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For Simon – you’ll never know how much I really love you.









There was the possibility we could have carried on. We weren’t sitting in the studio saying, ‘Okay, this is it: last record; last track; last take.’


Ringo Starr


If people need The Beatles so much all they have to do is buy each [solo] album and put it on tape, track by track – one of me, one of Paul, one of George and one of Ringo – because otherwise, the music is just the same, only on separate albums.


John Lennon


When the spinning stops – that’ll be the time to worry, not before. Until then, The Beatles are alive and well and the beat goes on.


Beatles press release, 10 April 1970
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Introduction:
All My Little Plans and Schemes


It is difficult not to fall in love with The Beatles. The thrill of John asking the audience at the 1963 Royal Variety Performance, in the presence of Queen Elizabeth The Queen Mother and Princess Margaret, ‘Will the people in the cheaper seats clap your hands? All the rest of you, if you’ll just rattle your jewellery.’ Paul’s doe-eyed looks, shaking his head from side to side and screaming trademark Beatle ‘oohs’. George grinning with a lopsided smile and rebuffing journalists’ questions about the name of his haircut: ‘Arthur,’ he cuttingly replies. Or Ringo’s forlorn come-and-mother-me pose, dancing bent-double, arms flailing, in A Hard Day’s Night.


It was the way that John, Paul, George and Ringo – the four-name roll call effortlessly sliding off the tongue – stood side by side contorting their arms to spell Help! in flag semaphore on the album cover. The way they donned tinted shades and sat looking irrepressibly cool for the back-sleeve shoot of Revolver. It was Paul’s joyous ‘1-2-3-4’ introduction to ‘Please Please Me’, kick-starting Beatlemania, and John wisecracking to the assembled motley guests on the roof of the Apple building at the finale of Let It Be six years later, ‘I’d like to say thank you on behalf of the group and ourselves, and I hope we’ve passed the audition.’ It was the flirtatious presenter Cathy McGowan being reduced to a giggling pile as George charmed her on the set of Ready Steady Go!, revealing that they, The Beatles, sometimes watched ‘private (“not dirty”) films’. It was Ringo, sitting beside the actress Jessie Robins (‘Auntie Jessie’) on the Magical Mystery Tour bus, improvising and squabbling over who bought the away-day tickets.


With scene after scene of quips and japes, The Beatles played out a fantasy drama for the benefit of the cameras, and for us, the fans, to repeatedly imitate while secretly wishing for acceptance into their impenetrable gang. And then there was the music! A bounty of singles, EPs and LPs to devour and cherish – from radio-friendly chart-toppers like ‘She Loves You’ and ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’ to the anthemic ‘All You Need Is Love’ and ‘Hey Jude’; from the romantic ‘This Boy’ and ‘Something’ to the cool ‘Rain’ and the esoteric ‘I Know Your Name (Look Up the Number)’. One day, you might swear blind that Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band was the greatest record ever made and the next be utterly convinced it was Abbey Road. And then there were those endless Beatle-themed debates: whether ‘Please Please Me’ was officially the group’s first number one record (New Musical Express and Melody Maker: yes; Record Retailer: no) or if ‘Yesterday’ – performed by Paul accompanied only by a string quartet – was legitimately a Beatles record at all; whether George introduced Indian music to Western pop (as if the very notion could be doubted), or if John Lennon was right when he supposedly joked that Ringo ‘wasn’t even the best drummer in The Beatles’.1


These conversations, the arguments, the records…we had them all and wanted them to last forever. They did, and they will. But like great sex we craved more: to experience greater thrills, and to discover unknown pleasures. In this unrequited affair we made ever-increasing demands, and when The Beatles split we felt cheated. Like scorned lovers we hoped that the breakup was only temporary, an understandable trial separation, and with it came a longing for reconciliation and reunion. This erroneous fantasy ended abruptly on 8 December 1980, when John Lennon was murdered in cold blood on the steps of his New York home. Taken away from us, from Yoko and from his two sons, Sean and Julian, by a single bullet. Suddenly, the possible was impossible. There could never be four Beatles again. The dream was over.


Perhaps you were an original fan from Liverpool and saw The Beatles in their earliest incarnation or witnessed the mayhem they caused in Hamburg rocking in their leather jackets. You could have bought their first single ‘Love Me Do’ in October 1962 or latched on to the mania 16 months later when The Beatles made their debut appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show on 9 February 1964. Maybe it took the Fab Four shaking off their mop-top image and embracing psychedelia or welcoming the mystical ways of Eastern spirituality. Or possibly, like me, you were born a beat too late to say ‘I was there’ but nevertheless were enveloped by the irresistible pull of their charm and magnetism. In time, the who, the where and the when have been surpassed by the all-encompassing joy of being consumed by Beatle fandom. A combination of books, films, art and, of course, music.


Loving The Beatles is not like being a fan of any other band. It is more like being part of a family, something akin to a cultural blood group. From the moment I consciously first heard their music as an eight-year-old, I have been infatuated by all things Beatles. By coincidence, my best friend shared this same passion, and throughout our teens and twenties we delved into one another’s record collections, sharing our joint thirst for all things FAB! Our favourite game was imagining one more Beatles album. The One after Let It Be. Over the years, we have spent hours debating a would-be running order: accepting and rejecting tracks; replacing one song with another; discovering a new solo song by Ringo; or embracing a previously undiscovered demo recording by George. We have shouted, screamed and shared the idea with other Beatle-heads in pubs and at gigs or just with random strangers and, in doing so, discovered that imagining the unimaginable is as irresistible for others as it was for us.
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John, Paul, Ringo and George outside their manager Brian Epstein’s house in west London, 19 May 1967.





