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PROLOGUE: AN UNEXTINGUISHABLE LAST LAUGH


On 29 November 2001, George Harrison dies after a four-year battle with cancer, aged fifty-eight. The 9/11 atrocities were only two months earlier, but despite the pressure of grim news from the still smouldering wreckage of New York’s World Trade Center and President George W. Bush’s retaliatory ‘War on Terror’, his passing instantly goes to the top of television news and leaps into front-page headlines.

Even at such a time there are no complaints of trivialisation; the Beatles long ago ceased to be just a pop group and became almost a worldwide religion. And, sombre though the TV and radio coverage, it includes generous helpings of music that, thirty years after their breakup, still has undiminished power to charm and comfort.

Inevitably, it also unlocks memories of John Lennon’s assassination in 1980 – but the two tragedies differ in more than their circumstances. That horrifically sudden obliteration of John seemed to have half the human race in tears at what felt like the loss of a wayward but still cherished old friend. With George, struck down by a quieter killer, millions can mourn the musician but there’s much less to go on in mourning the man. For no more private person can ever have trodden a stage more mercilessly public.

In later years, he took to calling himself ‘the economy-class Beatle’, not quite joking about his subordinate status from the day he joined John and Paul McCartney in the Quarrymen skiffle group until almost the end of their time together. Yet by sheer dogged persistence, he made it into the First Class cabin with songs equalling the best if never the vast quantity of Lennon and McCartney’s: ‘While My Guitar Gently Weeps’, ‘Here Comes The Sun’, ‘Something’, ‘My Sweet Lord’.

As a guitarist, he indisputably belongs in the Sixties’ pantheon of six-string superheroes alongside Eric Clapton, Jimi Hendrix, Keith Richards, Jeff Beck and Jimmy Page, though he never considered himself more than ‘an okay player’. Alone in that company, he had a serious turn of mind; the Beatles, then commercial pop as a whole, radically changed direction after his discovery of the sitar and embracing of Indian religion and philosophy. Better, rather, to call him the Beatles’ Great Minority.

Back in the Beatle madness of the early Sixties, no one would have taken him for an underdog. In live shows, he was adored almost as much as Paul with his fine-boned face, beetling brows and hair so thick and pliant that – as a Liverpool schoolfriend once enviously said – it was ‘like a fuckin’ te-erban’. But the fine-boned face could be noticeably economical with the cheery grin his fans expected at all times; indeed, it first planted the amazing thought that being a Beatle might not be undiluted bliss.

This was the endlessly self-contradictory ‘Quiet One’, actually as verbally quick on the draw as John at press conferences; who accepted the workhorse role of lead guitarist, poring dutifully over his fretboard while John and Paul competed for the spotlight, yet offstage was the most touchy and temperamental of the four; who railed against ‘the material world’, yet wrote the first pop song complaining about income tax; who spent years lovingly restoring Friar Park, his thirty-room Gothic mansion, yet mortgaged it in a heartbeat to finance his friends the Monty Python team’s Life of Brian film; who, paradoxically, became more uptight and moody after he learned to meditate; who could touch both the height of nobility with his Concert For Bangladesh and the depths of disloyalty in his casual seduction of Ringo’s wife.

His obituaries agree his finest post-Beatles achievement to have been All Things MustPass, the 1970 triple album largely consisting of songs that John and Paul had rejected for the band or that he hadn’t submitted, anticipating their indifference. A blend of his Indian influences and high-octane pop, ‘World Music’ before the term existed, it far outsold their respective solo debuts and has done ever since: an unextinguishable last laugh.

‘My Sweet Lord’, the defining track, was an anthem for any creed a year ahead of John’s ‘Imagine’, with a slide guitar motif like a tremulous human voice that would become a signature as personal and inimitable as Jerry Lee Lewis’s slashing piano arpeggios or Stevie Wonder’s harmonica.

