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AUTHOR’S NOTE


On the afternoon of Monday, 8 December 1980, I got a call in London from Yoko Ono, wanting to know why I wasn’t in New York. ‘We thought you were coming over,’ she said. ‘The BBC has been here this weekend.’ My reply was that when, a few weeks earlier, I’d suggested going to interview her and John – although, in truth, I’d mainly wanted to talk to John – she’d put me off by saying, ‘The time isn’t right.’ I didn’t know whether that meant that her readings of the numbers weren’t good, because I knew that Yoko was into Numerology, or that there was some other reason. But now with Double Fantasy, the first John Lennon album in five years, in the shops, apparently the time was right, and Yoko was insisting I go to New York immediately. ‘The sooner the better,’ she urged.


So, I telephoned my editor at the Sunday Times, the newspaper for which I was doing some freelance writing at the time, and a ticket was booked for me on an early flight to New York the following morning. That night, as I played Double Fantasy and reread the lyrics, I was full of anticipation. I’d known John since 1967 when I’d been reporting on the Beatles as they’d filmed the Magical Mystery Tour in the west of England. After that, having been accepted into the Beatles’ coterie, I’d then watched John work at London’s Abbey Road recording studios, been with him at the Beatles’ Apple office in London and interviewed him several times at his home, Tittenhurst Park, in Berkshire, as well as accompanying him in Canada and then New York.


It was while we’d been in Canada just before Christmas in 1969 that he’d given me potentially the biggest scoop of my life as a journalist when he’d told me that he’d left the Beatles, before adding: ‘But don’t write it yet. I’ll tell you when you can.’ So, I didn’t.


Four months later when newspaper headlines around the world were screaming ‘PAUL McCARTNEY QUITS BEATLES’, he was very grumpy. ‘Why didn’t you write it when I told you in Canada?’ he demanded when I phoned him that morning.


‘You asked me not to,’ I replied.


‘You’re the journalist, Connolly, not me,’ he snapped, angry because, in his eyes, as he’d started the Beatles, when in their embryonic form they’d been called the Quarry Men, he thought he should be known as the one who had broken them up – as indeed he had.


Sometimes you just couldn’t win with John. But that was John, as changeable as the Liverpool weather.


What would he be like when I got to New York the next day, I was thinking that night in 1980 as I packed my Sony cassette player into my bag. Since his last letter to me four years earlier we hadn’t been in touch, as I’d written a couple of novels and some television plays and he’d retreated from the public gaze to, he would say, bring up his second son Sean, and become a house-husband. I’d read his recent interviews with Newsweek and Playboy in which he’d talked about enjoying domesticity, but I really couldn’t see him having done much child rearing or baked much bread, as they’d reported. Possibly he’d got flour on his hands once or twice, I thought, but what else had he been doing for the past five years? I hoped I would soon find out.


Before going to bed at around midnight, London time, I called the Lennons’ home in the Dakota building in Manhattan to let John know the time that I would be arriving in New York the next afternoon. An assistant answered, saying that John and Yoko had gone down to the studio to mix one of Yoko’s tracks; and that his instructions were to tell me to go straight to the apartment when I got in, that John was looking forward to seeing me again.


I was woken at four thirty in the morning by the phone beside the bed. In the darkness my first thought was that it must be someone calling to tell me that the cab to take me to the airport was on its way. It wasn’t. It was a journalist on the Daily Mail apologising for waking me, but he’d just been told from the Mail’s New York office that John Lennon had been shot.


For a second or two I didn’t quite follow, and he had to repeat what he’d said. Was John badly injured, I asked, when I gathered my thoughts. The man from the Daily Mail didn’t know.


Those were pre-twenty-four-hour news days, so, getting up, I went downstairs and tuned the radio in the kitchen to the BBC World Service.


The headline I was now fearing came as the 5 a.m. news headline. John Lennon was dead, murdered outside his home on New York’s West 72nd Street as he had returned with his wife, Yoko Ono, from the recording studio. He was forty.


Ten years earlier John had told me he was going to have to slow down if he didn’t want to drop dead at forty. As we’d smiled together at the thought of one day being as old as forty, he’d then asked me: ‘Have you written my obituary yet?’


I told him I hadn’t.


‘I’d love to read it when you do,’ he’d replied.


I cancelled my flight to New York that morning of 9 December 1980. I had an obituary to write.











FOREWORD


John Lennon didn’t fit into any neat classification because he never stayed the same John Lennon for very long. He was a labyrinth of contradictions. As a singer, he disliked the sound of his voice so much he would increasingly disguise it on record; as a rock and roll purist, he also came to consider himself an avant-garde artist; and, as a born leader, he would sometimes find himself being very easily led.


By the end of his life he was a bohemian multi-millionaire who still liked to romantically consider himself a working-class hero, although he had been brought up comfortably off in a roomy home in a pleasant and green suburb outside Liverpool. In truth there was never anything working class about him. Not once in his adult life did he have to do any kind of work other than that of being an entertainer or writer.


But it was in his attitude towards the Beatles that he showed his contrariness, and, perhaps, foresight, most fully. Having started and then helped build the group into the most loved musical and cultural ensemble of the twentieth century, he then merrily turned himself into the iconoclast who destroyed them. In so doing he broke hundreds of millions of hearts.


That the Beatles had to break up at all would become a debate among fans that lasted for decades, but, viewed in retrospect, it was probably the best thing that could have happened to them. By killing them at or near their peak, John was, albeit unknowingly, preserving them, freezing them in time before their music began to be received with a lessening of enthusiasm, as would inevitably have happened had they stayed together.


I was as shocked as anyone when it happened, but perhaps I shouldn’t have been. Because John had already become a master of reinvention as he cast off one persona and pulled on a new one. The bookish little boy, who enjoyed nothing more than staying in his bedroom drawing cartoons and rereading Alice In Wonderland, would turn into a thieving little devil when outside the house with his school friends. The truculent, rock-mad art student, who would become the clowning, most sharp-witted Beatle, was unrecognisable when he metamorphosed into the late Sixties psychedelic guru, who in turn gave way to the angry, anti-war crusading, feminist John Lennon of 1971. The changes would continue into the Seventies as, almost overnight, he went from being an occasional but famously out-of-control public drunk on what he would later call his eighteen-month ‘lost weekend’, to becoming a reclusive new father hiding in his New York apartment.


John Lennon was all of these people and more besides. But, most importantly, he was a clever songwriter and a pithy sloganeer who had an ear for the murmurs of his time long before they became the shouts of the multitude; and, who, with others, helped capture that time in song.


He could be whimsical, hyperbolical, cruel, untruthful, self-mocking, occasionally even violent and often impatient and unreasonable. But, never able to sidestep a joke if he could see one coming, he was also often very funny and always imaginative. Had he been born a couple of decades later he might easily have made a living as a stand-up comic. ‘Part of me would sooner have been a comedian,’ he once said. ‘I just don’t have the guts to get up and do it.’


He wasn’t always very nice, and could be unreasonable and difficult to live with, as his first wife, Cynthia, his second, Yoko Ono, and his mistress May Pang would have agreed. But, jealous and generous in equal measure, he was both well-mannered and sharp-tongued. In truth there seemed to be no constant thread throughout him, other than that in everything he did there was always a restlessness, a desire to be doing something else, to wish, perhaps, to be different from the person he was.


Before the Beatles, popular entertainers were almost universally deferential towards their managers, diplomatic in their utterances to newspaper writers and polite to radio and television interviewers. Most of them took care to be uncontroversial in their political views, too. John Lennon didn’t. He was direct and spoke his mind, perhaps sometimes when he wasn’t fully informed and when it might have been easier, and perhaps wiser, not to have done. Always he showed a broad streak of the nonconformist in whatever he did, not necessarily in an aggressive way, at least not in the early Sixties, when his barbs were usually delivered with a smiling, jokey insolence. On many occasions, though he might not have been being deliberately rude, his sardonic answers would give interlocutors pause for thought. He had, it could be said, attitude – an air which, although it could irritate and cause suspicion among older detractors, resonated among many of those of his own age.


But why was he like that? Where did that attitude come from? Where did the need for continual reinvention begin? What made John Lennon the person he was? The fractured relationship of his parents must have helped shape the first few years of his life. But, like all of us, John Lennon the man would become the sum of many different contributory factors as well, from the time and place of his birth onwards. The time was the Second World War, and the place was the unfashionable port of Liverpool in the north-west of England.
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‘Soon I forgot about my father. It was like he was dead’


Had he ever been told, he would have liked the idea that he was conceived on the kitchen floor of a terraced house in the Penny Lane area of Liverpool one January afternoon in 1940 – just a few hours after his father’s ship had docked. That, according to a memoir written by his father, Freddie Lennon, was John’s beginning. But, like much of what Freddie Lennon said, it might or might not have been entirely true. John was a war baby, for sure, but how could his father have known the exact moment of conception, since he would be at home and sleeping with his wife, Julia, for several more weeks? He didn’t say. It was, however, a good story to tell about the origins of a son who was to become one of the most famous men of the twentieth century – and Freddie (sometimes known as Alfred – ‘the ignoble Alf’, to John – but, more usually, as Freddie) span a good yarn – as one day would his son. Whether or not the tale is true doesn’t really matter, other than that it tells us something about the circumstances of the couple involved.