We were young then, and maturity has, in time, led us away from our obsessional behaviour. Yet, now, decades later, I find the idea of a ‘what if…?’ Beatles album as compelling as I ever did. Of course, in those years, a whole new intensity of Beatle wisdom has spread across the globe, coupled with ingenious ways in which to keep the story alive. The internet is littered with sites and blogs preserving and reliving the Beatles years: the idea of one more record frequently explored on social media platforms across the world with imagined albums ranging from the populist to the absurd, but always presented with the loving care of a devotee. It seems that if fans can’t have The Beatles in the real world, they will reinvent them in an alternative reality.


Such is the thirst for new Beatles that, in 1995, Paul, George and Ringo shocked the world and reunited to record two previously unreleased John Lennon songs, ‘Free as a Bird’ and ‘Real Love’ (the opening verse of the latter giving rise to the title of this book), with fresh backing tracks, newly written middle eights, and a chorus of vocals to support John’s crude original demos. Then, in 2003, Let It Be…Naked was released, a dressed-down version of The Beatles’ last official album, without posthumous overdubs and effects. In 2018, the ‘White Album’ master tapes were dusted down and remixed for the modern age by the son of George Martin, Giles, and in 2019, Abbey Road was given a similar treatment to celebrate its fiftieth anniversary. At the time of writing, the filmmaker Peter Jackson has created a new edit of the 1969 film Let It Be from 56 hours of unreleased film footage. Then, in 2019 came perhaps one of the most bizarre reimaginings of Beatles history, Yesterday, a film written by Richard Curtis and directed by Danny Boyle, in which a struggling musician wakes up after a gigantic electrical storm to discover that nobody apart from him has ever heard of the songs of Lennon and McCartney, or indeed Harrison and Starr.


Like Some Forgotten Dream is dedicated to this worldwide fixation of reinvention. It is an attempt to offer a literary voice to a debate that has raged in Beatleland, and beyond, since the group originally split more than half a century ago. It asks you to imagine the following scenario: that The Beatles did not split up in April 1970; that, after releasing Abbey Road a year earlier, John, Paul, George and Ringo recorded a fourteenth, farewell album; and that such classic songs as ‘Jealous Guy’, ‘Maybe I’m Amazed’, ‘My Sweet Lord’ and ‘I’m the Greatest’ appeared on a single disc, under the name of The Beatles.


The seductive idea requires a great leap of faith of the reader and a willingness to reverse the clock of history. It necessitates unpicking the real-time chronology of events that led to the breakup of the group. To accept that there was a yearning, from all four Beatles, to keep the group together. In fact, despite the Daily Mirror headline on 10 April 1970 declaring ‘Paul Quits The Beatles’, and notwithstanding John’s private declaration of ‘a divorce’ six months earlier, it is evident that there was lot more posturing and game playing than meaningful intent to end the union. Indeed, in the months following the group’s dissolution, each Beatle independently expressed a belief that it was not over. Like Some Forgotten Dream asks the reader to accept that conciliatory opportunities were not missed; that differences of opinion were resolved; and that day-today difficulties were surmounted. In short, the book proposes a resolution to the discord in the Beatles camp and witnesses John, Paul, George and Ringo offering what the world craved: The Beatles recording together, one more time.


The fantasy involves retracing the last years of the group’s working relationship, from the personal and the political to the artistic and the financial. The tragic death of manager Brian Epstein, the fragmented recording of the ‘White Album’ and, in 1969, the problematic Get Back / Let It Be sessions that spawned a year of internal rancour and bitterness. By re-evaluating these areas, we catch a glimpse of an endgame where the unravelling of The Beatles was avoidable, where compromise could have trumped confrontation, where negotiation pacified provocation. An understanding of these squandered openings underpins the whole concept of the ‘what if…?’ fiction and makes the prospect of one more album tantalizing in its allure.


The second half of the book presents a case for the songs on a would-be final album, and, in doing so, offers a radical rewriting of pop music history. In this reimagined world, John, Paul, George and Ringo agree to record a double vinyl album, Four Sides of The Beatles, with a side dedicated exclusively to the songs of each respective Beatle – Side One: Lennon; Side Two: McCartney; Side Three: Harrison; and Side Four: Starr – and, in the process, symbolically prepare fans for the inevitable split and solo careers that will follow.


The proposed record provides a daring solution to the pervasive inter-band complaints: that John had lost his commercial touch; that Paul’s songs dominated; that George was undervalued and that Ringo was a sideman. Consequently, each Beatle is given carte blanche to fill one side of a record however they see fit: their song selections, their arrangements, their choice of producer. Moreover, the record is a reflection of the growing maturity within the group, from the mop-top days when the band led the British Invasion of the US in 1964 to the young men seeking individual identities at the dawning of a new decade: as musicians, as maturing adults, and as four young men facing the sobering reality of life in their thirties.


In choosing tracks for Four Sides of The Beatles, I have constructed strict criteria, which, in the main, attempt to adhere to historical feasibility. This timeframe is set from September 1969, when John Lennon proposed ‘Cold Turkey’ as the next Beatles single, to 31 December 1970, when Paul served a lawsuit to the High Court to sue his former bandmates and Apple Inc. Obviously, determining an exact template is contentious, the paradox being that, if the group resolved their differences in September 1969, historical events that occurred thereafter are redundant. Furthermore, it is reasonable to assume that, had The Beatles agreed to make a new record, new songs would have been written for its recording.


