dream about the person he would rather be.


On the surface, Fleming’s life looked idyllic. It was 1952, and he was wintering in Goldeneye, a simple one-storey house near Oracabessa on the north shore of Jamaica. He had had this house built after the end of the Second World War, with the intention of using it as a winter writing retreat. It was quite an ugly, sparse building, to the eyes of those used to beauty and luxury, and it lacked basic amenities like cupboards, hot water and even glass in the windows. It did include a separate garage which served as staff quarters, however; although he saw it as a rough, rugged, masculine retreat, Fleming still wanted servants.


Outside Goldeneye, the views and the weather were as close to paradise as you will find on this earth. So too was the act of walking through the rough garden and taking the steps down to the beach, entering the warm clear water and snorkelling among the coral of the Caribbean. Fleming left London and came to stay at Goldeneye for three months every winter. His life, clearly, was markedly different to that of his fellow Englishmen who were born in the Dingle. It was not hard to see why it took him five years to start his novel.


Fleming was depressed and drinking heavily. He was also about to get married. His fiancée, Ann, was the love of his life and pregnant with his child, but this didn’t mean that he wanted to be married to her. He began writing, he later admitted, to take his mind off the ‘hideous spectre of matrimony’. A committed relationship requires a level of emotional maturity which he did not possess. Mutual friends suspected from the start that the marriage would be a disaster. As the playwright Noël Coward noted in his diary, ‘I have doubts about their happiness if [Ann] and Ian were to be married.’


When the pair first began their affair, Ann was married to an aristocrat and had the title Lady O’Neill. After Lord O’Neill was killed in action in the Second World War, she considered continuing her relationship with Ian, but decided against it. Instead she married Viscount Rothermere, the owner of the Daily Mail. In Ann’s opinion, Rothermere’s title and wealth made him a more attractive husband. The marriage was not a fulfilling one, however, so Ann and Ian resumed their affair. Their physical relationship was a BDSM one, in which Ian inflicted pain on Ann. As she wrote to him after a liaison in Dublin in 1947, ‘I loved cooking for you and sleeping beside you and being whipped by you and I don’t think I have ever loved like this before […] I love being hurt by you and kissed afterwards.’ In a letter Ian wrote to Ann during the war, which was sold by Sothebys in 2009, he told her that ‘I love whipping you & squeezing you & pulling your black hair, and then we are happy together & stick pins into each other & like each other & don’t behave too grownup & don’t pretend much.’


Although Ann and Ian’s stormy relationship was an open secret in the social circles they moved in, Ann and Viscount Rothermere didn’t divorce until after she fell pregnant with Ian’s child. This left the pair finally free to marry. As Ian wrote in a letter to Ann’s brother ahead of their wedding, ‘We are of course totally unsuited … I’m a non-communicator, a symmetrist, of a bilious and melancholic temperament … Ann is a sanguine anarchist/traditionalist. So china will fly and there will be rage and tears. But I think we will survive as there is no bitterness in either of us and we are both optimists – and I shall never hurt her except with a slipper.’


Most of Fleming’s biographers link his fear of marriage with his lack of healthy emotional relationships in his formative years. His grandfather was Robert Fleming, who developed the concept of investment trusts and who founded the merchant bank Robert Fleming & Co. Robert Fleming has been called ‘one of the pioneers of investment capitalism’; he made his family extremely wealthy. Robert’s son and Ian’s father was Valentine, a Conservative Member of Parliament who was killed in action at the Battle of the Somme in the First World War. His obituary in The Times was written by his friend Winston Churchill.


Ian was only nine when Valentine died. He was brought up to see his father as the epitome of male virtue – brave, successful in worldly affairs, incredibly rich, and entirely absent. As paternal figures go, Valentine was impossible to live up to. Fleming and his siblings used to end their nightly prayers with the words, ‘and please, dear God, help me grow up to be more like Mokie’ – their nickname for their late father, a child’s variation on ‘smokey’, because of Valentine’s love of pipe smoking. The family nickname for Fleming’s mother Eve, curiously, was ‘M’.


Eve was less admired than her late husband. She was beautiful but could be domineering and was, according to her granddaughter, ‘a quite frightening woman’. She was aware that young Ian was sensitive, but she liked to humiliate him in public regardless. A cruel clause in her husband’s will meant that she would be cut off from his family’s wealth if she ever remarried, so Eve chose wealth over love and remained single for the rest of her life. When she later became pregnant by the painter Augustus John, she went away for the rest of the year and returned with a baby she claimed was adopted. Later, when Ian was in his early twenties, he became engaged to an Austrian girl he had fallen in love with, who Eve didn’t approve of. His mother made him an ultimatum: either Ian split from his fiancée or she would cut him off from the family money. Ian also chose wealth over love and ended his engagement. Had he made a different choice, like the brigadier’s daughter Jeanette, his life may have been very different.


Ian was sent away to a series of elite boarding schools. His first, Durnford, was described by Fleming’s friend and biographer Andrew Lycett as ‘a harsh and often cruel establishment […] If it existed today, it would certainly be closed down.’ Durnford led to Eton, where his housemaster was bluntly described, in Tim Card’s official history of Eton, as a sadist. Interviewed for a 2006 documentary, his friend Tina Beal recalled how at Eton, Fleming ‘was scheduled to be beaten and he was going to run in a cross-country race, so he applied to be beaten early so that he would be in time to run in this race’. At Eton, it was the tradition that boys were beaten at noon. ‘They beat him so savagely that blood came through his trousers and he ran the race with blood coming through his pants,’ Beal continued. ‘He finished second!’ As Lycett described the incident, Fleming ran the steeplechase with ‘his shanks and running shorts stained with his own gore’.