Freddie Lennon was sixteen when he first met Julia Stanley in 1929, just a few weeks after he left Liverpool Blue Coat School. He had been placed there as a semi-orphan at the age of seven on the death of his father, when his mother had been unable to provide for him. Now that he had a job, he was living at home again.


Julia, who had also just left school, was fifteen. Freddie, who had suffered from rickets as a child, was a little fellow, never more than five foot three inches tall. Wearing the new bowler hat he’d just bought to go walking, as teenagers then did, in Liverpool’s huge and splendid Victorian Sefton Park, he looked ridiculous. So Julia told him, anyway, when Freddie tried to get off with her. He wasn’t offended by the remark. He’d caught this pretty girl’s eye, and, in a cavalier gesture of devil-may-care, he threw the hat into the boating lake. That amused Julia, and that day they began a nine-year, on-and-off courtship.


In a city of tribes, Catholic and Protestant, and narrow gradations of status, Freddie was not only of the wrong religion, his family being nominally Catholic, but also a couple of steps down the social ladder from Julia. His father, Jack Lennon, had been born in Dublin and had enjoyed a career in America singing with a troupe of Kentucky Minstrels – white guys who blacked-up, which was the fashion in those days; think only of Al Jolson. But Jack had been back in Liverpool working as a lowly shipping clerk when Freddie had been born – one of six children. It was rumoured that their mother couldn’t read, a state not that uncommon in 1912.


Julia’s family consisted of five daughters, the eldest being Mary, who would forever be known as Mimi by her nephew, John. Julia was the second youngest, an auburn-haired, headstrong girl who liked going to the pictures so much that she became, for a time, a cinema usherette. It seemed a glamorous job to her. The rest of the Stanley family thought of themselves as working-class posh, in that their father, who, like Jack Lennon, was also involved in shipping – as were the men in many Liverpool families at the time – had become an insurance investigator after a career at sea. More to the point, eldest daughter Mimi was determinedly aspirant middle class, and, like her father, was always dead set against Freddie Lennon. ‘We knew he’d be no use to anyone, certainly not Julia,’ she would later say.


For nine years, however, as all three other sisters, Elizabeth, Anne and Harriet, married sensibly and left the family’s small, bow-fronted terraced house at 9 Newcastle Road, Wavertree, Julia withstood the sidelong looks and criticisms from her parents and Mimi whenever Freddie was mentioned. She must have seen something in the apparently unsuitable, harmonica-playing, pub-singing young man. Not that she and Freddie spent much time together. Within a year of their meeting, he had given up his office job to go to sea as a bell boy on one of the Cunard liners that in those days sailed from Liverpool.


Freddie, like his son, would become a keen letter writer, describing to Julia all the places he visited. But Julia never wrote back, or even, according to him, went down to the docks to meet his ship when he returned home. In Freddie’s account, and we only have his word for it, he seems to have been the keener of the two. So, when in 1938 Freddie was in Liverpool between ships and Julia dared him, as a lark, to put up the marriage banns, he did so the very next day. Keeping it a secret from their families, the two met outside Mount Pleasant Register Office on 3 December 1938, and, with a couple of friends as witnesses, became man and wife. For their honeymoon they went to the Forum cinema to see a Mickey Rooney film about an orphanage, before parting at the end of the evening to go to their separate families to break the news. The following day Freddie went back to sea for three months, his marriage to Julia still, he would say, unconsummated.


For the following year Julia stayed in her parents’ home, to which Freddie would return when he was, infrequently, back in Liverpool. She was still there in October 1940 when, with Freddie away at sea again, Britain at war and Liverpool under almost nightly bombing from the German Luftwaffe, she went into labour. Her baby was born on 9 October 1940 at the Liverpool Maternity Hospital during a lull in the attacks, and named John Winston Lennon – Winston, after the wartime prime minister, Winston Churchill. Intended as a joke by Julia, the middle name of ‘Winston’ would be one the grown-up John Lennon would never enjoy, and which he would eventually jettison.


It was an uncertain world in which to make an entrance. Not much unbalances family life so much as wartime, and, as a little family, Freddie and Julia Lennon and their baby never really got started. According to his log book, between August 1940 and January 1944 Freddie Lennon spent a total of only three months at home in Liverpool.


Of course, the absences might not have been so long had Freddie not gone AWOL while in the United States, and then been arrested and held in New York’s Ellis Island for desertion; then, on release, sent back across the Atlantic and jailed again in Algeria for three months for stealing a bottle of whisky. Freddie would have his explanations when he finally got home, but his greatest offence was probably sheer foolishness. Maybe the drink helped there a bit, too.


But, for much of this time, Julia had no idea where he was, only that the part of his pay that she would collect from the Mercantile Marine Offices in Liverpool for her and John’s upkeep had been stopped when Freddie had disappeared. For all she knew he could have been dead; and it should be remembered that the Merchant Navy in which Freddie served lost over a quarter of its members to enemy action during the Second World War. His had become a dangerous career.


Not that it was only the war that got in the way of this marriage. As friendly and social as both parents appear to have been, neither seems to have had much ambition other than to enjoy life and amuse themselves. Freddie liked to go drinking and singing in pubs, while Julia wanted to go out dancing when he was away. ‘She never took anything seriously,’ big sister Mimi, who took everything seriously, would say. And when Freddie finally came home and Julia wanted to continue going out, the couple, not surprisingly, fell out.


John, living with Julia and her parents, was too young to have been consciously aware of any of this; or to understand anything other than that he was safe and loved by his mother and grandparents. Later in life he could vividly picture his first home in Newcastle Road as being made of red brick, with a front room that was never used – a common custom then – and in which the curtains were always drawn.


Aunt Mimi, who was also now married, but childless, and who lived with her husband George Smith, just a couple of miles away in Woolton, South Liverpool, was a constant visitor to Julia and John. From his earliest days, Mimi doted on the child, as much as she despaired of her youngest sister’s behaviour. Julia, though, was the one who amused John. She was, John would remember, ‘a comedienne and a singer . . . not professional, but she used to get up in pubs and things like that’.


For the first four years of his life, the war was all around John, but, shielded from it by adults, he would hardly have been aware of it. The air raid sirens, rationing and shortages in a city first aflame and then scarred with blackened, blitzed, burnt-out buildings and bomb sites where urchins, some bare-footed, would play in the rubble, wasn’t a world he knew. Nor would he ever have been told that in 1943 father Freddie, in the ‘live for today, tomorrow may never come’ spirit of wartime, suddenly had a change of heart and advised Julia: ‘While I’m away . . . get out and enjoy yourself.’


Julia was doing that, anyway – like lots of other girlfriends and wives who had boyfriends and husbands overseas during the war. Unfortunately, when her husband next came home eighteen months later, she was pregnant.


At first, Julia told him she’d been raped by a soldier called Taffy Williams. So Freddie, accompanied by his younger brother Charlie, who was also at home on leave, went to an army gun site in Cheshire to see the young man involved. The upshot, according to both Freddie and Charlie Lennon, was unexpected.


His story differed from hers, Charlie would delicately recall in a letter to this author four decades later. There had, the soldier protested, been no rape, but he was in love and prepared to marry Julia if Freddie would divorce her. Julia, however, didn’t want Taffy. Nor did she now want Freddie. Her baby, a girl, was born the following March and adopted by a Norwegian seaman and his wife.


The Lennons’ marriage had, in effect, been finished for a year and a half. For the next few months, John would appear to have been passed between Julia, Mimi and her husband George, and Freddie’s elder brother, Sydney, and his wife.


Then in 1946 Julia met the man with whom she was to spend the rest of her life. His name was John (usually known as Bobby) Dykins. He was at the time a door-to-door salesman, and, while Freddie was back at sea, Julia and John, who was now five, moved into his one-bedroomed flat in Gateacre, a Liverpool suburb. This was too much for the very respectable Mimi. After rowing with Dykins about the unsuitability of the situation in which a little boy was sleeping, not only in the same room but also in the same bed as Julia and her lover, she complained to what would now be the child welfare department of the Liverpool City Council.


On a second attempt she won the day. A representative of the Council interviewed both Julia and Dykins, and John was put into the care of Mimi and her husband.


The chaos of John’s young life must have seemed to Mimi to be at an end. But there was one more chapter to be played out.


Freddie, who was now dabbling, like many other men, in the black market by selling nylons, suddenly turned up at Mimi’s house suggesting he take his son out for the day. Mimi agreed, only for Freddie to abscond with the boy nearly sixty miles to the seaside resort of Blackpool. A friend, Billy Hall, lived there with his middle-aged parents, all three of whom were planning to emigrate to New Zealand. Perhaps he and John should also go to New Zealand and make a fresh start, Freddie began to think, as he and the little boy moved in with the Halls.


Back in Liverpool Mimi and Julia were desperate. No one had any idea where Freddie had taken John. They’d simply disappeared, with Freddie deliberately making no contact with his wife or her sister.