Accepting these anomalies, Four Sides of The Beatles is limited to songs that are known to have existed before – be it from prior recordings, rehearsals or private demo tapes – or within the given dates. In fact, many songs selected for the proposed album were written before The Beatles officially broke up. For example, ‘The Back Seat of My Car’ – the closing track on Paul’s second solo album, RAM, released in May 1971 – was introduced to The Beatles in January 1969 during the Get Back sessions, as was George’s ‘All Things Must Pass’, although it was not released until December 1970. Similarly, ‘Jealous Guy’ was written in 1968 (then titled ‘Child of Nature’), rehearsed by The Beatles in January 1969, and finally released as a John Lennon solo recording in 1971. Conversely, the rigid qualifying standard excludes many popular songs, such as ‘Imagine’ (written by John in 1971), ‘Live and Let Die’ and ‘Give Me Love (Give Me Peace on Earth)’ (written by Paul and George, respectively, in 1973) and ‘Back Off Boogaloo’ (written by Ringo in 1972).


Time and place indelibly print sounds in our memories. And to imagine songs like ‘Jealous Guy’, ‘Another Day’, ‘My Sweet Lord’ or ‘It Don’t Come Easy’ stripped of our knowing their arrangements, their imagery, requires a great leap of imagination. Wouldn’t ‘Maybe I’m Amazed’, as performed by The Beatles, be transformed if John had added harmonies and Ringo played drums on the track? Or if Paul had played bass on ‘Gimme Some Truth’ or George lead guitar on ‘Another Day’? The proposition asks of the listener to dispense with their preconceptions of the familiar and engage with the essence of a song in its purest form: words and melody.


From a literary point of view, I have liberally selected statements made by John, Paul, George and Ringo in interviews that play to the central theme of the book. Often, this necessitated taking words out of context to serve the argument, but it is important to stress that no words have been invented. Like Some Forgotten Dream is a fantasy, and although Part 2 is a distorted application of post-Beatles history, the information used – dates, facts, interviews – is all genuine. In a similar vein, it is important to remember that opinions as to the credibility of an interview should be made in relation to the time it was recorded. For example, John’s interview with Jann Wenner for Rolling Stone magazine in December 1970 was given within months of The Beatles’ breakup and naturally is emotionally raw; added to which, the difference in the written word from the tone of his voice on the audio recording is seismic. As discussed within the book, John’s state of mind was prone to change day by day, and his interview with Wenner is laced with contradictions. Tellingly, when the conversation was later published in book form, as Lennon Remembers, John contested it, believing that many of his attitudes had changed in the intervening years.


Inevitably, Like Some Forgotten Dream will engender discussion, debate and disagreement. In many ways, this is central to the book’s premise. But, to reiterate, the concept of a great lost album is a fantasy and as such there can be no definitive right or wrong. The proposal is rife with anomalies and, like a Hollywood film, requires of the audience a suspension of disbelief. I therefore ask the reader to engage with the book in the spirit in which it is written: a playful game presented, I hope, with intelligence and wit. It is a love letter to the greatest band in the history of popular music. A group that continues to bring joy to the world, and, incredibly, still garners record sales in the millions. In fact, despite John Lennon singing ‘the dream is over…’, it is timely to remember he also sang ‘it’s only just begun…’





___________


1 This misattributed quote originates from an episode of the BBC Radio 4 comedy show Radio Active entitled ‘Record Producer’, which was written by Geoffrey Perkins and first broadcast on 5 September 1981: ‘Alright, maybe Ringo Starr wasn’t the best drummer in the world. Alright, maybe he wasn’t the best drummer in the Beatles.’





Part 1



Don’t Upset the Apple Cart






1. Transition


End of Touring


I think the troubles really began when we weren’t aiming anymore for the same thing, which began, I think, when we stopped touring in 1966. Paul McCartney – Life, April 1971


Candlestick Park, San Francisco, 29 August 1966. The Beatles are dressed in matching stage outfits: black trousers and double-breasted coats with green velvet lapels, split buttoned cuffs, and a single-vented back. Paul screams out, ‘Have some fun tonight’, and with a final yelp brings the last night of The Beatles’ 19-date North American tour to an end. The band have been on stage for barely 30 minutes, ripping through 11 songs all captured on cassette tape by the band’s press officer, Tony Barrow, at Paul’s request. Opening with a cover of Chuck Berry’s ‘Rock and Roll Music’, followed by ‘She’s a Woman’, ‘If I Needed Someone’, ‘Day Tripper’, ‘Baby’s in Black’, ‘I Feel Fine’, ‘Yesterday’, ‘I Wanna Be Your Man’ (sung by Ringo), ‘Nowhere Man’ and ‘Paperback Writer’, and finishing with Little Richard’s ‘Long Tall Sally’, the set is predominantly upbeat, spanning the first four years of The Beatles’ recording career. The sound is amplified by the screams of 25,000 rabid fans, charged by the atmosphere and flushed at their proximity to the Fab Four.


But for those paying attention to the detail of the spectacle, The Beatles had changed. The band was no longer simply a ‘rocking live act’ out on the road to promote their latest record: the song arrangements had become progressively more sophisticated, reflecting a developing studio prowess, and this, coupled with the gladiatorial atmosphere of the live shows, meant that, for the group, touring was becoming increasingly tiresome. The technical innovation of the heavy bass part on ‘Paperback Writer’ or the chiming interplay of Rickenbacker guitars and vocal harmonies on ‘Nowhere Man’ was lost live, the sub-adequate PA equipment and audience screams drowning out The Beatles’ ability to hear themselves think, let alone play.
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John, George and Paul at Candlestick Park, San Francisco, moments before their final concert date, 29 August 1966.