But, as Sir Bob Geldof observes, almost every George Harrison solo or riff planted itself in the mind’s ear for evermore… the pauses as eloquent as words in his masterpiece, ‘Something’… the downward carillon, so full of optimism he wasn’t feeling, in ‘Here Comes The Sun’… the ‘backwards’ solo compounding the euphoric haze of John’s ‘I’m Only Sleeping’… the drawn-out jangling coda to ‘A Hard Day’s Night’… the jazzy acoustic ripple lending a touch of sophistication to Paul’s Cavern show tune ‘Till There Was You’… the languid chords reining back the frenzy of ‘She Loves You’… the Duane Eddying bass notes on ‘I Saw Her Standing There’ that still exhale the smoky, beery, randy air of Hamburg’s Reeperbahn.

‘He was a lovely guy and a very brave man – really just my baby brother,’ says Sir Paul McCartney, truly up to a point. ‘I feel strongly there was a beautiful soul in him,’ says his sitar guru and surrogate father Ravi Shankar. ‘He found something worth more than fame, more than fortune, more than anything,’ says Sir Elton John. ‘His life was magical and we all felt we had shared a little bit of it by knowing him,’ says Yoko Ono Lennon, though it really wasn’t and she didn’t. ‘It takes courage to be gentle,’ says Brian May from Queen. ‘He was an inspiration.’

His second wife, Olivia – an inconspicuous figure throughout their twenty seven years together until the night in 1999 when she saved his life – issues a statement on behalf of herself and their twenty-three-year-old son and only child, Dhani. His mourners should try to be as positive as he managed to be, Olivia says, for the Hindu precepts he lived by had banished all fear of death. ‘He gave his life to God a long time ago. George said you can’t just discover God when you’re dying… you have to practise. He went with what was happening to him.’

Still, across every culture and in every language, the same chill thought occurs, often to somebody born after – in many cases, long after – the Beatles broke up:

Only two of them left.



The first anniversary of George’s death is marked by a concert at London’s Royal Albert Hall, organised by Olivia and Dhani with support from many prominent figures in the music business. The proceeds will go to the Material World charitable foundation, set up by him in 1974 to support a range of causes and nurtured by a share in his song copyrights, of which the general public has been largely unaware.

The Albert Hall is a red plush-lined Colosseum facing Kensington Gardens, commissioned by Queen Victoria as a young widow to memorialise her adored Prince Consort. It is London’s most celebrated classical music venue, principally for the summer Promenade Concerts, or ‘Proms’, on whose ritualistic last night the audience still sing of Britain as a ‘Land Of Hope And Glory’.

It permits rock recitals, too, as a rule as apprehensively as a Victorian dowager would sip Jack Daniel’s. But with the Concert for George, there’s no cause for concern. Rock is on its best behaviour tonight, banked with flowers, perfumed with incense, and about nothing but love and respect.

There cannot but be poignant reminders of New York’s Madison Square Garden thirty-one years ago when George summoned his superstar friends to perform gratis in aid of the victims of famine, floods and genocide in newly created Bangladesh. It was the first significant stirring of social conscience in a music business that until then had seemed only about greed and egotism. And George himself was never more impressive as East and West seemed to meet in his narrow beard and dandyish white suit with an OM badge, marking an advanced meditator – or was it a rose? – in his lapel.

Several of those appearing in the Concert for George also did in the Concerts for Bangdalesh, like Ravi Shankar, who’d turned to his devoted sitar student for help after his own family became caught up in the country’s agonies; like Ringo Starr, whose friendship with George survived even being cuckolded by him; like bass-player Klaus Voormann, who befriended him when he arrived in Hamburg aged seventeen in 1960; like Billy Preston, whom he brought into the Beatles’ acrimonious Get Back album sessions, hoping Preston’s keyboard genius and abounding good nature might lighten the combative atmosphere.

The years have taken their toll on these revenants, except for the one least expected to survive them. This is Eric Clapton, both George’s best friend and his rival in rock’s strangest love triangle, who wooed away his first wife with a song but whom he not only forgave but became even closer to afterwards.

Only it’s a very different Clapton than showed up in New York in 1971 so palsied by heroin that George had to dose him with methadone to get him onstage and keep another lead guitarist on standby lest the man his followers called ‘God’ should keel over where he stood.

Now, long weaned off smack and recovered from eighteen years of alcoholism, he is the Concert for George’s musical director. The former pampered, passive deity once incapable of doing anything for himself let alone anyone else, is responsible for keeping the outsize cast in order and on cue as well as filling multiple slots as a soloist or sideman.