For several weeks, during which Billy Hall’s parents took on the role of carers when Freddie would go off to Southampton furthering his black market racket, John stayed in Blackpool. Eventually, discovering Freddie’s whereabouts by enquiring at the ‘pool office’ of the Merchant Navy (the organisation which kept a record of all seamen who were available for work), Julia turned up at the Halls’ front door. She’d come to take John back to Liverpool, she told Freddie. Dykins remained outside in the street as they talked.


How traumatic the negotiations over John’s future between Freddie and Julia were that day is open to different interpretations. Billy Hall would tell Beatles chronicler Mark Lewisohn that there was no ‘tug-of-love’ scene and ‘no raised voices’. But it does appear that John, aged five, was asked to choose between his parents – and that, after some confusion in which he went to his father, he changed his mind and ran to his mother. Too young to understand the long-term implications of his decision, John may have been old enough to later remember that whichever parent he chose would mean a rejection of the other.


The choice made, Freddie Lennon then watched as John, holding his mother’s hand, and with Dykins alongside, walked down the road away from him. It was 1946. He wouldn’t see his son again until 1963. That night he went to a pub in Blackpool and sang an Al Jolson song. It was called ‘Little Pal’. That was how he would remember it in his memoirs, anyway.


Julia might have recovered John and taken him back to Liverpool, but it was not so that he could live with her. Soon after they arrived he was returned to Aunt Mimi, and from then on there would be no more to-ing and fro-ing. It was settled. Mimi and husband George could and would offer the child a secure environment in which to grow up. ‘Every child has a right to a safe and happy home life,’ Mimi would often say. From that moment, John would have little contact with the Lennon side of his family.


When John would enquire about his parents, Mimi would refrain from her usual description of Freddie as a ‘fly by night’.


‘She told me that my parents had fallen out of love,’ John would remember. ‘She never said anything directly against my mother or father. Soon I forgot about my father. It was like he was dead.’


*


Forty years later when Mimi was nearing the end of her life at the bungalow John had bought her on the Dorset coast of southern England, she is alleged to have told a nurse that she was afraid of dying because she’d once ‘done a very wicked thing’. If she did say that, was she, as Cynthia, John’s first wife wondered, thinking about the time she had insisted that John be taken from his mother and handed over to her? ‘You’re not fit to be a mother,’ she had once raged at Julia. Childless herself, taking care of John was what she had wanted, probably from the moment he’d been born.


As for John, how much long-term effect did the chopping and changing of guardians and minders during the first five years of his life have on him? Did it leave him with a subconscious need for security? How much had he witnessed of the rows between Freddie and Julia, which, Freddie would admit, had turned violent at least once? And had he been aware and puzzled by what would almost certainly have been going on sometimes between Julia and Dykins when they all slept together?


He was certainly loved by whomever he was living with. But in uncertain times his situation was more fragile than that of most small children.


‘I just wanted to protect him from all that,’ Mimi told Beatles biographer Hunter Davies in 1967. ‘Perhaps I was over-anxious. I don’t know. I just wanted him to be happy.’
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‘I was aggressive because I wanted to be popular. I wanted to be the leader’


The Second World War scarred everywhere it touched, but Great Britain had prevailed and out of the struggle a new national attitude was emerging. In the previous thirty years there had been two world wars, and an economic depression bringing mass unemployment. But by 1945, as the troops began to return home to take up their lives again, the British people were demanding a fairer future for themselves and their children, a feeling which was quickly expressed in a General Election landslide for a Labour government. Lasting reforms to the social fabric of Britain were quickly put into place, changes that, arguably, would help make John Lennon’s generation the most fortunate ever. Born five years earlier, his life would have been very different.


One of the most important reforms had already been agreed with the 1944 Education Act, a piece of legislation that provided free education to children, with the right academic qualifications, all the way to university level. It wasn’t a perfect system, in that ability was measured at the age of eleven when a free scholarship to a grammar school creamed off the brightest, meaning that two-thirds of the country’s children, inevitably including many late developers, were deemed failures before they’d even reached their teens. But it did ensure that those who passed the 11-Plus scholarship, as it was later called, would be given opportunities that their parents, or even their older brothers and sisters, could hardly have imagined. And no parent, or in this case, guardian, would have been more aware of the possibilities for the future of the child in her care than Mary (Mimi) Smith of Mendips, 251 Menlove Avenue, Woolton, Liverpool.


Mimi was an abrupt, sharp and intelligent woman, who read voraciously and who made a point of never suffering fools gladly. She had met her husband, George Smith, in 1931, when he’d delivered milk from his small, family-owned dairy to the Woolton Hospital in South Liverpool where she’d been a trainee nurse. She would go on to become the matron of a ward, before, after another long courtship in the Stanley family, she and George married, somewhat unromantically in 1939. She was, therefore, already forty when John went to live permanently with her and husband George in their solid, large, four-bedroomed semi-detached house, just across the road from the grounds of Allerton Municipal Golf Club.


Although George’s family’s lands had been requisitioned by the government towards the end of the war and his dairy business closed down, the Smiths were relatively well-off. It might not fit with the general public perception of Liverpool as a rough and raucous working-class place, but there had always been a large managerial, professional and well-heeled merchant population in and around the city. There had to be, to administer the seven miles of docks and all the ancillary businesses that shipping generated.


Woolton had, until the end of the First World War, been a small village outside the city, a place where detached Victorian mansions lay in large wooded gardens on narrow lanes alongside eighteenth- and nineteenth-century cottages. The expansion of the city in the Twenties and Thirties, and the building of Menlove Avenue as a dual carriageway to provide a central area for tramlines, had turned the area into a suburb. But when John went to live there in 1946 it still maintained a distinctly village-type atmosphere.


‘I was a nice, clean suburban boy,’ John would admit in 1967. ‘We owned our own house, had our own garden . . .’ complete with two lawns which as a teenager he had to mow every week in the summer – Mimi turning a deaf ear to his complaints. He never would like physical work; and would get through his life rarely doing any.


They also had a phone, which was a real status symbol in the Forties, and enough room on the side of the house for a car, although they never bought one. Not many people had a car in Liverpool in the Forties and Fifties.


Until John went to live in Mendips, Mimi had been working as a secretary, a job she immediately gave up as she wanted to be at home when her nephew got back from school in the afternoons. So, the new situation would have meant some financial sacrifice, compounded when, with the loss of the dairy, George, at forty-two, eventually found himself taking work in security at a nearby factory built on land where, pre-war, he had once grazed his cows. That must have been a social come-down, but Mimi would never have let it show.


To make ends meet, the family finances were helped out by the letting of the front bedroom of the Smiths’ house to a succession of lodgers, who were always young male veterinary students from Liverpool University. Here again, Mimi’s ambition and view of herself and her family showed. She didn’t want any random lodgers. They had to be educated, which would be good for John, too.


Mimi was a snob. Always well-dressed, with strict rules of behaviour and an insistence on good table manners, she believed herself and her sisters to be a cut above most other people around her, such as those living on the new council estates that were being increasingly erected as the city continued its invasion of Woolton. ‘Everybody’s common except you, Mimi,’ John would tease her when he reached his teens.


Julia was cuddly, but Mimi’s way of demonstrating her love for the boy she believed she’d rescued, and whom she now treated as though he were her own son, was by endlessly encouraging him academically. Education would be the key to his success, and she was determined that John would have every opportunity in this new and changing Britain. It was, therefore, important that he speak without a working-class Liverpool accent, generally known as Scouse, which in Mimi’s eyes would be a disadvantage later in life.


‘I had high hopes for him,’ she would remember. ‘I knew that you didn’t get anywhere if you spoke like a ruffian.’ With many boys there might well have been some truth to that in class-bound England. As it turned out, a Scouse accent never hurt John Lennon. In fact, when fame reached him, he would delight in purposely exaggerating it, just to aggravate Mimi.


All in all, it’s easy to see that, once John arrived at Mendips, the house tended to revolve around what was good for him . . . whether he liked it or not. And never for a minute was he ever made to feel that his presence was an imposition. Quite the reverse: Mimi made sure he knew that it was his home, too. Decades later when he was rich and famous John pleaded with her not to sell the house. It was the place where all his childhood memories were stored.


John’s bedroom was directly over the front door and hall, giving him a view from his window along Menlove Avenue. Until he was eight, trams would still run up and down the tracks in the grassy central reservation of the dual carriageway, and he would kneel at his window watching them, spotting Uncle George or Mimi coming home. On some days he would see his mother arriving, too, when she came on a visit. Buses replaced the trams in 1949, after which the lines were pulled up and replaced with bushes. And kneeling at his window lookout post he would watch the cars go by – not very many in those days.


Uncle George, a mild-mannered man who was under his wife’s thumb, behaved quite differently from Mimi in his relationship with John. ‘George thought that John had been put on earth purely to amuse him,’ Mimi would often joke. But one of John’s fondest early memories was when his uncle had taken him out on his float during the war, sitting behind the horse with the crates and large metal urns of milk, as George made his rounds. Always a more tactile person than Mimi, George would later sit John on his lap and help him read the headlines in the local evening newspaper, the Liverpool Echo.


Some of the newspaper stories would inevitably have involved football, and most boys living in Liverpool would have shown at least a little interest in the game. It’s pretty difficult not to in that football mad city. But, though George would kick a ball around the back garden with John, sport in all forms passed the boy by completely. Instead, as soon as he learned how to write, he would leave little notes asking Uncle George to tuck him up in bed instead of Mimi, or ask him to take him to the pictures in Woolton, which wasn’t Mimi’s style at all.