To modern eyes, the delight and amusement with which Beal recounts this story is disturbing. Beating children was then accepted as normal. There was little awareness that such trauma could leave lifelong psychological scars. As his friend Robert Harling has argued, it was Fleming’s time in English boarding schools that forged his ‘imprisonment of emotions’. As Harling observed, ‘the English upper crust wants and needs affection as deeply as any other crust, but impulses towards this important emotional release are frequently stifled for them […] the boys grow up, professing to hate what they so need.’


Faced with an imminent wedding and a pregnant fiancée, with all the responsibility, commitment and emotional understanding that this entailed, Fleming struggled with his innate desire to escape. It was this that finally pushed him into sitting down at his typewriter and starting his long-threatened novel. He would create a hero who was an avatar of himself, with the same tastes, background, opinions and prejudices, but with none of the troubles that weighed so heavily on him – an unashamedly unemotional masculine fantasy. Fleming could then set that avatar free to live the life he fantasised about, but could not have himself. He stole the name of the author of Birds of the West Indies, a book he had on his desk, and called the hero of this novel James Bond.


Fleming was growing into middle age at the time, and he had a long list of complaints about both himself and the direction that the world was going. In the real world these were things that he had no control over, and they made him feel weak and insignificant. In the world of the imagination, however, they were things that he could change, or simply deny, whichever he preferred. There was no end, he would discover, to the liberation found in fiction.


The first of these complaints was his health, which had already started to deteriorate. Suffering from chest pains, Fleming had been advised to cut back on alcohol and cigarettes. The problem was that he didn’t want to. Like a spoiled child, Fleming clung to the idea that he should be able to live as unhealthily as he liked while still remaining virile and energetic. His James Bond avatar, then, would be younger, smoke as much as he wanted, and drink like a fish. Research published in the Christmas 2013 edition of the British Medical Journal reported that, across all of Fleming’s novels, Bond drinks an average of ninety-two units of alcohol a week, significantly more than the recommended fourteen. In Casino Royale, Fleming refers to Bond smoking his ‘seventieth cigarette of the day’. Even in fiction, this takes a toll. In the novel Thunderball, Bond’s blood pressure is revealed to be a frightening 160/90.


The issue of Fleming’s coming marriage was obviously another concern. Fleming wanted to sleep with glamorous, exciting women, and he wanted them to fall for him in the same way they used to when he was younger. Then he just wanted them to disappear afterwards, and not talk about marriage. Fleming had previously had a girlfriend who was killed during the war. This was a tragedy, but to Fleming it was also a neat solution. The idea that women would die after falling into bed with Bond entered the novels. It quickly became a recurring pattern in the secret agent’s relationships.


Then there was the issue of his war record. Fleming had been in Naval Intelligence and had held the mid-ranking title of commander. He was proud of this title and insisted that his Jamaican servants called him by it. The war had taken him twice around the world and there is no question that he had served his country with honour, but the reality of his service embarrassed him. He had been the personal assistant to the Director of Naval Intelligence, a cushy desk job he had been handed through family contacts, and he had never seen action or been exposed to any danger. He was the man who sent other men into battle while he lived a secure and comfortable life a long way from the front. He was referred to as a ‘chocolate sailor’, a nickname that defined him as not a ‘real’ member of the navy. Bond, in contrast, would also be a commander in Naval Intelligence, but he would lead from the front, fighting the enemy face to face like Fleming’s father had. Bond would refer to himself as ‘strictly a chocolate sailor’ on board an American submarine in the novel Thunderball, but he did so in a charmingly self-deprecating way. There were no question marks about Bond’s bravery.


Another issue was Britain and its standing in the world. Fleming’s education and upbringing had taught him to unquestioningly believe in British exceptionalism – that Britain was automatically ‘better’ than other places, and that the British Empire had been a force for good. Like many, he saw the world as it had been during his childhood as right and proper, and any changes that occurred later as terrible mistakes. The thought that the British Empire was ending, unloved and unwanted, was too horrible to contemplate. He remained in denial for as long as he could. Like many of his class, he never really understood why Winston Churchill was defeated in the 1945 general election. Fleming was firmly against the post-war welfare state and the creation of the NHS which saved Ringo’s life.


In Fleming’s eyes, Jamaica was one of the last places on earth that preserved all that he admired about the Empire. Here a British gentleman could enjoy an exotic but civilised life, where the climate was agreeable and the servants weren’t too rebellious. It was a place where he could fool himself that the sun would never set on the British Empire. This image of Jamaica was delusional, of course. It was certainly not shared by the Jamaican people themselves. Ending ties with Britain dominated local politics and within a decade, Jamaica gained its independence.