Others taking part represent milestones in George’s happier post-Beatle musical journey, such as Jeff Lynne and Tom Petty from the Traveling Wilburys who rekindled his enthusiasm for playing in a band during the 1980s. What he would surely think the best milestone, onstage almost throughout, wearing an Indian kurta and playing rhythm guitar, is his son, Dhani, with the same good bone-structure and luxuriant hair as his father but, also, an air of repose possibly owing more to his mother.

There also are random George buddies such as Gary Brooker from Procol Harum and Andy Fairweather Low, formerly of Amen Corner, plus various guest stars’ backing groups, all told mustering nine guitarists, two keyboard-players and six drummers, not counting the master percussionist Ray Cooper, a pink, hairless dynamo in granny-glasses who packs the power of at least three more. There are both Indian and Western string orchestras, three female backing singers and two choirs. It looks like a formula for chaos but, thanks to the high calibre of everyone involved and sedulous rehearsals under the clean, new Clapton, the two-and-a-half-hours go without a hiccup.

Just as George decreed at the Concerts for Bangladesh, they begin with a substantial acknowledgement of his Indian influences: a Sanskrit prayer and dedication by Ravi Shankar, a performance of ‘Your Eyes’ on sitar by his daughter, Anoushka, then of George’s own ‘The Inner Light’ with Jeff Lynne on lead vocal, wearing a contender for Most Annoying Rock Star Hat, then a piece specially written by Shankar entitled ‘Arpan’, the Sanskrit for ‘to give’.

Western audiences today are better informed about Indian music than when Shankar’s ensemble at the two Concerts for Bangladesh were solemnly applauded after their extended tune-up. Nor, this time around, does he need to ask people to show respect by not smoking.

From the sublime to the super-ridiculous, as George was never averse to going, there’s a comedy interlude with Michael Palin, Eric Idle, Terry Gilliam and Terry Jones from the Monty Python team whose television show, he always said, kept him sane during the Beatles’ breakup and who later prompted his unintended transition into film producer.

Palin does the ‘Lumberjack Song’, backed by a chorus of Royal Canadian Mounted Police growing increasingly dubious about the tree-chopper’s leisure activities. Co-opted as special constables are Neil Innes, creator of the Rutles, the Beatles parody which this ex-Beatle, at least, thought hilarious, and Tom Hanks.

For love of George, Hollywood’s biggest male star has crossed the Atlantic to put on a Mountie’s red tunic and Boy Scout hat and join in a song that a few years from now will risk being called ‘transphobic’.



The concert’s Western segment begins with Jeff Lynne, still in That Hat, singing ‘I Want To Tell You’ from Revolver, where for the first time George was allowed three songs on a Beatles album.

Then, thanks to John’s visionary ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’, its inventiveness went largely unnoticed – the stuttering tempo like a car engine misfiring, the repetitive atonal piano chord foreshadowing ragas soon to come. And along with its abstract musings about communication, the personal message almost as startling and mystifying as John’s ‘Help!’:

‘I feel hung up and I don’t know why.’

The focus briefly switches to keyboards and Gary Brooker, the voice of Procol Harum’s ‘A Whiter Shade Of Pale’ doing ‘Old Brown Shoe’ with Clapton, Fairweather Low, Albert Lee and other noted soloists willingly playing back-up and seemingly stretching to infinity.

The privilege of performing George’s best-known works has been allocated with the care of a Nobel Prize committee and there’s some surprise when the first, ‘Here Comes The Sun’ (the most streamed of all Beatles songs) goes to Joe Brown, one of the late-Fifties British popsters they made instantly redundant. Not to George, though, since Brown had played lead guitar for some of his greatest American rock ’n’ roll idols, like Eddie Cochran and Gene Vincent, and shared his un-rock ’n’ roll passion for the ukulele.

George had continued to make music almost until the end, collaborating with Dhani on an album called Brainwashed, a typically blunt reference to his terrible illness, which Dhani would have to finish without him. His last time in a recording studio had been with their jointly written ‘Horse To The Water’ when the backing track was recorded by Jools Holland’s Rhythm and Blues Orchestra. It was only eight weeks before George’s death and, too weak to hold a guitar any more, he could only join in the backing vocals.