There was no official announcement, no statement that The Beatles would stop touring after Candlestick Park, but, for astute audience members, the on-stage between-song banter suggested a decision had been reached. ‘We’d like to carry on, now,’ John said, before playing The Beatles’ 1965 Christmas number one single ‘Day Tripper’, ‘carry on together, at will – one together and all for one…’ Then, as the set neared its close, Paul quipped, ‘We’d like to carry on, I think, we’re not really sure yet. I’d like to carry on, certainly.’ ‘Definitely,’ replied John, ‘I’d like to carry on…definitely.’ Moments later, in front of a camera positioned on top of John’s guitar amplifier, all four Beatles stood with their backs to the audience to pose for a photograph. It was the last time they would appear together before a paying audience. ‘That’s it,’ George cried, later that evening on board a chartered flight from San Francisco to Los Angeles, ‘I’m not a Beatle any longer.’


The world used The Beatles as ‘an excuse to go mad’, George reflected 30 years later for Anthology, ‘and then blamed it on us’. In the early years of touring, the adulation had been thrilling, but as venues became bigger the music took second place to the event. The Beatles had effectively become a sideshow to the enormity of the occasion: a live touring spectacle. ‘It was great at first,’ George told The Beatles biographer Hunter Davies, ‘but it got played out. We got in a rut. It was a different audience each day but we were doing the same things. There was no satisfaction in it. Nobody could hear. It was just a bloody big row. We got worse as musicians, playing the same old junk every day. There was no satisfaction at all.’ ‘It was wrecking our playing,’ Ringo confirmed. ‘In the end no one enjoyed touring. Once you’ve got to manufacture it, it doesn’t work. You’ve got to give to receive…we didn’t give anything.’ John compared the process to being in the army: ‘One big sameness which you have to go through,’ he told Davies. ‘I was thinking, “Well, this is the end, really. There’s no more touring. That means there’s going to be a blank space in the future.” That’s when I started considering life without The Beatles – what would it be?’


Adding to The Beatles’ frustration on the road was the increasing banality of press conferences. Rarely asked questions of any serious depth and after years of ‘playing the game’, they began to crack. In the week preceding Candlestick Park, one journalist asked the group, ‘One of your countrymen was here yesterday, he said he thought that American women were out of style for not wearing mini-skirts and because they didn’t, their legs were ugly. I’d like to ask what you think of American women’s legs.’ Bemused, Ringo drily retorted, ‘Well, if they don’t wear mini-skirts, how do they know their legs are ugly?’ John was then asked about a remark he had made six months earlier comparing the relative popularity of The Beatles with Jesus Christ. ‘I’ve clarified it about eight hundred times,’ John responded, clearly exasperated by the continued adverse publicity Maureen Cleave’s interview in the Evening Standard in March 1966 had generated. Changing the subject, a journalist quoted a recent article from Time magazine claiming ‘Day Tripper’ was ‘about a prostitute’ and ‘Norwegian Wood’ ‘about a lesbian’. ‘What was your intent behind it?’ he asked. ‘We’re just trying to write songs about prostitutes and lesbians,’ Paul responded to a round of laughter. Then, when asked about the inspiration behind ‘Eleanor Rigby’, John, clearly bored, jibed, ‘Two queers.’


When The Beatles returned home to England on 30 August 1966, everything changed. The pattern of recording and touring, established in October 1962 with the release of ‘Love Me Do’, was over. In four short years, The Beatles had given nearly 800 performances – plus another 1,250 if you take into account their different group set-ups, either separately or together, before signing to Parlophone. The Beatles had conquered the world and been celebrated as leaders of a cultural revolution. On Thursday, 24 November 1966 – three months after Candlestick Park – John, Paul, George and Ringo reconvened at EMI Studios to begin work on a new song, ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’. And with it the axis of influence in popular music turned once again. On 1 June 1967, the ground-breaking Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band was released, swiftly followed a month later by first ‘All You Need Is Love’ – introduced via a live broadcast to a worldwide audience of 400 million people – and then, in December, a new song, written by Paul, ‘Hello Goodbye’. The year ended with a one-hour film made for television and an accompanying six-track double EP, Magical Mystery Tour. The Beatles’ creative output in 1967 was staggering. But one event above all would irrecoverably change the destiny of The Beatles – the death of Brian Epstein.



Death of Brian Epstein



On 27 August 1967, Brian Epstein was declared dead from an accidental overdose of drugs. He was 32 years old. Brian had managed The Beatles since 1961, after watching them perform at the Cavern Club in Liverpool. Restyling them in suits, he secured The Beatles a recording contract with Parlophone Records and organized their live engagements. After the Beatles’ final concert at Candlestick Park in 1966, Brian continued with his managerial duties, approving plans to establish Apple – a commercial venture to facilitate records, films, electronics and manufacturing (and, from a business perspective, to offset tax) – and facilitating what would become The Beatles’ third film, Magical Mystery Tour.
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George and Paul on their way to Brian Epstein’s memorial service with Pattie Boyd, Mal Evans and Neil Aspinall, 17 October 1967.





In reality, Brian’s active role in the day-to-day affairs of The Beatles in this 12-month period was marginalized, and his untimely passing has come to represent the moment the fate of the band was sealed. ‘After we stopped touring he had nothing to do, really,’ John said. Both Paul and George agreed. ‘Even before we got into our own company,’ Paul told Anthology, ‘we were virtually manging ourselves. So Brian had become a bit redundant.’ ‘There was a huge void,’ George added. ‘We didn’t know anything about our personal business and finances. Brian had taken care of everything. It was chaos after that.’ ‘We collapsed,’ John told Rolling Stone in 1970. ‘I knew that we were in trouble then. I didn’t really have any misconceptions about our ability to do anything other than play music. And I was scared. I thought, “We’ve fuckin’ had it.”’