A key moment in the end of the British Empire was the Suez Crisis of 1956. This was a moment of clarity for those who still saw Britain as a global power. As the Deputy Cabinet Secretary Burke Trend explained, Suez was ‘the psychological watershed, the moment when it became apparent that Britain was no longer capable of being a great imperial power’. In the aftermath of this ill-fated attack on Egypt, Prime Minister Anthony Eden fell ill. He decided that a holiday in Jamaica would help him recover, and he chose to recuperate at Fleming’s Goldeneye. His Conservative Party colleagues plotted against him in his absence, and he was removed from office three weeks after his return. Goldeneye, the house where James Bond was born, was the last refuge for those still in denial about Britain’s place in the world.


An unquestioning belief in Britain was vital to the character of Bond. It was the source of another thing that Fleming desired, which was an ethical and moral excuse to be above the law and to do whatever he wanted. Bond famously has a licence to kill, which raises the question of who has the right to grant someone permission to murder. The answer, as Fleming and Bond saw it, was the British crown. Bond’s enemies also killed and destroyed, of course, but they did so without the correct paperwork and authority. This made them bad. His licence to kill and the freedom it offered has proved to be a major part of James Bond’s appeal.


Last but certainly not least, Fleming gave Bond absolute mastery of the physical world. He was a skilled pilot, marksman, driver, gambler, skier, linguist, bomb disposal expert, diver, lover, or any other skill that the plot demanded. He knew exactly what food, drinks, clothes or cars were the best available. More importantly, he would always triumph. He could suffer, but whatever scheme or plot he attempted, no matter how implausible, would always succeed. This was aspirational fantasy at its most alluring. Wherever he went and whatever he did, the material world bowed in his presence, subservient to its master. The spiritual or immaterial world, on the other hand, was almost entirely ignored.


Fleming’s first novel, in which the character of James Bond was born, was Casino Royale. It is a brutal, cold and sadistic book that sets the tone of the Bond universe. It was initially published on 13 April 1953, about six weeks before the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II, making the arrival of Bond the harbinger of the second Elizabethan Age. The book’s villain is Le Chiffre, the paymaster of a trade union secretly controlled by the Soviet counterespionage agency SMERSH. Like almost all of Fleming’s villains, Le Chiffre is dual heritage, in this instance a mixture of ‘Mediterranean with Prussian or Polish strains’. Purity of race is often an indicator of who is good and who is bad in Fleming’s books.


Bond’s mission is not regular espionage. Instead, he must bankrupt Le Chiffre by beating him at cards. This would force him to defect to British Intelligence in order to seek protection from SMERSH. If a thriller contains a card game, Fleming understood, then the stakes needed to be high. He later claimed that the inspiration for the plot came from a trip to Portugal during the war, in which he had attempted to bankrupt a leading Nazi at baccarat. This did not go well, Fleming claimed, and he was beaten and financially wiped out. His avatar Bond, on the other hand, was certain to win the game. On that trip to Portugal, Fleming was accompanying the Director of Naval Intelligence, Vice-Admiral Godfrey. Godfrey’s recollection of the trip was that Fleming had only played against Portuguese businessmen, but that he had fantasised about playing against German agents.


Before the game, Bond is told that another agent will be present to support him – a female agent. He does not take this news well: ‘What the hell do they want to send me a woman for?’ As he saw it, ‘Women were for recreation. On a job, they got in the way and fogged things up with sex and hurt feelings and all the emotional baggage they carried around.’ The dialogue Fleming gives to Bond to express his feelings about working with a woman is typically disturbing: ‘ “Bitch,” said Bond.’


From the perspective of the twenty-first century, the misogyny displayed by both Fleming and Bond in Casino Royale is quite a sight to behold. Bond complains about ‘These blithering women who thought they could do a man’s work. Why the hell couldn’t they stay at home and mind their pots and pans and stick to their frocks and gossip and leave men’s work to the men.’ After Bond meets the agent sent to assist him, Vesper Lynd, he decides that he does want to sleep with her, but only after the job is done. Sex with Vesper would be ‘excitingly sensual’, he decides, because it would have ‘the sweet tang of rape’. That was a sentence which Fleming thought reasonable to type, and a publisher thought fine to publish. The 1950s were a very different time. Here were the ‘traditional’ attitudes that Fleming thought needed to be maintained in the new, technological future.


For those familiar with the character of Bond from the films, encountering him in the books can be difficult. The films spare you from the interiority of Bond, and the coldness and cruelty of his thoughts are largely missing from the on-screen action. Once you encounter them in print it is hard to see Bond in the same light again.


Casual violence against women had been a common theme in Fleming’s creative writing throughout his life. As a student in Austria, for example, he wrote stories about the villainous Count Max von Lamberg, and included graphic details of the elaborate tortures the Count devised. Consider this limerick he wrote around the time:


There once was a girl called Asoka,
Who played three young fellows at poker.
Having won all their money,
She thought it so funny,
They calmly decided to choke her.


Casino Royale is not really a spy story, for all that its main character is employed by British Intelligence. Although Bond’s prime motivation is to defeat Russian Intelligence, the plot has little in the way of actual espionage or intrigue. Bond defeats Le Chiffre at baccarat through skill and luck rather than spycraft. This is to be expected, of course, due to Bond’s aforementioned mastery of the physical world. Instead, Casino Royale slowly reveals itself to be structured as a love story, albeit a deeply dark and disturbing one.