More to her liking would be educational family trips five miles into the centre of Liverpool. Rattling along on the hard, wooden benches of the pre-war, double-decker trams, overhead electric lines flashing as they went, they would make their way from Woolton past the shops at Penny Lane and on down Smithdown Road towards the windswept open spaces of the Pier Head.


Once Liverpool had, after London, been the second city of the British Empire, and grand Victorian buildings had been erected on the banks of the River Mersey to administer the docks and the ships that sailed from there. After more than half a century of wind, rain, smoke, smog, neglect and recent war, those buildings wouldn’t have looked very impressive to John in the late Forties. But Liverpudlians have always been proud of their city, and for him it would have been exciting to see the water chopped into creamy foam behind the ferries as they made their short crossings of the River Mersey to Birkenhead and New Brighton. While, sometimes, a little further along the dock, there might have been a grand liner waiting to depart for America.


America! The very idea of America, always thrilling and exciting, was lodged in every Liverpudlian heart in that west-facing corner of England. From that waterfront so many migrants had left from all over Europe to make new lives across the ocean, in ships crewed by other Liverpudlians.


John would have been told by his father that his grandfather had left from this very spot to make a living by singing in America. And that he, too, Freddie, had sailed there many times, and that the big buildings here in Liverpool, as towering as they might look to John, were nothing compared with those the Americans had in New York. That was what every other seaman in Liverpool told his children.


But John didn’t have to go to America to see Americans. They were right there in Liverpool, and, from his earliest days, he would recognise, by their light cotton uniforms, the US servicemen who would flood into the centre of the city from the nearby US Air Force base at Burtonwood. To small boys of the time, GIs were glamorous. America, ran the repeated subliminal message, was the place to be. And for John Lennon that message was only going to keep growing the older he became.


The Smiths’ house in Menlove Avenue, which had been built in 1933, was a cosy home. With elm trees in the back garden, it had mock Tudor exposed beams, leaded windows at the front, a front and side porch and a coal fire around which the family would sit on winter nights – along with a dog and two, then three, cats. Decades later John’s first wife, Cynthia, would complain about the smell of fish which ‘was always being cooked in the kitchen for the cats’, and which, she said, permeated the house. But John didn’t mention it. He liked cats, too.


Although he had spent a few weeks at another infant school before being handed over to Mimi, to all intents and purposes his education began at Dovedale Primary, which was down Menlove Avenue towards Penny Lane. Very quickly it was noticed at school that he was a clever but unusual child, ‘as bright as a button’, Mimi would like to recollect, ‘and quick in his movements’. Able to read and write within a few months at Dovedale, this encouraged her to give him a classic book of her own childhood, Alice In Wonderland, reading to him at first, and then leaving it up to him. Over the next few years he would repeatedly pore over both it and Lewis Carroll’s sequel, Through The Looking Glass, with its poem ‘The Walrus And The Carpenter’. He loved nonsense rhymes, wordplay and dream world imagery. Twenty years later he would dip into the memories of those books to create the surrealism of ‘I Am The Walrus’ and ‘Lucy In The Sky With Diamonds’ in the Beatles’ late Sixties era.


‘I was passionate about Alice In Wonderland,’ he would often remember, ‘and I drew all the characters. I did poems in the style of the Jabberwocky, too.’ He also loved The Wind In The Willows and the very funny Just William books by Richmal Crompton, stories about an adventurous boy of about ten and his gang. ‘I wrote my own William stories, with me doing all the things,’ he would say.


Soon, though, it wasn’t enough for him simply to read stories, he wanted to create them, too, and by the age of nine he was writing and illustrating his own little books of jokes, cartoons and drawings entitled ‘Sport, Speed and Illustrated’ by J. W. Lennon. It was a very grown-up title and an adult author’s name for a young boy, with the books including an ongoing dramatic serial. ‘If you like this, come back again next week, it’ll be even better,’ he would write at the end of every episode.


He would always like reading and writing, and newspapers, too. And when he became famous he would be friendly with journalists and curious about their jobs. ‘I used to think about becoming a journalist,’ he would one day tell me. ‘Well, I suppose I really wanted to be a writer, but in Liverpool, writing for a newspaper was the only way I thought I could make a living out of it.’


At a time when children made much of their own entertainment, Children’s Hour at 5 p.m. every weekday on the BBC Home Service gave him a radio snapshot of healthy, worthy, middle-class culture. But it was the nightly fifteen-minute serial Dick Barton – Special Agent at a quarter to seven that would bring him running from playing in the garden or reading in his room every night.


In those pre-television days (for the great mass of the people, anyway), radio, with its comedy shows Up The Pole and Life With The Lyons – a sitcom about an American family living in London – was the national glue. Everybody listened. Later John would remember that there wasn’t much music in his house, but in those days a child could get a decent foundation in the popular classics and arias by listening to the BBC’s weekly record request programme, Family Favourites.


He had inherited a good ear for popular songs from his parents, and, as a little boy, would sing ‘Let Him Go, Let Him Tarry’, a traditional Irish song that was revived in 1945 by Jean Simmons in the wartime film The Way to the Stars, around the house. And, after lending John his mouth organ and seeing how much the boy liked it, one of the lodgers promised him one for himself, if he could learn to play a tune on it by the following morning. John learned two tunes overnight and was given his own new mouth organ for Christmas. ‘That was one of the great moments of my life, when I got my first harmonica,’ he liked to say. Nor did he leave it at that. Saving his pocket money, he then bought himself a manual on how to play the harmonica. He was already showing intent.


If getting a mouth organ was exciting, one of the more dismal moments of his childhood came at seven when he was taken to the opticians and fitted for a pair of glasses – with very thick lenses. He was fiercely short-sighted. Twenty years later he would make round wire-framed NHS glasses a fashion statement, but that wasn’t the way he saw it when he was in primary school and sometimes mocked as a ‘four eyes’ by the other children. As soon as he was out of class he would whip off his glasses and put them in his pocket, a habit he would continue in public until the mid-Sixties.


Aware of how well he was doing at school, Mimi must have been proud to see her encouragement reaping such immediate rewards, and she and John would sit together at the dining table in the evening, John always writing and drawing, and Mimi reading. Strict as she was in so many ways, they would often laugh together, too. He could always amuse with his made-up words and little boy silliness, and was always good company – probably more in tune with her than was her husband.


But that was John when he was at home. At school he was a different child, as, almost from the start, he became an aggressive little fellow in the playground where he quickly built a reputation for confrontation. ‘He wasn’t a sit-in-the-corner quiet Harry,’ comedian Jimmy Tarbuck who was at Dovedale Primary at the same time remembered to the Guardian newspaper in 2009. ‘If there was a bit of uproar he’d be amongst it . . . He wasn’t a hard case, but he wouldn’t back off anything.’




‘I was aggressive because I wanted to be popular,’ John would later explain. ‘I wanted to be the leader. It seemed more attractive than just being one of the toffees. I wanted everyone to do what I told them to, to laugh at my jokes and let me be the boss.’


Why he wanted to be the leader, and it was a facet of his character throughout his life, he never divulged, or perhaps understood. But, by letting it be known that he was prepared to fight for dominance, although usually verbally more than physically, and getting his retaliation in early, he found the quickest route to getting his own way. With a birthday in October he would have been older than most of the children in his year at school, so that would help him boss his way around the playground, too. But, all through his life, he had a maturity that belied his age. He seemed more mature than he was, and more worldly-wise than his age-mates – with that sing-song deliberate way of talking that suggested sarcasm but which also brooked no argument.


But was there something else? With his school situated further down the road towards Liverpool, there would have been some tough children at Dovedale. John’s start in life had been rocky. Did he intuit very early that the outside world could be hostile and that if he was to find and keep his place in it, he would have to stand up for himself, and take on rivals like the rough kids at school? Had he, as Paul McCartney would one day surmise, built a protective shell around himself?


Whatever the explanation, his ever-ready defiance would become a character trait that would stay with him for life. And, just as he could never resist the opportunity to make a joke, he also rarely backed off in an argument, becoming verbally vicious when riled, as some of the people who loved him most would find. He would rarely apologise, though he would often change his mind about people he’d hurt. ‘That was just me mouth talking,’ he would regularly justify himself, when reminded of something particularly wounding that he’d said.


But saying cruel things was really just another part of being John Lennon.
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‘The sort of gang I led went in for things like shoplifting and pulling girls’ knickers down’


Immediately behind Menlove Avenue was Vale Road, a quiet lane of mainly semi-detached houses where, at the age of seven, John met the best friend of his boyhood, one he would stay close to all his life. He was Pete Shotton, a little blond lad who didn’t go to Dovedale but who John would see after school and with whom he would become inseparable. Pete already had his own friends when John arrived in Woolton – Ivan Vaughan and Nigel Walley. But with John included they soon made up a quartet, with John quickly assuming the role of leader.