Tonight, ‘Horse To The Water’ is sung by Joe Brown’s ebullient daughter, Sam, with Holland on piano: the next generation, as it were, showing that all this isn’t just about Golden Oldies with their stubbornly ungreying hair. For all its inherent sadness, it’s perhaps the show’s most exhilarating moment with its vaguely gospel messaging subverted by a sexy fizz of brass.

Tom Petty, George’s other ex-‘Wilbury’, does ‘Taxman’, that deeply-felt hymn of hate, then ‘I Need You’ from Help!, his shark face and scary long blond hair so at odds with its mood of adolescent hypersensitivity that when he asks, ‘How was I to know you would upset me?’ he might be about to pull a switchblade from his boot.

Then Billy Preston at his keyboard lights up the dim plush vault, as expected, wearing a sumptuous checked suit with waistcoat rather than mourning designer-black and the gap-toothed smile that Queen Victoria herself in her bleakest widow’s weeds would have found impossible not to reciprocate. His version of ‘Isn’t It A Pity’ beautifully articulates George’s sorrow at humanity’s inhumanity, none present guessing how grievously the title applies to Preston himself.

Over the years, he’s struggled with drugs, alcohol and a homosexuality his strict church upbringing forbade him to acknowledge, been arrested for drunk-driving, assault with a deadly weapon, child-molestation and possessing pornography, and served time for insurance fraud after torching his own house. Three years from now, he too will be gone, having spent a year in a coma after an unsuccessful kidney transplant.

There’s a quickening excitement as the climactic time of ex-Beatle participation approaches. Ringo is first with ‘Photograph’, co-written with George, the best-selling single of his solo career, then Carl Perkins’s ‘Honey Don’t’ from Beatles For Sale when they were still partly a covers band. That featured yet another solo destined to lodge in the memory, cued by Ringo’s faux-Country ‘Aw, rock on, George, one time for me…’

That Sir Paul McCartney will be up next comes as no surprise. Although the film clip of him and George locking horns at the Get Back sessions has always epitomised the Beatles’ breakup and they stayed on bad terms until the late Eighties, they’d made up long before George fell ill.

But few people realise the extent of the reconciliation. The final blow for George was being unable to spend his last days at Friar Park for fear of voyeuristic media camped outside its gates, waiting for him to die. So Paul lent him a house in Los Angeles as a refuge that was never discovered.

Nowadays, Paul’s stage show includes songs identified with both John and George; hence some slight friction over the generally ego-free setlist. Originally, Eric Clapton had seemed the natural choice for ‘Something’, which George wrote about his wife, Pattie, when Clapton was already in hot pursuit of her. Paul was to have been allotted ‘For You Blue’, from Let It Be, and ‘All Things Must Pass’. But he, too, lobbied for ‘Something’ on the grounds of having performed it numerous times onstage with a ukulele George had given him.

The diplomatic solution is a shared vocal; Paul starts ‘Something in the way she moves…’ on ukulele at a slightly accelerated, loping pace, then Clapton comes in on guitar at the familiar one. The same happens with ‘While My Guitar Gently Weeps’, Paul playing the piano intro more dramatic than the most lachrymose guitar, Clapton adding the searing riffs he improvised for it as a supernumerary on the White Album. And Paul still gets ‘For You Blue’ and ‘All Things Must Pass’, the latter giving no hint of how little he once thought of it.

If George, somewhere, is tutting a bit about this, Billy Preston will surely restore his smile with a version of ‘My Sweet Lord’ he’ll happily concede to be far superior to his. And he’ll be grimly amused that the show’s finale is an ensemble version of ‘Wah-Wah’, written later in the day he walked out of the Get Back sessions with no intention of returning, although he did reluctantly the following week.

So the last words from George at the Concert for George commemorate the moment when the economy-class Beatle had finally had enough: ‘ You made me such a big star, being there at the right time/And I know how sweet life can be/If I keep myself free.’

But they aren’t quite its last words. In a surprise coda, Joe Brown comes back out with a ukulele so small that he has to strum it violin-fashion almost under his chin. No rock classic nor cosmic valediction this, but Isham Jones and Gus Kahn’s ‘I’ll See You In My Dreams’, dating from 1924: a Cockney-sparrow version, one might say, of ‘Goodnight, sweet Prince’.