In the second act Le Chiffre gets his revenge. Bond and Vesper are kidnapped, and Bond is subjected to a lengthy sequence of genital torture. Here we perhaps glimpse Fleming’s burgeoning love for his alter ego, given his habit of demonstrating desire by inflicting pain. According to Fleming’s biographer Henry Chancellor, Le Chiffre is physically modelled on the English occultist Aleister Crowley, so that ‘when Le Chiffre goes to work on Bond’s testicles with a carpet-beater and a carving knife, the sinister figure of Aleister Crowley is there lurking in the background’.


Fortunately for what remains of Bond’s testicles, Russian SMERSH agents arrive. They kill Le Chiffre and foolishly set Bond free – an act they will come to regret in later books. Now we enter the third act, in which Bond decides he is in love with Vesper. It is this lengthy final section of the book that structurally makes it a love story, albeit a highly disturbing one. Vesper nurses Bond while they wait to see if his genitals heal (spoiler: all is well). Bond asks Vesper to marry him. Unfortunately, Vesper notices a sinister figure from her earlier life as a double agent and commits suicide. Bond reacts to this as well as can be expected. ‘The bitch is dead now,’ he says, and the book ends.


Vesper Lynd becomes the first woman to sleep with Bond and then die. The template for his future relationships has been set. You can see why Ann was not keen on Fleming’s novels, which she used to dismiss as his ‘horror comics’. Fleming offered to dedicate Casino Royale to her, but she told him not to.


In the novel, Fleming gave Vesper a piece of philosophical dialogue which was a clear statement of his own worldview. ‘People are islands,’ Vesper says. ‘They don’t really touch. However close they are, they’re really quite separate. Even if they’ve been married for fifty years.’ Here Fleming is explicitly denying the seventeenth-century Christian poet John Donne, who wrote that ‘No man is an island’. All islands are connected under the water, as Donne knew, but Fleming and the Bond novels are only concerned with the surface.


This then was the character of James Bond, an avatar sculpted from his creator’s history and desires. Bond was the escapist fantasy of a privileged but damaged soul, but one sketched so vividly, honestly and unashamedly that he outlived his creator and went on to forge a globally successful life of his own. Bond was escapism and aspiration in human form, but as icons go he was a dark one. Here Bond differs from other British folk heroes, such as King Arthur, Robin Hood or Sherlock Holmes. Inside, he is damaged and rotten to the core. He only does good because it is his job, and if you took away that job, the character would collapse. His creator’s wounds were so integral to the character that any attempt to try and fix or redeem him could break the spell.


And yet Fleming had also created a character who was, from certain angles, undeniably attractive. Fleming was ultimately a good thriller writer, and his journalist’s eye for detail helped make the exotic locations of his books feel real and believable. The world of conspicuous consumption and international travel was still an unattainable dream for most readers in austerity Britain, but Fleming dangled the promise of it, tantalisingly just out of reach. In this vivid world is placed the character of James Bond himself – Fleming’s greatest achievement. Almost from the beginning, this damaged antihero seemed to have the ability to step out of the page and into people’s minds, where he came alive and lived outside the books. Many novelists spend their entire careers trying to create characters who can do this.


Here it might be helpful to compare Fleming’s creation with the character of Jinx, from the 2002 Bond movie Die Another Day. Jinx is a Black, female, American version of Bond, who was every bit as skilled, brave and heroic as he was. She too is hard-drinking, sexually promiscuous and has absolute mastery of the material world. Like Bond, she would make heartless puns after killing enemies, to show how little emotion she felt. Even better, she was played by the talented, charismatic and strikingly beautiful Halle Berry, who had just won the Best Actress Oscar for her performance in Monster’s Ball. In December 2002 it was announced that Jinx would star in her own spin-off movie, which was scripted and allocated a budget of $80–90m.


On paper, Jinx was every inch the escapist fantasy that Bond was. And yet, after the spin-off film was announced, it became apparent that nobody was really interested. The project was quietly shelved. Jinx may have ticked all the boxes that Bond did on paper, but she never felt like anything more than another two-dimensional cartoon. The same goes for the great majority of the Bond clones who have arrived regularly in cinemas since the mid-sixties, before disappearing due to dwindling interest. At one point it seemed that every European country was trying to create their own Bond, but few of these super-spies are remembered now.


The character of 007 was born from the cauldron of Fleming’s damaged psyche, and his psychological wounds brought the character to life in a way that Jinx and the other Bond clones never achieved. The creation of Bond was, ultimately, a mid-life crisis put to good use. Fleming thought he was creating a hero, but through the strange alchemy of the novelist’s craft he unconsciously poured all of his own darkness into his avatar. This was partly because of the speed at which he wrote, and because his books didn’t always receive as much editing as perhaps they should have. The novel Thunderball, to give one example, includes the sentence, ‘It was a room-shaped room with furniture-shaped furniture.’ In these circumstances, Fleming’s ideas and opinions slipped unfiltered into Bond. Like Dr Frankenstein, Fleming believed that he was creating something good. As Frankenstein reasoned, surely there was no higher goal than creating life? This thought blinded him to the macabre nature of the limbs he stitched together, or the horror of the monster he was building.