With Brian gone, it soon become apparent that The Beatles’ contractual legacy was bound up in paperwork owned by the Epstein estate and filtered down through a sea of accountants and solicitors. Over the next two years, The Beatles became mired in a business imbroglio which slowly ate at the soul of their creative existence. In 1985, Hunter Davies wrote in the postscript to his authorized biography of the band, ‘I had never imagined that the end of The Beatles, whenever it happened, would simply come in a welter of legal tangles, financial quibbling, trivial personality clashes, slanging matches, ridiculous recriminations, juvenile insults and silly squabbles.’


Reflecting on the establishment of Apple as an attempt to break from capitalist convention and offer sanctuary to artists of all backgrounds from big business, John told the New Musical Express on 13 December 1969, ‘I know now that the original concept of helping everybody doesn’t work in its purest form. All you get are the bums and freeloaders everybody else turns down.’


Under different circumstances, Brian would have managed Apple and kept The Beatles at arm’s length from its demands. As it was, Apple, in effect, gave The Beatles control of their future and exacted responsibility for their individual actions. Where they had once lived in a cossetted world, protected by Brian to concentrate on songwriting, recording and touring, outside demands now penetrated their daily lives, disrupting their carefree lifestyle. Symbolically, ‘Brian’s boys’ had become men of ‘Swinging London’. In the second half of the 1960s, as popular culture embraced psychedelia, so The Beatles’ outlook obscured and with it hitherto unwelcome guests were invited into their fold. As Neil Aspinall observed in Anthology, ‘Suddenly, the lunatics had got hold of the asylum.’1


Yoko Ono


Yoko Ono’s arrival in John Lennon’s life in 1966 is a polemical moment in The Beatles’ story, the resulting shockwaves irrevocably transforming the group’s previously impenetrable four-way dynamic. Almost immediately, John underwent a dramatic metamorphosis that affected both his personal and professional behaviour. For those looking for an easy target, Yoko’s entry into The Beatles’ inner circle provided the perfect scapegoat for the group’s protracted disintegration. Dismissing the chaos around Apple, Hunter Davies argued that the ongoing legal rows were a ‘result’, not a ‘cause’, of the split. ‘If there was one simple reason why The Beatles split up when they did,’ Hunter boldly asserted, ‘it was not the argument over who should run their affairs, but the arrival into John’s life of Yoko Ono.’


On 19 May 1968, Yoko visited John at his marital home in Weybridge, Surrey. Taking advantage of Cynthia Lennon’s absence, the couple spent the night creating electronic noises and tape loops – later released as Unfinished Music No. 1: Two Virgins.2 In the morning, John and Yoko consummated their union, as John proudly revealed to the Rolling Stone journalist Jann Wenner in 1970: ‘It was midnight when we started…and then we made love at dawn. It was very beautiful.’


Three days later, on 22 May 1968, the couple, making their first public appearance, attended the launch party of Apple Tailoring at the Club Dell’Aretusa on Chelsea’s King’s Road, where, notably, George Harrison was also in attendance.3 Although she was now introduced as John’s partner, it was by no means Yoko’s first foray into The Beatles’ orbit. Having sought out Paul in 1965 while in search of original handwritten manuscripts as a birthday present for the composer John Cage, two years later Yoko attended a Beatles recording session for ‘The Fool on the Hill’.4 A black-and-white photograph, snapped on the day – 25 September 1967 – shows John holding an acoustic guitar dressed in a matching white polo neck and trousers sitting opposite Yoko who is dressed in black.5 On 30 May 1968, Yoko once again was present at a Beatles recording session, on this occasion invited by John to spend an afternoon in Studio Two at EMI’s Abbey Road as work began on ‘Revolution’. The Beatles cut a fiery ten-minute version of the song complete with sound effects and on-mic moans courtesy of Yoko and the repeated line ‘you become naked’ – later immortalized on the finished ‘White Album’ recording.


During this period, John and Yoko stayed at Paul’s house on Cavendish Avenue in St John’s Wood. In her memoir Body Count, published in 1972, Paul’s then girlfriend, Francie Schwartz, gave a less than flattering account of the host’s behaviour. ‘[Paul] sent them a hate letter once, unsigned, typed,’ Schwartz wrote:




I brought it in with the morning mail. Paul put most of his fan mail in a big basket and let it sit for weeks, but John and Yoko opened every piece. When they got to the anonymous note, they looked puzzled, looking at each other with genuine pain in their eyes. ‘You and your Jap tart think you’re hot shit,’ it said. John put it on the mantle, and in the afternoon, Paul hopped in, prancing much the same self-conscious way he did when we met. ‘Oh I just did that for a lark…’ he said in his most sugarcoated accent. It was embarrassing. The three of us swivelled around, staring at him. You could see the pain in John.
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Yoko Ono and John during the recording session for ‘The Fool on the Hill’ at EMI Studios, 25 September 1967.





Historically, strangers had not readily been welcomed into The Beatles’ inner circle. But, in the glow of love, John wantonly ignored any perceived group protocol, despite the growing unease of Paul, George and Ringo. Yoko’s arrival further signified the end of John’s marriage to Cynthia. The couple divorced on 8 November 1968, and thereafter Yoko was a permanent presence, not only in John’s day-to-day life, but in all Beatle activities. Wherever John was, Yoko sat beside him. No explanation was offered beyond John’s stated desire that they wanted to spend every minute with one another. Not surprisingly, a simmering resentment spread among the three other Beatles. ‘There was a definite vibe,’ George recalled, for Anthology, ‘a wedge that was trying to drive itself deeper and deeper between him and us.’ With the close possessive bond The Beatles had with one another being challenged, confrontation was nevertheless avoided, leading to what Ringo referred to as ‘talking in corners’. ‘We didn’t get it,’ Paul simply said in the 1997 biography by Barry Miles, Many Years from Now, ‘and it put a strain on it.’ With nobody prepared to tackle the issue openly, an air of resentment festered even as Yoko was begrudging tolerated.