As the uke’s plinkety-plonk echoes cheekily around a space built for great orchestras and choirs, everyone somehow knows this is the part of the evening its dedicatee would have liked best.






PART ONE






1‘TAKE CARE OF HIM BECAUSE HE’S GOING TO BE SPECIAL’


The modest childhood homes of John and Paul in the Liverpool suburbs long ago joined the medieval castles, great country houses and historic monuments preserved for posterity by Britain’s National Trust – although each is less a monument than a shrine.

No such honour has been given to George’s beyond-modest birthplace in Wavertree, a couple of miles from the Lennon and McCartney properties. Number 12 Arnold Grove remains in private ownership, inexplicably denied even a commemorative plaque. It is a monument without an ID; a shrine without a Beatle-fringed saint; nonetheless, multitudes of his fans from all over the world have found their way to it and worshipped remotely from the pavement.

George’s parents, Harold and Louise (née French), moved into 12 Arnold Grove directly after their marriage in 1931, for a weekly rent of ten old shillings (about 50p in today’s money). Louise gave birth to a daughter also named Louise there a few months later, then to two sons, Harry and Peter, in 1934 and 1940.

George was born on 25 February 1943 in the same room – and same bed – as his three siblings had been. The Second World War still had two years left but the tide had well and truly turned against Nazi Germany, and the blitz on Liverpool’s docks and naval installations unleashed in 1940 had long since ended. There were no more wailing air-raid sirens at dusk, no more terrified nights in flimsy Anderson shelters or under tables.

His eleven-year-old sister, Louise, held him in her arms when he was only eight hours old. She would always remember their mother’s words: ‘Take care of him because he’s going to be special.’

His father registered his birth, naming him just George without consulting his mother. ‘If it’s good enough for the King [George VI],’ Harold declared, ‘it’s good enough for him.’

Ironically for someone so obsessively private, we owe the most intimate view of his earliest years to George himself.

In 1995 the Beatles made the comeback that had been awaited for more for than a quarter of a century with their multimedia Anthology, a set of double albums of studio out-takes and rarities and a film documentary with all three survivors taking part, their old animosities laid to rest at last.

Released at the same time was a large-format book in which they told their own story in words and pictures; the words in John’s case necessarily compiled from past interviews and quotes but the others’ in newly recorded first-person monologues. George’s ‘pieces-to-camera’ for the documentary have his usual wary reserve and occasional bitter moments, but his recollections of his childhood for the book are unexpectedly detailed and warm.

They begin in a setting that feels more late nineteenth than mid-twentieth century: the Harrison family’s tiny mid-terrace house, indistinguishable from ten thousand others throughout Liverpool with its two cramped rooms downstairs and two upstairs. You walked through its street door into the front room which, despite the drastic shortage of space, was kept as the ‘best’ parlour and used only on special occasions. ‘It had the posh lino and a three-piece suite [matching sofa and armchairs], was freezing cold and nobody ever went in it.’

Family life was squeezed into the back kitchen/living room where two adults and four children coexisted in a space no more than ten feet by ten. The small coal fire in its iron grate provided the house’s only heating and there was neither a bathroom nor indoor toilet. On the wall outside the back door hung a tin bath which, on strictly scheduled bath-nights, would be put in front of the fire and filled with kettles and saucepans of water warmed on the gas stove.

The backyard containing the outside toilet was mostly paved but had one narrow strip of flowerbed and a well-populated chicken coop. A gate – always left unlocked – gave onto a ‘jigger’, or alley, and ‘down a little cobbled lane was the slaughterhouse, where they used to shoot horses.’

Like countless other Liverpool men, Harold Hargreaves Harrison had answered the call of the sea, joining the White Star Line, whose most famous ship was the Titanic, and rising to First Class steward. With the birth of his eldest son, Harry, he’d come ashore for good and, after eighteen months on the dole – this was at the height of the Depression – found employment on Liverpool’s dark green double-decker buses, initially as a conductor, then a driver.