Fleming’s brutally honest writing revealed an uncomfortable truth, which was that the dark side and the light side of Fleming’s idealised masculinity appeared to be intractably linked, and perhaps inseparable. To be brave and protect others in this dangerous world was noble, but to do so required emotional numbness and the cruelty needed to kill. This emotional numbness then prevented Bond from ever having a long-lasting loving relationship. Vesper Lynd had to die, in other words, because Bond would not be able make the sacrifices needed to protect the world if he found happiness. The alternative was to make Bond asexual, but that was clearly no fun. The idea that the women who Bond touches die, by this logic, became an unavoidable aspect of the character.


From this perspective, Bond was an honest, fully realised depiction of the masculine paradox. All the other knights in shining armour, in contrast, were little more than two-dimensional sketches. It was this mix of good and bad, and the uncensored honesty of the character’s depiction, which elevated him above so many other fictional heroes. It was this that granted Bond those mysterious qualities which enabled him to escape the racks of paperback thrillers and become a global icon.


Fleming seems to have been only dimly aware of how emotionally damaged he was, or how much of his dark side he was pouring into his creation. Jungian psychologists refer to psychological blind spots like this as our ‘shadow’. They argue that we should work to understand and accept our dark shadow, rather than deny or destroy it. The aim is to bring it into the light of awareness, because to ignore or hide from our darkness only makes it stronger. Aptly for Bond, William Blake referred to the same concept as our ‘Spectre’.


Over the decades that followed, the character of James Bond would slowly – sometimes almost imperceptibly – become aware of its own darkness. This process would not be quick, because a cultural concept as deeply ingrained as masculinity is not an easy thing to change. To the progressively minded, of course, Bond is always behind the curve. He is misogynistic and imperialistic now, just as he was in the 1950s or the 1970s. Being always wrong, the progressive argument goes, he is beyond saving. In a similar way, to the conservative or reactionary minded, the changes in Bond that would follow were always too much, too soon, and must inevitably lead to the loss of all that is good. The territory between these two positions is messy and it is not ideologically pure – but it is the terrain where change actually happens.


From the moment James Bond appeared out of Fleming’s typewriter, he embarked on a long, slow quest to face down his Spectre.





1956: I WOULD HAVE LIKED TO HAVE SEEN THE BOYS GROWING UP



Paul McCartney was born in 1942, in the dark middle years of the Second World War. He grew up, with his younger brother Mike, in a council house in Allerton, Liverpool. His mother Mary was a hard-working midwife and the principal breadwinner of the family. In later life he retained a crystal-clear memory of her going out to work one night. ‘The streets were thick with snow, it was about three in the morning, and she got up and went out on her bike with the little brown wicker basket on the front, into the dark, just with her little light, in her navy-blue uniform and hat, cycling off down the estate to deliver a baby somewhere.’


Mary McCartney died on Hallowe’en 1956, following complications arising from surgery for breast cancer. Paul was fourteen at the time. The severity of his mother’s illness had been kept from him and his brother, and they had been sent to stay with their uncle. They did see her one last time in hospital, however. ‘We didn’t really know what was happening. We were shielded from it all by our aunties and our dad and everything,’ Paul recalled. ‘I remember one horrible day me and my brother going to the hospital. They must have known she was dying. It turned out to be our last visit and it was terrible because there was blood on the sheets somewhere, and seeing that, and your mother, it was like “Holy cow!”.’ One of the last things she said was, ‘I would have liked to have seen the boys growing up.’


When the boys were informed that she had died, Paul’s im-mediate response was, ‘What are we going to do without her money?’ Throughout his life, Paul has repeatedly been criticised for how he has reacted to the news of the death of loved ones. Approached by a reporter in the street on the day of John Lennon’s murder, for example, he was only able to mumble, ‘Drag, isn’t it?’ This response struck many grieving Beatle fans as insensitive and inadequate, but with hindsight it is clear that he was still in shock. Asked about it two years later, he attempted to explain. ‘How did I feel? I can’t remember. I can’t express it. I can’t believe it. It was crazy. It was anger. It was fear. It was madness. It was the world coming to an end. And it was, “Will it happen to me next?” I just felt everything. I still can’t put into words. Shocking. And I ended up saying, “It’s a drag,” and that doesn’t really sum it up.’


Paul’s initially emotionless reaction to the news of his mother’s death was the product of many factors. He had had no warning that she was about to die and did not know at the time she had been suffering with cancer, so he’d had no time to process the situation. He had no prior experience of death or grief on this scale. He was also a fourteen-year-old boy, and fourteen-year-old boys are not known for their emotional sophistication. Yet his reaction does illustrate one way in which his personality differed from that of John Lennon.


McCartney’s emotions were not always on the surface, but that doesn’t mean they don’t exist. They are buried within layers of his psyche and may be filtered through other, more rational parts of his personality before they emerge. McCartney’s ability to keep his emotions in check and act more rationally sometimes struck people as cunning or manipulative – even when he was making decisions which, with hindsight, were good ones. It was a trait that would cause friction between the Beatles in the later years.


It should be noted, of course, that his reaction was a valid one. It is easy to criticise if you have not lost a parent as a child and are in a more financially secure position than the post-war Liverpudlian working class. The question of what they were going to do for money when the wage-earning parent suddenly died was a very real one, and it is a luxury to pretend otherwise.