The friendship was initially based on boys’ games of make-believe escapades as they acted out John’s latest crazes in their back gardens, the disused wartime air raid shelter behind Pete’s house, and the many green areas of woods and parks around Woolton. Pete didn’t notice it at the time, but decades later, while reflecting in his memoirs on their boyhood together, he realised that John always had to have a special partner in his adventures, and especially those which involved mischief. ‘John desperately needed the supportive presence of whoever he felt closest to at the time,’ he would write.


Pete would be the sidekick when the two boys went pinching apples from neighbours’ trees, but, later, there would be other partners for John as the need for a like-thinking companion became a necessity. In this way, from Lennon and Shotton as boyhood scamps, it developed into Lennon and McCartney as songwriters, and then on to John and Yoko – with a couple of shorter-lasting duos interspersed along the way.


At first, the biggest trouble John would get into would be stealing bubble gum from the local sweet shop with Pete alongside to join in the fun. The scrapes continued when he and Pete became cub Boy Scouts, and, even more unlikely, choirboys at the local Woolton parish church, St Peter’s. Attending Sunday school together, John’s misdemeanours, such as pressing his chewing gum into the hand of the choir teacher when ordered to ‘hand it over’, always had to be done with Pete giggling behind him. It was more amusing for him that way.


But, although singing as choirboys at weddings provided a handy little Saturday income, as well as marking the first time John ever sang in public, neither he nor Pete stayed in surplices for long. Both were expelled from the choir for stealing the fruit at the harvest festival.


John’s aim at that stage was mainly to amuse himself, rather than to be seriously defiant. But a pattern was set. It would amuse Uncle George who, when his nephew told lies to get out of trouble, would say to Mimi, ‘Well, he’ll never be a vicar.’


Mimi wasn’t smiling, though, when she realised that John had stolen some money from her purse. It was the only occasion that she ever smacked him, she would say. ‘I must have taken too much that time,’ John would later reflect. She hadn’t noticed all the other occasions.


With Pete, Ivan and Nigel becoming his first admiring audience, John quickly began to realise that he shone in front of a crowd. ‘I was the King Pin of my age group,’ he told Hunter Davies. ‘I learned lots of dirty jokes very young. There was this girl who lived near me who told me them . . . The sort of gang I led went in for things like shoplifting and pulling girls’ knickers down . . .’ Other boys’ parents disliked him, and warned their children not to play with him. According to Rod Davis, whom he’d met at the church choir, even before John was ten he was known in the neighbourhood as ‘that John Lennon!!’


Those were the great days of Western movies, with films like Colt ’45, Red River and Rio Grande hugely popular, and despite Mimi’s strictures, Uncle George would take John, and sometimes Pete, to the Woolton Picture House. Like all small boys at the time, John loved Westerns, invariably playing a Red Indian as he and his gang re-enacted their battles with the cowboys and the US Army. ‘That was typical of John . . . supporting the underdog,’ Mimi would say, laughing at the memory. Of course, because he was leader of the gang, history would have to be reversed and the Indians always won the battles, with John wearing a head-dress of pheasant feathers that Mimi had made up for him. ‘He loved it. He never took it off,’ she would say. ‘I can see him now in the garden, dancing around Pete Shotton who was tied up to a tree.’


Even playing cowboys and Indians, John always had to be in charge. And when he said the other boys in the game were dead, that he’d got them with his imaginary bow and arrow or make-believe rifle, they had to act dead. ‘Pretend you’re dead properly,’ he would shout at them.


Those early years with Mimi and Uncle George were the most settled and happy of John’s young life. And, like other middle-class children, he would be taken on outings to pantomimes at Christmas, one of which was to see the ukulele-playing singer George Formby at the Empire Theatre in Liverpool. Then there would be trips to the sandhills at Formby, or the Tudor mansion Speke Hall, which was just a short bus ride away, as well as summer days out to the local resorts of New Brighton and Southport.


In Woolton a favourite walk would take the family along Menlove Avenue and then around the corner and up the hill to a Victorian mansion, Strawberry Field, with its overgrown wooded grounds. Once it had been the grand home of a nineteenth-century Liverpool merchant, but, when John lived nearby, it had been turned into a Salvation Army children’s orphanage, where every summer there would be a garden fete. ‘As soon as he could hear the Salvation Army band starting to play,’ Mimi would say, ‘he would jump up and down shouting “Come on, Mimi, we’re going to be late”.’ And he would rush her off along the road and through the big wrought iron gates of the estate.


Not everyone could afford a summer holiday away in those days, but, from the age of nine, John would always go to Scotland for a week or two to stay in Edinburgh with Mimi’s sister Elizabeth (who was always known as Aunt Mater) and her husband, Bert. At first Mater’s son Stanley Parkes, who was six years older than John, would come for him, but John was soon allowed to travel there on his own. On one occasion he played his mouth organ so much on the journey that the coach driver told him to come to the bus company’s lost property office in Edinburgh the following day. When he got there, he was handed a new harmonica which had been lying unclaimed for months.


The time spent in Scotland would become a highlight of his year, and especially the week in a croft that the Parkes family owned in Durness in the north-west Highlands, to which they would drive every August. Later, at his senior school, when asked what he would like to do in life, he replied: ‘Salmon fishing.’ It seemed ridiculous at the time, but he meant it. He liked to be near water. He always would.


Despite Mimi taking over John’s upbringing, she and Julia remained close, as did all the Stanley sisters, who would regularly congregate at Menlove Avenue, particularly Aunt Harrie and her daughter Liela, who was three years older than John. Harrie’s first husband having died, she and her second husband and Liela lived in the Woolton cottage at the old dairy that Uncle George had once owned.


George would also be at the get-togethers, although not Julia’s partner Bobby Dykins, but when later John talked of those days, as he often did, it was as though he was remembering a matriarchal society with Mimi at the top of the pyramid. The Stanley sisters, he would tell interviewers, ‘were five strong women’, and all his life he would be attracted to strong women. Women who couldn’t stand up to him would get hurt.


Was Julia a strong woman? Not in Mimi’s eyes. But she’d been unlucky, too, and, although technically still married to Freddie – they would never divorce – she put her life together when she met Dykins. With him she had a daughter in 1947, also called Julia, while another daughter, Jacqui, would follow two years later. How happy Julia was with the situation and with her life is impossible to know. But when she arrived at Mendips one day ‘wearing a black coat and with her face bleeding’, as was John’s memory of the moment, her son didn’t believe that she’d simply been in an accident. Nor, though, did he ask her who had hit his mother. Instead he went into the garden, not wanting to be involved.


His father, meanwhile, hadn’t quite given up hope of seeing him again. According to Freddie’s account, which would be published after his death, he wrote to Mimi in 1949, enquiring about John, who was now eight. But, as he had just spent six months in jail for kicking in a shop window in London’s West End while drunk, Mimi was not going to see all her efforts on John undone. Freddie, she is said to have replied, had ‘made a shambles’ of his life and ‘brought shame’ on his family. Then she added that, should he ever try to become involved in his son’s life again, she would tell John that his father was a jailbird.


Freddie got the message. There was no way back for him. Unable to return to sea because of his criminal record – petty though it was – and finding it difficult to find any other regular employment, he took to the road.


John’s behaviour might have been edging towards occasional minor delinquency with his and Pete’s shoplifting, but, to no one’s surprise, at the age of eleven he passed the 11-Plus exam. ‘That was the only exam I ever passed,’ he would remember. His reward was a brand new, three-speed, green Raleigh bicycle – the customary 11-Plus present from parents who could afford it.


For John’s next school, Mimi considered the Liverpool Institute, the most highly thought of school in Liverpool. But it was in the middle of the city. So, she settled for the local Quarry Bank High School for Boys, which, on the far side of Calderstones Park, was only a pleasant mile and a half away in a quiet, middle-class area. It, too, was an excellent school. She must have been delighted with the way things were turning out. But just as pleasing for John was the fact that his friend Pete had also passed the exam and would be joining him there.


One of his other friends, Ivan Vaughan, would, however, not be with them, his parents choosing the Institute for their boy – precisely because ‘that John Lennon’ would be going to Quarry Bank. Ivan was clever. They didn’t want to risk him being led astray.


One consequence of the decision to send Ivan to a different school could never have been imagined. But five years later it would completely change John’s life . . . and eventually the lives of millions of others.
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‘I’m either a genius or I’m mad. But . . . I can’t be mad because nobody has put me away. Therefore, I must be a genius’


Like all eleven-year-old boys on their first day at senior school, he was intimidated. It was 4 September 1952 and the sheer muscularity of over six hundred youths converging on the imposing, Edwardian-style Quarry Bank High School in leafy Harthill Road to begin the new term was daunting. The presence of little girls had softened the atmosphere at his primary school, but a single-sex institution of hormonal teenage boys was going to be something different. ‘I thought, Christ, I’ll have to fight my way through all this lot . . .’ he would often remember. It was reassuring then that Pete was alongside him and that they were even put together in the same class. Rod Davis, the boy he’d met in the choir at St Peter’s, was also there. There was security in numbers.