In January 1969, a mere two months after the release of the ‘White Album’, The Beatles commenced work on a new project at Twickenham Studios. Despite an atmosphere of apparent appeasement, and with John seemingly placated and engaged, Yoko’s all-pervasive presence was slowly stretching people’s patience. Disclosing his thoughts to the film director Michael Lindsay-Hogg, Paul ventured, ‘There’s only two answers. One is to fight it and fight her and the other thing is just to realise John’s not going to split with her just for our sakes.’ Reasoning that an obstacle is only such if you recognize it as one, Paul deduced that, if forced to make a choice, John would pick Yoko over The Beatles. Advocating tolerance, Paul said. ‘Let the young lovers stay together. It’s silly neither of us compromising.’ George was not convinced. ‘There were negative vibes at that time,’ he said in Anthology. ‘John and Yoko were out on a limb. I don’t think he wanted much to be hanging out with us, and I think Yoko was pushing him out of the band, inasmuch as she didn’t want him hanging out with us.’


Before meeting John, Yoko had belonged to Fluxus, a loose, international collective of experimental artists, poets and musicians. Based in downtown New York, Yoko staged a series of conceptual performance pieces including Painting to Be Stepped On (1960), Cut Piece (1964) – in which members of the audience were invited to cut off small pieces of her clothing as she sat alone on a stage dressed in a black suit – and Sky Piece to Jesus Christ (1965) as well as making the risqué Film No. 4, also known as Bottoms (1966–7). Yoko was an established artist and perhaps in some respects considered herself an equal to The Beatles. Unlike many visitors to the group’s inner sanctum, Yoko did not cower or show undue humility. Her arrival, along with her privileged upbringing – she was born into a wealthy, elite family and had attended Tokyo’s private Gakushuin University, renowned for educating the children of Japan’s Imperial aristocracy – understandably rankled with Paul, George and Ringo. For John, it was a liberation. ‘Yoko freed me completely to realize that I was me and it’s alright,’ he told Jann Wenner in 1970. ‘And that was it. I started fighting again, being a loudmouth again, and saying, “Well, I can do this, fuck you,” and “this is what I want,” and “Don’t put me down.”’


As rehearsals in the cavernous film studio progressed, the mood darkened. Over lunch on 10 January, after an alleged argument with John, George walked out. John went on the attack. ‘Yoko only wants to be accepted,’ he said, ‘she wants to be one of us. It’s hateful that someone can be treated with so much hostility just because they love someone.’ ‘Well, she’s not a Beatle, John,’ Ringo retorted, ‘and she never will be.’ The next morning, Paul asserted a need for diplomacy, acknowledging John’s tendency to go overboard with things new. To question John’s decision-making carried a risk of him saying, ‘Well, screw you,’ and quitting, Paul said. It was a scenario he was determined to avoid.


Through all the years of fan mania, The Beatles had endured an acutely pressurized existence and, like any longstanding relationship, they had become attuned to each other’s minutest foibles and sensitivities. Anticipating how history might interpret their decline, Paul joked, ‘It’s going to be such an incredible, comical thing in fifty years’ time: they broke up because Yoko sat on an amp…you see, John kept on bringing this girl along…’ In December 1980, John reflected upon the situation in an interview with Andy Peebles for BBC Radio 1. ‘I understand it all now, but Yoko just wanted to join in everything. Suddenly we were together all the time; in a corner mumbling and giggling. And there were Paul, George and Ringo saying, “What the hell are they doing? What’s happened to him?” My attention completely went off them. But I understood how they felt.’


With The Beatles now approaching their thirties, predictably, relationships outside of music began to impact on their day-today lives. Nonetheless, girlfriends had always been an integral part of their lives. In August 1962, John married Cynthia Powell – three months before the release of ‘Love Me Do’. In February 1965, having met her at the Cavern Club, Ringo married Maureen Cox. A year later, George married Pattie Boyd after meeting her when she was in character as a schoolgirl on the film set of A Hard Day’s Night. On 12 March 1969, Paul married Linda Eastman at Marylebone Register Office, and eight days later, John and Yoko married ‘in Gibraltar near Spain’, as described in The Beatles’ single ‘The Ballad of John and Yoko’.


But, unlike Pattie, a blonde English model, or Maureen, with her unassuming girl-next-door looks, neither Linda nor Yoko fitted neatly into a glossy Beatle narrative. Linda was American, a photographer who eschewed the fickle world of entertainment, and who, in 1967, photographed The Beatles during promotion for their new album, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. At the time, Paul was engaged to the actress Jane Asher. On 20 July 1968, Asher made an unexpected announcement on Dee Time, a BBC television show. ‘I haven’t broken it off,’ she told presenter Simon Dee, ‘but it is broken off, finished. I know it sounds corny, but we still see each other and love each other, but it hasn’t worked out. Perhaps we’ll be childhood sweethearts and meet again and get married when we’re about seventy.’ Unlike Asher, who was popular among Beatle fans, Paul’s new girlfriend, Linda, was confronted with daily mouthfuls of jealousy-fuelled abuse outside Paul’s north London home whenever she visited.