A child who loses a parent is marked out as different. Grief and loss are typically seen as adult emotions, which should play no part in a happy, carefree childhood. A bereaved child, then, has aspects of both childhood and adulthood mixed together in their perspective on the world. They understand very early that death is real, and that they too will one day die. A child who has lost one parent is also acutely aware that they are halfway to becoming an orphan, and they view themselves and their world accordingly. This sense of being different can put the child on unexpected paths through life. In the prehistoric nomadic tribes of northern Europe, it was not unusual for a child who had lost a parent to become a shaman – a healer who looks after a tribe by interacting with the spirit world. As Rogan Taylor notes in The Death and Resurrection Show, his exploration of the links between ancient shamanism and modern showbiz, ‘amongst the psychological disturbances frequently associated with a young shaman-to-be, the experience of partial or total orphanhood seems to be quite common’.


The Jamaican historian Lucille Iremonger has noted that 67 per cent of British prime ministers, from the start of the nineteenth century to the start of the Second World War, lost a parent as a child. Twelve US Presidents lost their fathers, including George Washington, Thomas Jefferson and Barack Obama. The list of famous people who lost a parent or were adopted as a child is incredibly long, and includes such notables as Madonna, Bono, Barbra Streisand, P. Diddy, Steve Jobs, 50 Cent, Larry Ellison and Malcolm X. The Canadian writer Malcom Gladwell has coined the term ‘eminent orphans’ to describe the phenomenon in which people who lose a parent in childhood are overly represented among high-achieving adults. Of course, the loss of a parent does not automatically mean that a successful life will follow. Prisons are full of people who grew up without both parents.


In the world of myth, folklore and fiction, heroes who lost one or both parents as a child are common. They include Snow White, Harry Potter, Superman, Cinderella, Luke Skywalker, Simba in The Lion King, Hansel and Gretel, Batman, Spider-Man and, of course, James Bond. The theme is so prevalent in the James Bond universe that, in 2021’s No Time to Die, both the arch villain Safin and Bond’s love interest Madeleine Swann lost parents at a young age. In one scene, they discuss the impact that this had on them. ‘It’s difficult to lose a parent. Especially at a young age,’ Swann tells Safin. ‘Death has a particular effect on children, doesn’t it?’ he replies. When questioned about the effect that it had on him, he replies simply, ‘Profound.’ In the film, Swann’s mother was killed by Safin, because her father killed Safin’s parents for Blofeld, who killed his own father, who was also Bond’s father-figure. The story then ends with Swann’s young daughter losing her father. This is a film that doubles down on its theme to an almost obsessive degree.


In the Beatles story, it is striking that the only major characters to have been raised by both parents are George Harrison and George Martin. Of the early Beatles, Pete Best’s father was killed in the war and Stu Sutcliffe’s father was away at sea during his early years. Manager Brian Epstein was largely raised by nannies, and their later manager Allen Klein’s mother died of cancer when he was two. His father, unable to cope, placed Klein and two of his three older sisters in an orphanage. Yoko Ono’s mother was distant and Yoko didn’t meet her father until she was two and a half years old. Like Epstein, she was largely raised by nannies. Billy Preston was raised without a father and Linda McCartney’s mother was killed in a plane crash when Linda was a teenager. As the American psychologist Arthur Janov has observed, ‘With the actors and rock stars that I’ve seen, they’ve almost all been rejected in childhood. Most of them are very deprived as children. We all [have a need for love and acceptance] and it never goes away. It gets transformed, but it never goes away.’


In later years, when Ringo Starr underwent therapy for his alcohol problems, he came to recognise the anger caused by his father abandoning the family. During his childhood, however, he simply accepted the situation. ‘I felt really angry later on,’ he said, ‘going through therapy in rehab, when I came to look at myself and get to know my feelings, instead of blocking them all out. For me, I felt I’d dealt with it when I was little. I didn’t understand that really I had been blocking my anger out. You get on with it; that’s how we were brought up.’


Like Paul McCartney, Ringo still had the support of a loving family around him, albeit a smaller one. The death of Mary McCartney was a tragedy, but there was no blame involved. It produced the understanding, years too early, that life can be unfair and painful. Ringo being abandoned by his father was equally straightforward. His father didn’t want him in his life and that was that. It is tempting to see Ringo’s later persona of the runt of the band, with his hound-dog eyes and put-upon demeanour, as a reaction to this. For John Lennon however, as for Ian Fleming, their childhood loss was more complicated to process.


John Lennon’s parents split when he was four years old, although his merchant seaman father had been mostly absent before this. His mother Julia then had a second child out of marriage, a girl called Victoria, who was given up for adoption. Later, Julia would move in with a man called Bobby Dykins, with whom she had two daughters. This was despite never being able to legally divorce John’s father Alf, whose whereabouts were frequently unknown. In the eyes of John’s uptight and proper Aunt Mimi, this made her sister an unfit mother. Mimi contacted Liverpool social services about the situation. Shortly afterwards it was decided that John would live with his Aunt Mimi, who was otherwise childless, rather than with his mother.


The idea that Julia was an unfit mother is a hard one to square with the account of her from Julia Baird, John’s younger half-sister from his mother’s relationship with Dykins. Baird describes her mother as a wonderful parent and concludes, ‘My mother was a beautiful, vibrant and loving woman. And she was wronged.’ Julia Lennon’s friend and neighbour Hannah Starkey – no relation to Ringo – has spoken about Julia’s distress at having her son taken from her, and how she came to her crying, ‘They’ve taken my son from me. They won’t let me have him. We’ve got to get him back.’