School, however, would be different from now on. Grammar schools took their ambitions seriously. Quarry Bank might only have been built in 1922, but, with an Old Etonian for a headmaster and a Latin inscription on the school crest, Ex Hoc Metallo Virtutem, which translated as ‘Out of this quarry cometh forth manhood’, its ethos was firmly that of the traditional British public school. Socially structured around the house system, which dated back to when boys actually boarded in different houses on the school premises (no one boarded at Quarry Bank), the curriculum included Latin and French, and the teachers wore gowns to indicate their academic status. Founded as a fee-paying school for Liverpool’s better-off sons, its remit was now to take some of the brightest boys from all backgrounds and to educate as many as possible towards careers in the professions.


Seeing John off on his new bicycle, wearing his new school uniform of black blazer and grey flannels, school cap on his head, with Pete on his bike alongside him, must have pleased Mimi. All her plans were coming to fruition. John was a creative, artistic boy, maybe not so good at maths, but good enough, and he was brilliant at English. He could do anything he wanted if he put his mind to it, she had been told by his previous headmaster. Surely the discipline of a grammar school, where, in those days, most headmasters still believed in the maxim ‘spare the rod and spoil the child’, would dampen his mischievous spirit and he would make the most of this golden opportunity.


She could hardly have been more wrong. Quarry Bank’s traditionalism didn’t suit every boy. And it didn’t fit John Lennon. While his behaviour in his first year was unremarkable, and he still spent most of his free time in his bedroom reading, by his second year, as he moved into his teens and he and Pete became ever more disruptive in class, his concentration began to fail him. ‘For some reason he just hated authority . . . hated being told what to do,’ his friend Rod remembers. Increasingly school became one long joke for him – and, therefore, for Pete, too. Because, whatever John did, Pete always followed.


At around this time the radio comedy programme The Goon Show, which was mainly written by Spike Milligan and starred Harry Secombe, Michael Bentine, Peter Sellers (before he became famous in films) and Milligan himself, had become compulsive listening for young people, and John rarely missed an episode. Having begun in 1951, it was already turning into the most original comedy radio show the BBC ever produced, sowing the seeds that would one day bring forth Monty Python’s Flying Circus. And, with its constant mockery of authority, it was unlike anything ever heard before on the radio.


John loved its absurdist situations and eccentric characters, all of which soon began to influence his own cartoons and jokes. He had already begun to draw in the style of the New Yorker cartoonist James Thurber, whom Mimi much admired, but now a darker side to his humour began to emerge, as he would create grotesque, wart-covered, misshapen creatures, and draw cruel, though recognisable, cartoons of his teachers.


With The Goon Show’s surrealism and catch phrases in his head, and always encouraged by Pete, his antics in class quickly graduated to the downright rebellious. Not surprisingly, he and Pete eventually found themselves summoned to the headmaster’s study for punishment. Even here John couldn’t resist being the comedian. Going in first for a caning, he came out crawling on his knees in what, to the waiting Pete, looked like agony. Only as Pete opened the door to what he thought was the headmaster’s office did he realise that there was a short corridor before a further door led to the headmaster. John had only dropped to his knees after he’d had his punishment. Amused by this, Pete went into the headmaster’s office still smiling at John’s joke, only to get an additional whacking for having the cheek to look amused.


More canings would follow for both of them, but to no avail. The dye was now cast, and for the rest of John’s school life there would be more jokes than application. The contradictions in his personality were plain to see. He knew, as did all the teaching staff, that he was intelligent. His masters mentioned it in his end-of-term reports – when they weren’t criticising his attitude. John, who never lacked for a high opinion of himself, would later tell me: ‘I used to think I must be a genius, but nobody had noticed. So I thought, I’m either a genius or I’m mad. But then I thought, I can’t be mad because nobody has put me away. Therefore, I must be a genius.’


When he wasn’t drawing caricatures, there were some elaborate pranks. On one occasion he persuaded the rest of the class to put white strips of cardboard around their necks, like the dog collars that vicars wore, for the moment the teacher of religious knowledge entered the classroom. The poor man had to be amused, as were the class when, having being asked to write an essay about St Paul’s epiphany on the road to Damascus, John is said to have written: ‘On the road to Damascus a burning pie flew out of the window and hit St Paul between the eyes. When he came to, he was blind forever.’


All this made John the popular boy he wanted to be (and a flaming pie would be an image he would use later in a jokey reference to the origins of the Beatles), but therein lay the problem. As he moved through the school and his confidence and notoriety grew, he was falling increasingly behind with his work.


By the fourth year, when he was fourteen, he and Pete had been moved down to the C stream, the lowest level. This embarrassed him, because he was now with boys whom he considered to be less intelligent than himself. Not that that made him work any harder. Deadpan gags came more easily. When he’d first begun living with Mimi the worst punishment she could inflict on him had been to ignore him. ‘Don’t ’nore me, Mimi,’ he would beg. ‘Don’t ’nore me.’ Now his overactive desire for attention and constant clowning made some teachers’ lives a misery. Not all of them put up with it. One was so angry at the pupil’s insolence that, Rod Davis says, he physically lifted John off the ground by the lapels of his blazer. Others, while secretly amused by his cartoons, despaired of the way this bright boy was wasting his time, their time and his classmates’ time. Perhaps his headmaster summed him up best when he wrote: ‘He has too many of the wrong ambitions and his energy is too often mis-applied.’


Looking back on his schooldays, John would be unrepentant: ‘I was never miserable. I was always having a laugh.’ As to why he was so disruptive, he never offered a serious explanation, other than to blame the school for not recognising his talent. ‘I’ve been proved right. They were wrong and I was right,’ he would say, before admitting, ‘although I think I went a bit wild when I was fourteen.’


It has to be possible that his later reflections were post-rationalisations to cover up his embarrassment at his school failures. It wouldn’t be the only time he would reinterpret events to suit his view of his own history.


Like many boys who become difficult during their teenage years, John was bored with school and hated science and maths – in which in one exam he got just 17 per cent. But there was no questioning his ability in other subjects. He was so good at art he would sometimes do Pete’s art homework as well as his own.


He made, however, no effort to fit into the school regime. ‘He would get what we used to call “black marks” all the time,’ Rod Davis remembers, ‘which would lead to detentions. And then sometimes while he was doing a detention, he’d get another black mark, therefore a double detention, for having given cheek or some such offence. He just didn’t care.’ A school punishment ledger shows that John Lennon was punished for ‘making silly noises during an exam’, on one date, and for ‘bad behaviour’ on the same day. While the following day he got another black mark for ‘sabotage’ (of what it doesn’t say), and yet another for ‘fighting in class’ a little later.


‘He’d realised early on there was nothing anyone could do to him, so he was just going to enjoy himself and make everyone laugh,’ Rod Davis says. ‘He and Pete were once suspended for a week. John loved it. Quite simply, no one could make him do anything he didn’t want to do.’


He was perfectly capable of doing his homework, but only if it interested him. He always enjoyed English. ‘When I was about fourteen they gave us this book in English Literature,’ he liked to recall. ‘It was Chaucer or some guy like him . . . and we all thought it was a gas. . . After that I started to write something on the same lines myself. Just private stuff for friends to laugh at.’


That something turned into ‘The Daily Howl’, his own newspaper which appeared in a series of exercise books, and which he would spend his evenings creating when he should have been doing his schoolwork. Carefully laid out and very neatly written, his newspaper would be filled with little nonsense stories, jokes and poems, all illustrated with cartoons – many depicting several of his teachers in unflattering poses, and even some of those he quite liked.


Where did the obsession with drawing ugly people come from? He never explained. Probably he never knew, though he would continue drawing them into adulthood. For a fourteen-year-old, the skill and observation in the cartoons was clear. At that stage, allied with his mordant sense of humour and interest in current affairs, a career as a cartoonist might not have seemed unlikely.


It wasn’t perhaps surprising that he would be the first of his gang to take up smoking and become interested in sex. Both occurred when he was thirteen, by which time, incidentally, ‘fucking’ had become his most used adjective when among friends. When Mimi discovered an obscene poem that he’d hidden under his pillow, she demanded an explanation. His excuse was that another boy had asked him to write it on his behalf. ‘I’d written it myself, of course,’ he would later admit. ‘I’d seen those poems around, the sort you read to give you a hard on. I wondered who wrote them and thought I’d try one myself.’ Uncle George would have been amused. He knew about boys and wasn’t beyond telling John and Pete the odd mildly dirty joke. But Mimi, brought up solely among girls, would have disapproved. Even if, secretly, she didn’t, she would have pretended she did, because that was the role she’d chosen to play with John.


Had she known about the erotic cartoon that he drew at school and that got passed around the class before it was confiscated, she would have been mortified. It might not matter to John what people thought of him, but it would always matter to Mimi.


So, sex and girls were much on his mind from a very early age. But soon something else of importance happened. From about the age of fourteen he began to see more of his mother. Julia had regularly visited Mendips, but now, accompanied by his older cousin, Stanley, who was down from Scotland, he went to visit her for the first time at her home in Blomfield Road in Garston. Stanley gave him the address.


He was surprised when they got there. He’d had it in his head that Julia lived some distance away, maybe on the other side of Liverpool completely. But her house was in fact only a couple of miles from Mendips, a fifteen-minute walk across Allerton Golf Course. He’d had no idea that she was so close. Did he wonder why she hadn’t invited him to go there earlier? Or why she’d kept the proximity of her home a secret from him? He must have done. It had to have hurt, to see her in her three-bedroomed home with his two half-sisters.