Being Japanese and a conceptual artist, Yoko was similarly cast by fans as a misfit, unsuited to the perceived role Beatle girlfriends were expected to fulfil. On 17 July 1971, television presenter Michael Parkinson asked Yoko, and John, about The Beatles’ split: ‘Another reason for people taking a dislike of you is because you’ve become known, again through the newspapers in this country, as the woman who broke up The Beatles. But that’s not true?’ ‘That’s not true,’ John replied. ‘Listen, I’ll tell you. People on the street and the kids do not dislike us. It’s the media.’ Beneath the surface lay an uneasy xenophobia. Accused of single-handedly causing the breakup of The Beatles, John was incensed. ‘Yoko didn’t split The Beatles,’ he told Jann Wenner. ‘But she’s a woman and she’s Japanese, there’s racial prejudice against her and there’s female prejudice against her. It’s as simple as that.’


In The Beatles’ story, the judgement of women, and particularly Yoko, has historically carried a measure of misogyny and prejudice. This is hardly surprising considering that the majority of books about The Beatles have been written by white male writers, myself included. The fact was that Yoko awoke in John a vitality that had long been supressed. Ever since The Beatles stopped touring, John had struggled to motivate himself. As he told Newsweek in September 1980, he surrounded himself with ‘sycophant slaves who were only interested in keeping the situation as it was’. Comparing his post-touring years to those of Elvis Presley, John said, ‘I was too frightened to step out of the palace. The king is always killed by his courtiers. He is overfed, overindulged, overdrunk to keep him tied to his throne. Yoko showed me what it was to be Elvis Beatle.’


Speaking on The Last Resort with Jonathan Ross in October 1987, George said, ‘At the time we split up, there was too many other people trying to get in the group. We could have had two groups, The Beatles and The Beatles’ wives.’ Yoko may have been a catalyst in the breakup process, but each of The Beatles asserted a growing need for independence from the group, be it through forming new relationships, making solo records or venturing into film projects. By late 1968, The Beatles as a collective concern was in need of a radical shake-up. If they were to survive the upheavals of the year ahead, a fresh approach and a new way of presenting themselves were urgently needed.


The ‘White Album’


The year 1968 was a zenith in the songwriting career of The Beatles. The total number of songs written and recorded by the group combined with those given to other artists was greater than in any other year of their existence. But the year also marked a world stage of angry voices. In the UK, on 20 April the Conservative MP Enoch Powell made the iniquitous ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech calling for the voluntary repatriation of non-white UK residents, forecasting that ‘in fifteen or twenty years’ time the black man will have the whip hand over the white man’. A week later, the Abortion Act came into effect, legalizing termination under certain conditions, and in May, the Kray Twins were arrested. In the US, Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated, and two months later, on 5 June, Robert Kennedy was shot dead at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles. In Czechoslovakia, the Prague Spring entered its fifth month of resistance, and at the Mexico Olympics Tommie Smith and John Carlos bowed their heads and raised their fists to salute the Black Power movement. ‘The tensions arising in the world around us had their effect on our music,’ Paul McCartney wrote for We, The Beatles in July 2018, ‘but the moment we sat down to play, all that vanished and the magic circle within a square that was The Beatles was created.’
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Paul at the Apple office on Wigmore Street, with press officer Derek Taylor and Ronald Kass, head of Apple Records, 13 June 1968.





In February 1968, perhaps as a reaction to a counterculture radically embracing psychedelic drugs and a contradictory angrier new world order, The Beatles accepted an invitation from the spiritual guru Maharishi Mahesh Yogi to visit India and study Transcendental Meditation. Set in the foothills of the Himalayas, the ashram at Rishikesh was a welcome sanctuary of solace and retreat from the demands of Western culture. Rising with the sun, The Beatles attended morning lectures with the Maharishi to learn about the ancient mysteries of higher consciousness. In the afternoons, they relaxed and meditated. ‘We wrote about thirty new songs between us,’ John remarked after his return from India. ‘Paul must have done about a dozen. George says he’s got six, and I wrote fifteen. And look what meditation did for Ringo – after all this time he wrote his first song.’6


Returning to London in late spring, The Beatles began work on their ninth studio album. Recorded over a five-month period – between 30 May and 17 October – The Beatles, which because of its unadorned plain sleeve became widely known as the ‘White Album’, was the first Beatles record where the distinct identities of the individual songwriters noticeably came to the fore. ‘Paul was always upset about the White Album,’ John told authors Peter McCabe and Robert Schonfeld in September 1971. ‘He never liked it because, on that one, I did my music, Paul did his and George did his. At first, he didn’t like George having so many tracks, and second, he wanted it to be more of a group thing, which really meant more Paul.’ During the sessions, The Beatles would usually arrive at EMI at two o’clock in the afternoon and work through in to the early hours. In the studio, a set of green and red fluorescent lamps were displayed to liven up the sterile environment, together with the smell of burning Aparajita incense – made from a blend of Ayurvedic herbs – adding a distinctive aroma to the sessions.7 Typically, backing tracks were recorded by all four members of the band, but as the recording of the album stretched out over the summer, overdubs were often added by individuals as outside engagements began to fracture the working group unity.


On 7 June, George and Ringo flew to California to make a guest appearance in a scene in Ravi Shankar’s film Raga, leaving Paul to work on ‘Blackbird’, written as a tribute to the Civil Rights movement. Shortly after, Paul absented himself for five days, to attend a Capitol Records conference in Los Angeles to launch Apple and in doing so missed the ongoing recording and mixing of John’s experimental sound collage ‘Revolution 9’. Having returned to London, George also missed the final day of mixing, opting instead to produce ‘Sour Milk Sea’ for Jackie Lomax.8 On 17 July, all four Beatles took a day off to attend the premiere of Yellow Submarine at the London Pavilion cinema in Piccadilly Circus. In early August, sessions transferred to Trident Studios in Soho to make use of an eight-track machine deemed suitable for the mixing of ‘Hey Jude’. A week later, The Beatles returned to Abbey Road to record ‘Not Guilty’, after which its composer, George, took a four-day break in Greece.