It is true that Julia had problems and needed more support, especially after the adoption of her second child, but ultimately John was taken from Julia not because she had an absence of love, but because she had an absence of respectability. Mimi was operating under the same class-based awareness of respectability that considered the relationship between a brigadier’s daughter and a brickie’s mate to be worthy of the front page. As Mimi saw it, she was doing what she thought was best for John. Many a wound is well intentioned.


A common family story about Lennon’s childhood was that John was taken to Blackpool when he was only six years old and asked who he wanted to live with, his father or his mother. Beatle historians are nowadays suspicious of this story, but the sense that it suggests of him being an unwanted problem rather than a loved child does fit with Lennon’s view of himself. As he later said, ‘The worst pain is that of not being wanted, of realising your parents do not need you in the way that you need them. When I was a child I experienced moments of not wanting to see the ugliness, not wanting to see not being wanted. The lack of love went into my eyes and into my mind. I was never really wanted. The only reason I am a star is because of my repression. Nothing would have driven me through all that if I was “normal”.’


John’s experience of being sent away, and the impact that this had on his adult life, is similar in many ways to what Ian Fleming experienced when he was sent away by his parents to boarding school. In both cases, the child trying to understand why they have been sent away from their parents is told that it’s for their own good. They then must deal with the cognitive dissonance that this creates.


Psychologists now refer to the cluster of emotional problems and unhealthy behaviours that are common among children sent away by their parents as Boarding School Syndrome. Difficulties with attachment and trust in adult life are common, along with an inability to ever feel at home, especially if the child was sent to a place which not only lacked love, but which offered bullying and cruelty. The study of Boarding School Syndrome recognises that what is often dismissed as homesickness in children who have been sent away is often far more serious, and that it should be thought of as closer to a form of undiagnosed bereavement.


In 2021, the author Louis de Bernières wrote a painful account of his time at boarding school for the Sunday Times entitled ‘Aged 8, I was sent to hell’. The editors were shocked by the number of letters from readers – nearly a thousand – that followed its publication, with the majority telling of their own experiences in similar schools. These letters detailed rape and other forms of abuse at around five hundred schools over a period from the 1930s to the twenty-first century. After analysing these accounts, they reported that 54 per cent described physical abuse, 27 per cent mentioned sexual abuse and 18 per cent concerned emotional abuse. In contrast, 19 per cent of the letters told of a positive experience at boarding school, and there are many who were sent to a British boarding school who insist that it did them no harm. They often make a point of sending their children to the same schools, as if to prove the point.


When John Lennon was in his early teens, he learned from his cousin Stanley that his absent mother actually lived near to him. Bravely, he went round and knocked on her door. The reunion went well, and his mother once again became part of his life. Julia was fun and acted more like a friend than a mother. Where Mimi refused to have a record player in the house, Julia taught John how to play the banjo and bought him his first guitar. It seemed that the growing relationship between John and his mother, and her new family, was starting to heal his childhood wounds – even if John was still unable to explain to people at school why he lived with his aunt, rather than his mother.


In July 1958 Julia left Mimi’s house on a summer’s evening and was headed for the bus stop when she was hit by a car. She was killed instantly. The driver was a police constable who had not passed his test. He was acquitted of all charges but given a short suspension from duty. John, naturally, was devastated. There were no McCartney-esque rational comments about practical matters when Lennon was told the news. Instead, he wept. He could not bring himself to look at her body when he was taken to the hospital, and he buried his head in his aunt’s lap during the funeral. As he later told Playboy, ‘I lost her twice. Once as a five-year-old when I was moved in with my auntie. And once again at seventeen when she actually physically died […] That was a really hard time for me. It just absolutely made me very, very bitter. The underlying chip on my shoulder that I had as a youth got really big then.’


By this time, Lennon had become friends with Paul McCartney, even though McCartney was two years younger, which was a significant gap during teenage years. That Paul had also lost his mother brought the pair closer – they had been marked as different, but now they were not alone. They would both go on to write songs about their late mothers, and both named their first child after them.


When you see early film of Lennon and McCartney, it is striking how close they are, ending each other’s sentences and delighting in each other’s company. Lennon would later talk about how he felt they had a psychic connection, able to communicate without words. They referred to their relationship as being as close as brothers, but it is perhaps more accurate to describe their bond as being like a marriage. They joined their names together, after all, when they decided that all the songs they wrote would be credited to Lennon/McCartney. When the time came to end their song-writing partnership, both referred to it as a ‘divorce’.


As teenagers, the pair bonded despite the disapproval of their remaining guardian. Aunt Mimi thought that McCartney was common because he lived in a council house. She wouldn’t let him use the front door. Paul’s dad Jim McCartney thought, probably correctly, that Lennon was trouble. But as in all the best romances, parental disapproval could do nothing to break the close connection between those two grieving boys. For all the undeniable importance of George and Ringo, the relationship between Paul and John would become the engine that powered the Beatles. There is an argument to be made that this was one of the most important relationships between two men in the post-war Western world.