He didn’t tell Mimi where he’d been or who he’d seen on that occasion. It would, he knew, have upset, and possibly worried, his aunt. At first, his further visits to his mother were occasional, but gradually over the next couple of years they would become increasingly frequent.


Visiting Julia wasn’t, however, like going to see a mother, so much as calling in on a big sister. That was how Julia behaved towards him, and he loved it. Although she was now forty, she was still an attractive, young-at-heart, amusing woman, and she made him and his friends welcome – especially when Bobby Dykins, whom John would unkindly refer to as Twitchy because of a nervous tic, was absent. The day she wore a pair of knickers on her head for fun amused all of John’s friends. Mums didn’t do that sort of thing. Like her son, Julia was an attention seeker.


The difference between Mimi and Julia was still as marked as ever. While Mimi was unbending in her determination that John would make something of himself by hard work, Julia remained easy-going. The ‘Julia’ of whom John would later sing on the Beatles’ White Album was a dreamy idealised version of her. She was probably more dizzy than romantic. But he enjoyed being at her house where the rules of Mendips didn’t apply. One school report when he was fifteen shows that he was absent for almost all of the end-of-term exams. ‘He would probably have been sagging off school [playing truant] going round to Julia’s,’ Rod Davis believes.


In effect, John was receiving conflicting messages. It was natural that an adolescent boy would be drawn to the zany, more permissive world of his carefree, modern-thinking mother who had been the first member of his family to get a television. To John she represented the exciting new world he was growing up in. Mimi, who had taken on the serious job of caring for him, was traditional and unbending. His loyalties must have been strained.


But there was something else about Julia that chimed with him, something that Mimi couldn’t offer. While the only music Mimi wanted played in her house belonged in the Liverpool Philharmonic Hall, Julia liked pop songs. She still liked to sing, too, and even had a record player. When John once suggested to Mimi that perhaps they should get a piano, her reply, knowing the kind of music he would want to play, was instantly discouraging. ‘Oh no, we’re not going down that road, John,’ she said. ‘None of that common sing-song stuff in here.’


As usual John went up to Scotland during the summer of 1955 and was therefore away when Uncle George suddenly collapsed on the stairs. A long-time lodger at Mendips called Michael Fishwick was downstairs with Mimi at the time and immediately called for an ambulance. George died the following day in Sefton General Hospital of a non-alcoholic liver disease. He was fifty-two. John only found out when he got back from Edinburgh.


‘I think John was very shocked by George’s death, but he never showed it,’ Mimi would later say. He may not have shown it to her. Instead he and his cousin Liela went up into his bedroom and giggled hysterically, neither understanding why, but both feeling guilty afterwards. John was hiding his true feelings. The shell that he’d built around his emotions saw to that. He would never let the cracks show in public. Fifteen years later he would remember George to me fondly as ‘a kind man’, before bleakly adding: ‘I’ve had a lot of death in my life.’
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‘Nobody was fighting and dancing in the aisles . . . It must have all been done before I got there. I was all set up to tear up the seats, but nobody joined in’


He would always claim that ‘in our family the radio was hardly ever on, so I got to pop music later, not like Paul and George who were groomed in it coming over the radio all the time’. But when he did discover it and its potency, it wasn’t enough for him to simply listen to it, as most other boys did. He wanted to play it, to write it and to perform it – to be at the very centre of it. Mimi thought this was just another craze.


Every era has its own popular music, and the early Fifties had its hits. There’d been Guy Mitchell singing songs that sounded like sea shanties, such as ‘The Roving Kind’; and Frankie Laine had put blood and guts into pop with the ballad from the film High Noon, ‘Do Not Forsake Me, Oh My Darling’. Then there was Tennessee Ernie Ford’s deep ‘Sixteen Tons’ and Johnnie Ray’s cover of the Drifters’ ‘Such A Night’ – which the BBC banned on the grounds that in between the gasps and sighs something carnal was being intimated.


So, mainly the hits of John’s early teens were elaborately orchestrated numbers sung by big American stars who would tour Britain every year, and sell out for a week at the Liverpool Empire. John would see their photographs in the Liverpool Echo and hear their records played on the BBC – although not very often. Wartime rationing of food and sweets might have ended in 1954, but old habits were dying hard at the BBC in regard to popular music. ‘The less of that stuff the better’ was the policy there. Only on Radio Luxembourg at 208 metres on the Medium Wave could British fans find the music they wanted to hear. The signal wasn’t very clear, especially in the summer, coming all the way from the little principality between France and Germany; but, intermittent though it was, the records Radio Luxembourg played brought a new kind of stardust to a still down-at-heel Britain and a 40-watt Liverpool.




At that stage in his life, John liked music, but that was all. He didn’t know very much about it, other than that all the singers and records he liked seemed to come from America. Naturally enough, Mimi disliked Americana in general and popular music in particular. But she couldn’t shield John from what the boys at school were talking about, and the records he would hear in their homes.


Changes were coming in the Fifties, and not only in music, with the new demographic of ‘the teenager’ causing much interest among academics and advertisers alike. For the first time, young people, as distinct from children and adults, were being targeted by manufacturers, analysed by social psychologists, and, inevitably, criticised by newspaper pundits. The angst of this new generation had even been made into the subject of a bestselling novel by J. D. Salinger – The Catcher In The Rye.


Nor did Hollywood want to miss out on the new market. The James Dean films East Of Eden and Rebel Without A Cause caught the fashion for misunderstood youth to perfection, while a more provocative film, Blackboard Jungle, captured grittily the modern problems of an inner-city New York high school. It was good, but little remembered now other than for a moment of inspiration when its producers laid a record by Bill Haley and the Comets called ‘Rock Around The Clock’ over the opening sequence.


‘Rock Around The Clock’ wasn’t a particularly interesting song. It had been a forgotten flip side of a minor hit until rescued by Hollywood – and it would never be one of the hundreds of songs that the Beatles would later perform during their careers. John never liked it. ‘When Bill Haley records came on the wireless my mother used to like them okay. But they did nothing for me,’ he said.


Rock and roll had been struggling to break out of the R&B market in the US, where it was classified as ‘race music’ and played mainly on black radio stations. But when sung by a chubby white man in a plaid jacket, it reached mainstream America, and Britain wouldn’t be very far behind. Something else, however, was also happening in the UK at that time.


Just a couple of months after ‘Rock Around The Clock’ had been recorded in New York, in April 1954, a guitar-playing Scot called Lonnie Donegan had gone into a London studio with a hepped-up Leadbelly blues song called ‘Rock Island Line’. Like ‘Rock Around the Clock’, it also took over a year to become a top ten hit. But when it did, it created a whole new movement – skiffle.


Requiring only a cheap acoustic guitar, a lusty voice, an old washboard, which every mother or grandmother then owned, and a bass made from a tea-chest, a broom handle and a length of string, just about anyone could put together a skiffle group. And just about anyone did. No musical experience was required to scrape a washboard, and there were no frets on a broom handle. As for the guitar, a knowledge of three chords was all it took.


At the beginning of 1956, fifteen-year-old John didn’t know even one chord, nor did he have a guitar. But boys at Quarry Bank, like schoolboys all over the UK, were suddenly talking about Lonnie Donegan and skiffle, and John was intrigued enough to buy ‘Rock Island Line’ to play on his mother’s record player. He liked what he heard and what he was seeing of Lonnie Donegan on television. Skiffle looked easy.


At first, he borrowed a guitar from a school friend, Eric Griffiths, but then Julia bought him one of his own from a mail order firm. ‘It had a label on the inside that said “guaranteed not to split”,’ he would remember. ‘I suppose it was a bit crummy, but I played it for a long time and got in a lot of practice on it.’


Julia, who could play the banjo, was ever encouraging and showed him how to play the few chords of Fats Domino’s ‘Ain’t That A Shame’. Her method ‘was by using only the top four strings and forgetting about the other two – because banjos only have four strings,’ Rod Davis recalls. It was a start. As John would say, ‘Most of our stuff then was just twelve bar blues boogies . . . nothing fancy.’


Although John always gets the credit, it hadn’t originally been his idea to form a group. It was first suggested by another boy whose name has been forgotten, but who, in the end, wasn’t invited to join.


From the start, John’s enthusiasm, bossiness and sheer nerve determined that he would be the singer, front and centre. No one disagreed with him. That was the way he was. Pete Shotton, who was unmusical, would have to be in the group, of course, as John’s best friend. He could play the washboard. That didn’t require any talent. Rod Davis was invited to join, too. He had a banjo.


John might not have done much homework, but over the next few months he thrashed his new guitar until his fingers bled, as gradually the little band of schoolboy skifflers began to expand – although not exclusively with other Quarry Bank boys. A boy called Len Garry, who was with Ivan Vaughan at the Liverpool Institute, was added on tea-chest bass, with Ivan sometimes helping out if Len didn’t turn up. Meanwhile Nigel Walley, another of John’s Woolton gang, decided that he should be the manager – although there wasn’t anything yet to manage. According to Pete Shotton, it was his idea to name the group the Quarry Men – partly after his and John’s school, but also because there were several overgrown quarries around Woolton hill.