As the ad-hoc work practice continued through a dull and wet summer, and with the album deadline looming, The Beatles began to work independently, pragmatically making use of Abbey Road’s three separate studios: on 10 October, while strings were being recorded for both George’s song ‘Piggies’ and John’s ‘Glass Onion’ in Studio Two, Paul was in Studio Three adding finishing touches to ‘Why Don’t We Do It in the Road?’ The resourceful methodology reflected the growing maturity of The Beatles. While enabling an abundance of material to be recorded and subsequently paving the way for a double-disc release, the practice of working individually also had the advantage of deftly avoiding growing rancour.


The ‘White Album’ sessions are often regarded – by the band, EMI staff and music historians – as a difficult period for The Beatles when the growing strains of interpersonal relationships were tested and stretched to breaking point. On 22 August, Ringo quit the band feeling disillusioned and undervalued.9 ‘I left because I felt two things,’ Ringo reflected in Anthology. ‘I felt I wasn’t playing great, and I also felt that the other three were really happy and I was an outsider, but then I realised that we were all feeling like outsiders, and it just needed me to go around knocking to bring it to a head.’


In fact, Ringo was not the first to walk out on a Beatles recording session. On 21 June 1966, Paul upped sticks during a nine-hour session for the as yet untitled final track for the Revolver album ‘She Said She Said’.10 ‘I think it was one of the only Beatle records I never played on,’ Paul told Barry Miles in Many Years from Now. ‘I think we’d had a barney or something and I said, “Oh, fuck you!” and they said, “Well, we’ll do it.” I think George played bass.’ Why Paul quit the session has never been satisfactorily explained, but a brief exchange caught on tape between John and Paul during a lunchtime break on 13 January 1969, during the Get Back sessions, verifies the spat from three years earlier. ‘The only regret I have about past numbers is because I’ve allowed you to take it somewhere I didn’t want it to go,’ John said. ‘Then my only chance was to let George take over because I knew he’d take it as is.’ ‘Like on “She Said She Said”,’ Paul replied.11


What is interesting about ‘She Said She Said’ is how the sound of the group could be manufactured without the involvement of all four Beatles. Indeed, there are many examples of tracks recorded by fewer than all four members of the group participating, and yet the finished song clearly belongs to The Beatles: in 1965, ‘Yesterday’ featured only Paul, accompanied by a string quartet; in 1968, John and Ringo didn’t play on ‘Martha My Dear’ nor John on ‘While My Guitar Gently Weeps’ or ‘Long, Long, Long’; in 1969, ‘The Ballad of John and Yoko’ was recorded entirely by John and Paul; and during the recording of Abbey Road, Paul, George and Ringo cut four tracks – ‘Golden Slumbers’, ‘Here Comes the Sun’, ‘Oh! Darling’ and ‘Maxwell’s Silver Hammer’ – while John was recuperating from a car crash in Scotland. The question is: what constituted a Beatles recording? Was it who contributed to the track or was it simply just the stamp on the record label?


When the ‘White Album’ was released on 22 November 1968, it came in a plain white sleeve, designed by the British artist Richard Hamilton. White was the colour of hope, symbolizing a fresh start. For all the supposed difficulties reported during its making, the finished album revealed a band at the height of its creativity. Simultaneously topping the charts in the US and the UK, the music within contained an abundance of joyfulness and harmonious interplay: John’s quirky ad-libs on ‘Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da’, Ringo screaming ‘I’ve got blisters on my fingers’ at the end of a charged ‘Helter Skelter’, George’s sublime ‘Long, Long, Long’, or the note-perfect vocal pastiche of the Beach Boys during the middle passage of Paul’s ‘Back in the USSR’. When the album’s outtakes were issued – over three CDs in 2018 – the studio banter was thick with humour and warmth. And in the five decades since its release, the ‘White Album’ has repeatedly been cited by artists and musicians as one of the most influential albums in rock and pop history.


The events of 1968 had been prodigious, with The Beatles’ output being publicly characterized as a seamless outpouring of innovation and unrivalled creativity. Despite not having played live for over two years and with a music scene in radical transformation, progressing from psychedelia and rock to the birth of a British blues explosion, the commercial success and the affection held for the band was never greater. By the year’s end, ‘Hey Jude’ became the sixth Beatles single to surpass one million sales.12 Yet, all was about to change. The year 1969 would prove to be the year that broke The Beatles.





___________


1 In March 1961, Aspinall was taken on as the Beatles’ van driver and roadie. He later rose to the position of personal assistant and, by 1976, was managing director of Apple Corps.


2 A former student at the Liverpool College of Art, Cynthia Powell married John Lennon on 23 August 1962.


3 On 7 December, 1967, The Beatles opened a clothes boutique at 94 Baker Street. A second shop, Apple Tailoring (Civil and Theatrical), opened on 23 May 1968 on the King’s Road.


4 Paul recounted the story to Howard Stern on SIRIUS XM Radio on 18 October 2001: ‘We were in London [in late 1965] and Yoko came around to my house, knocking on the door. “There’s this Japanese lady outside,” I said, “Okay, let her in.” She came in and she said, “It’s John Cage’s birthday and us artists want to collect a bunch of manuscripts to give him.” I thought, “I don’t want to do this.” But I said, “My friend John might.” I said, “He lives here,” and she went to see him.’ As a result of the meeting, John donated the original handwritten lyrics of ‘The Word’ from Rubber Soul.
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