Beatles biographers have often treated John’s loss as more significant than Paul’s, because John always appeared more damaged. Lennon struggled with anger and issues of abandonment for the rest of his life while Paul, in contrast, was able to just get on with things. Although young Paul had experienced real grief, like Ringo he still had a loving family around him to help him process it. Lennon’s situation, in contrast, was closer to that of Ian Fleming, whose father had died after Ian had already been exiled from the family home. Fleming’s parents, of course, thought that by sending him away to boarding school they were doing the best for him. It is perhaps an important question as to what has the greater positive impact on a child’s adult life – being sent to elite schools or knowing that they are loved.


The damage caused by being sent away from their mothers was the initial wound to Lennon’s and Fleming’s sense of themselves, and how they fitted into the world. They were already damaged children when they had to process the death of their parents, so it should not be too surprising if they never managed it. There was further loss in Lennon’s early life, including Aunt Mimi’s husband George, who was the closest thing young John had to a father, and his close art-school friend Stu Sutcliffe. But it was the double-loss of his mother that all biographers see as the most significant.


Lennon and McCartney’s different reactions to their loss illustrates something that, as they grew to adulthood, became a significant difference in their personalities. Paul’s intelligence could sometimes seem cold, while John’s anger could burn bridges. As Paul described their differing personalities: ‘that was the balance between us: John was caustic and witty out of necessity and, underneath, quite a warm character when you got to know him. I was the opposite, easy-going, friendly, no necessity to be caustic or biting or acerbic but I could be tough if I needed to be.’


Of course, their differences were part of what drew them together and made their friendship so special. They had complementary personalities, and each seemed to offer what the other lacked. But in time – after their relationship was put through unheard-of pressures – what were once complementary differences would become incompatibility, and the fault line between them would give. From the very beginning, as the two teenage rock ‘n’ rollers and aspiring songwriters found and inspired each other, the seed that would bring about the end of the Beatles was already planted.





1960: A NOTORIOUS CENTRE FOR PROSTITUTION



When the fledgling Beatles were offered a residency in the clubs of Hamburg, their parents and guardians were far from happy. On the one hand this was much-needed paid work for the young band, who by then consisted of guitarists and vocalists John Lennon, Paul McCartney and George Harrison, along with Pete Best on drums and Stu Sutcliffe on bass. The St Pauli area of Hamburg was a notorious centre for prostitution, however, and its main street, Reeperbahn, was known as die sündigste Meile, or the most sinful mile. The thought of the teenaged boys leaving home to live in such a sleazy environment gave their families pause, especially given the anti-German sentiment of those post-war years.


Lennon’s Aunt Mimi had initially not wanted John to go, but he persuaded her by explaining how much more they would be paid compared to gigging in England. Paul McCartney’s dad Jim was also reluctant, but he was talked into it by the band’s booking agent, Allan Williams. On 16 August 1960 the band left Liverpool to write the first chapter in their legend.


Had the Lennon and McCartney families been readers of the Sunday Times, they may have stood their ground more firmly. A couple of weeks earlier, on 31 July 1960, the paper had included an article which was essentially a review of the area’s sex clubs. It was written by Ian Fleming.


Fleming’s article began, ‘She was a big girl with a good figure,’ before going on to describe a bout of topless mud-wrestling he very much enjoyed in a Hamburg club at two in the morning. It was written as part of a ‘Thrilling Cities’ series of articles, which were later published in a book of the same name. After describing the various striptease and sex shows he encountered, Fleming explained, ‘In Hamburg, normal heterosexual “vice” is permitted to exist in appropriate “reservations” and on condition that it remains open and light-hearted. How very different from the prudish and hypocritical manner in which we so disgracefully mismanage these things in England!’ In Fleming’s eyes, the Hamburg sex industry was a decent, cheerful, civilised affair. ‘Now all this may sound pretty devilish in cold print on a Sunday morning in England,’ he wrote, ‘but in fact, except to the exceedingly chaste, it is all good clean German fun.’ The extent to which Fleming is blind to the darker side of the scene can be occasionally glimpsed in his report, such as light-hearted remarks about how ‘the waitresses scream dramatically when they get pinched’. He then provides directions to the main area of prostitution, in which ‘girls of varying ages’ are ‘to put it bluntly, “for sale” at a price, I am reliably informed, of twenty Reichsmarks’. All of this meets Fleming’s approval. ‘I was altogether immensely impressed by Hamburg, which is now one of my favourite cities in the world,’ he wrote. Favourable references to sex work appear in many of his Bond novels.


Fleming’s editor at the Sunday Times had not been happy about this article. He did not think that it was the role of the paper to promote sex tourism. As he wrote to its author, ‘We must remember that for a great many of our readers, probably the majority, prostitution is not even a necessary evil, but something immoral and degrading. Again, striptease acts may be all right for callow youths and frustrated middle-aged men but are a vulgar and debased form of entertainment for balanced people.’ Fleming was not convinced by this argument. ‘It is clear from your letter that our views on public morals are at variance,’ he wrote back.


The fledgling Beatles encountered Hamburg not as sex tourists, but as residents. This was their home for long months of playing up to eight hours a night, fuelled by beer and speed. Their accommodation was squalid. ‘We lived backstage in the Bambi Kino [nightclub],’ McCartney recalled, ‘next to the toilets, and you could always smell them. The room had been an old storeroom, and there were just concrete walls and nothing else. No heat, no wallpaper, not a lick of paint, and two sets of bunkbeds, like little camp beds, with not many covers. We were frozen.’ If Fleming had seen this side of Hamburg, he might have been considerably less impressed.
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