By the spring of 1956, the Quarry Men were becoming relatively adept at copying other Lonnie Donegan recordings, like ‘Maggie May’ and ‘Stewball’, especially after a drummer called Colin Hanton joined the band. Colin wasn’t at Quarry Bank High School either. He was, in fact, already working as an apprentice upholsterer, which meant he had money in his pocket – not much, but enough to have bought himself a set of drums. Lots of boys had guitars, but a boy with a set of drums was someone to be sought after. Primitive though their sound might have been, the Quarry Men were now complete. And it was just in time, because John was already seeing wider horizons.


Elvis Presley’s ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ had been released in Britain in March 1956, and immediately put on the ‘restricted play’ list by the BBC. They didn’t like the sound of it. John did. ‘This boy I knew at school, Don Beattie . . . his mum bought him records,’ he later told me. ‘He showed me the name “Elvis Presley” in the charts in the New Musical Express, and he said it was great. I thought it sounded a bit phoney . . . “Heartbreak Hotel”. But then I heard it on, I think, Radio Luxembourg, and it was the end for me.’


Actually, it was the beginning. ‘Before Elvis there was nothing,’ he would very famously say later, which was a little bit of Lennon hyperbole. But, for John, the arrival of Elvis and rock and roll was an epiphany. He was fifteen. ‘It was the only thing to get through to me . . . Rock and roll was real. Everything else was unreal.’ He now began to realise what he wanted to do, who he wanted to be. Lonnie Donegan had provided the initial spark, but it was Elvis – who, incidentally, had started out, like Donegan, singing a rocked-up version of a blues song – who mostly fired John’s ambition.


Since he’d been a little boy, he’d dreamed about writing Alice In Wonderland, or, rather, a book like it. But, looking back on that period in his life, he would tell me: ‘I wanted to write Alice In Wonderland and be Elvis Presley.’ He saw no problem in putting the two together, not allowing that some may see Lewis Carroll as high culture and Elvis as something else. To him there was no conflict. They fitted together. It was a belief he would always hold.


That year he began to buy records in earnest to play at Julia’s home, with 78 rpm versions of Elvis Presley’s ‘Blue Suede Shoes’, ‘Don’t Be Cruel’ and ‘My Baby Left Me’ following ‘Heartbreak Hotel’. Then there was Gene Vincent’s ‘Be-Bop-A-Lula’. He bought a comedy record, too. It was the nonsensical ‘Ying Tong Song’ by the stars of his favourite radio programme, The Goon Show. It was an exciting time. ‘The Daily Howl’ and John’s wacky insolence had made him famous – well, notorious – at school, he was starting his own skiffle group, and now Elvis was in his life. Then along came Little Richard singing ‘Long Tall Sally’. This was almost too good to be true.


‘When I heard it, it was so great I couldn’t speak,’ he told me and other journalists. ‘You know how you are torn. I didn’t want to leave Elvis . . . I didn’t want to say anything against Elvis, not even in my mind. How could this be happening in my lifetime. Both of them.’


Then someone told him that Little Richard was black. It hadn’t occurred to him until then. ‘So . . . Elvis was white and Little Richard was black. There was a difference between them.’ That meant he could love them both without being disloyal to Elvis. ‘I thought about it for days at school, about the labels on the records. One was yellow [the American Specialty label of Little Richard’s record], the other was [His Master’s Voice in the UK] blue. I thought about that . . . yellow and blue.’ These were the memories of a nerdy teenage boy he would tell and retell all his life, luxuriating in the passions recalled.


Naturally when a film with Little Richard, The Girl Can’t Help It, which also starred the pneumatic Jayne Mansfield, was shown in Liverpool, John went to see it, as he had also been to see the rock exploitation movie Rock Around The Clock. The experience of both was not quite as he had been led to expect.


When any rock and roll film was shown in the UK in the mid-Fifties, there were newspaper stories of riots, fighting and dancing in cinema aisles, which then sparked copycat incidents around the country, and which, in turn, triggered further newspaper headlines. The culprits were said to be Teddy boys (and their girlfriends), gangs of working-class youths whose fashion was to wear Edwardian-style outfits of narrow trousers and long jackets, and to grow long sideboards under quiffs of greasy duck-tailed hair. Like hormonal youths the world over, some Teddy boy gangs liked to fight with other gangs, the result being that in Britain they were considered, at least by the tabloid newspapers, a menace.


As a suburban schoolboy in a blazer and tie, John steered well clear of them. ‘I was never in any street fights or gangs,’ he would remember. But he was intrigued by the reports of riots in the cinemas.


‘I was most surprised,’ he would often say, comically deadpan about going to see Rock Around The Clock. ‘Nobody was fighting and dancing in the aisles like I’d read . . . It must have all been done before I got there. I was all set up to tear up the seats, but nobody joined in.’


The notion that rock and roll drove young people crazy because of its ‘jungle beat’ (rock’s early detractors really used to say that) might have been a myth built around the behaviour of a few over-energised and aggressive show-offs. But, because of the newspaper coverage, by the late Fifties rock and roll had become firmly associated in the public’s mind with the uneducated and unsophisticated. It would take the Beatles, eight years later, to eventually change that.


John was sixteen in October 1956. It was the beginning of his last year at school and by now it wasn’t only rock and roll and the Quarry Men that was obsessing him. There was sex, too. And when at weekends he and his gang would ride their bikes as a squad to nearby Calderstones Park for a secret smoke and a chat, there would often be girls hanging about, trying to attract his attention. He wasn’t the best-looking boy in his group, but girls always liked him, and one day, out cycling in the park with Len Garry, they met a couple of new faces. John fancied the pretty fair one with the pony tail, but, at first, she preferred Len. Her name was Barbara Baker and she was fifteen. A little later, in the way these teenage things go, she transferred her affections to John. Len didn’t mind. And, off and on, for the next eighteen months, Barbara and John would become a couple, going off on cycle rides, or to the pictures, or to the homes of friends when their parents were out. He even wrote her love poems, enjoying the security of having a steady girlfriend, although he was rarely steady himself – expecting her to be available when he wanted her, but happy to be with the Quarry Men when he didn’t.


‘I was a very insecure male,’ he would one day tell Playboy, ‘a guy who wanted to put his woman into a little box, lock her up and then bring her out when he feels like playing with her. She’s not allowed to communicate with the outside world, outside of me, because it made me feel insecure.’


Not surprisingly, Mimi was cool towards this new development in her nephew’s adolescence, but Julia liked Barbara and would welcome the pair into her home.


For the best part of his last year at school, Julia, Elvis, the Quarry Men and Barbara defined the boundaries of John’s life. No one, other than he, saw the Quarry Men as anything more than a craze, but the rehearsals, which were usually in the homes of the other members of the group (Mimi didn’t want them disturbing her lodgers’ studies, and would make John practise his guitar outside in the side porch), were fun, if haphazard. But when Julia allowed them to use her bathroom for practice, because the tiled walls gave the best approximation of the echo effect heard on Elvis’s records, she endeared herself to everyone.


None of the group was, of course, even close to being a musician, so the playlist for the Quarry Men’s earliest unpaid appearances at the St Peter’s Youth Club in Woolton depended on the few songs they knew. And playing some of them didn’t come easily, as Rod Davis remembers. ‘When another skiffle song, “Freight Train” by Chas McDevitt and Nancy Whiskey, entered the charts a few months later, we were all wondering what to do because you needed to know four chords to play that.’ Another limitation was that the lyrics to the songs were often indistinct on the records. John tried to get a vague idea of the words, but, when he couldn’t, he just made up new ones as he went along. It didn’t matter. No one else knew them either.


The Quarry Men’s first proper public appearance, probably in late 1956 (no one can remember exactly), was at a golf club in Childwall, a Liverpool suburb. It had been arranged by Nigel Walley, who had now left school and was an apprentice golf pro at the club. And although the group weren’t actually paid, someone passed around a hat at the end of the evening, so the boys shared a few shillings between them.


Julia was there, too, encouraging. Mimi, however, with her mantra, ‘The guitar’s all right, John, but you’ll never make a living with it’, wasn’t. In her view, her nephew was in danger of throwing his life away, just as his mother had.


But was she also jealous of the increasing amount of time that John was now spending with Julia? She had lost her husband, and although she and John rowed frequently, he was the centre of her life. In her pretend-stern way she doted on him. She would have been too proud ever to admit it, but it must have hurt when John preferred to be with his real mother. If so, that would explain why one day during that first year of the Quarry Men her emotions may have got the better of her.


After yet another row, John had banged out of Mendips and gone to stay at Julia’s place, telling Mimi that this time he wasn’t coming back. Of course, he did go back. He always went back. But when, after a few days, he returned something was missing. His terrier dog, Sally, that his Uncle George had given him when he’d been still in short trousers, was no longer there. Mimi explained that if he wasn’t going to be around to look after the dog, she had decided to give her away.


It was, Pete Shotton would recall, the only time he ever saw John with tears in his eyes. It seems unlikely that Mimi had the dog destroyed, as Pete believed. John’s cousin Stanley Parkes was under the impression that Mimi simply found another home for Sally. She always preferred cats, anyway. But, knowing how fond John was of his dog, it does suggest an act of spiteful jealousy on Mimi’s behalf.
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