Harold stayed on the buses for the rest of his working life, never making more than around £7.10s per week. Yet George had no sense of being poor or deprived; nor – unlike all his future fellow Beatles – was his childhood marred by any trauma or instability in the family. Harold and Louise stayed happily married; his older sister and brothers all got on well with their parents and one another and were equally kind to him. Louise’s numerous relatives meant he was well provided with uncles, aunts and cousins, and her mother, who’d worked as a street-lamplighter during the Great War, lived in Albert Grove, just around the corner.

He came to full awareness in the bleak post-war years, when supposedly victorious Britain remained in the grip of food shortages and rationing long after the Continental countries that had suffered invasion and occupation, to say nothing of Germany itself; when men still wore their khaki army greatcoats back in civilian life and women in headscarves or turbans queued stoically outside butcher or fishmonger; when new cars were a rarity, and then still only black or beige; when winters somehow seemed harsher than they’d ever been before 1939 and the very summer sun felt ‘on the ration’.

Liverpool presented a scene of devastation rivalling London’s East End; even strategically insignificant suburbs like Wavertree had been left cratered by bomb sites, known in Liverpool patois as ‘bombies’, often with unexploded parachute mines buried in their rubble. Many bombies would still be there when George left the city for ever in Beatlemaniacal 1963.

His mother and father materialised as utterly different characters, Harold calm and methodical as bus drivers must be; Louise with the vivacity and romanticism of her Irish ancestry, always ready for a laugh, a song or a party. In an age when most women in hard-drinking Liverpool chose gin or sherry, her favourite tipple was Drambuie, a gold-coloured liqueur whose blend of Scotch whisky, honey and herbs was like her personality in a bottle.

Her namesake daughter – known as ‘Lou’ to avoid confusion – was by now already in her teens when George was a toddler, so expected to take a turn at looking after him. But for Lou, it was never a chore. She loved dressing him, taking him for walks and bathing him when his turn came in the tin bath in front of the fire. It was Lou who showed him how to prise new-laid eggs from beneath the hens in the coop without alarming them, and laughed away his fears of the cold, shadowy outhouse. Her ambition was to become a schoolteacher and she rehearsed for it by teaching George his first words.

‘I remember looking at him,’ she would say in later life, ‘and thinking, “I’ll always be there for you.” ’

His earliest aesthetic awakening was not to music but architecture. It can be said to have run in the family since his paternal grandfather was a builder who’d helped put up several of the grand Edwardian houses in Princes Road, Toxteth, then an enclave of Liverpool’s wealthiest merchants. Even as a small boy, George felt an appreciation for ‘a nice building’ that he couldn’t express to grown-ups, still less the vague feeling of aspiration it awoke in him.

‘I always thought that life was to go through and grow and make opportunities, make things happen,’ he was to recall. ‘I never felt that because I was from Liverpool, I shouldn’t live in a big mansion house myself one day.’

Just around the corner from Arnold Grove was Wavertree’s ornate centrepiece, the tower-mounted, four-faced Picton Clock, erected in 1884 by the architect/philanthropist Sir James Picton and known affectionately as ‘Clockie’. With its Gothic flourishes and wonderfully irrelevant spire, it might have been an offcut of that very ‘big mansion house’ far in his inconceivable future.

Out shopping with Louise, he would often see showmanship flourishing in the most unlikely surroundings. ‘There would be crowds of people on one or other bomb site, watching a bloke in handcuffs and chains inside a sack, trying to escape,’ he says in The Beatles Anthology. That shrouded, struggling figure might have been acting out the age-old belief that, despite the city’s unique character and vibrant culture, it was a place from which anyone with a grain of talent or ambition had to break free.

Just as essential was to lose the pungent native accent which to the rest of Britain had always represented the furthest one could get from glamour or romance. Liverpool had produced many famous entertainers, comedians especially, but for all of them – even Tommy Handley, the war years’ most popular funny man – the essential first step to national success had been to wipe away any clue as to their origin and speak with the same artificial nasal twang.

True to her Irish heritage, Louise was Roman Catholic, albeit observant only of the major festivals and holy days. Harold was ‘nothing’, as the British define agnosticism, but had no objection to their children being baptised Catholics, George in his turn. To begin with, his mother’s faith appealed strongly to his senses, the smell of incense, flickering candles and multi-coloured, bearded saints not a million miles from the Hinduism he would one day embrace so full-heartedly.

But for George as a small boy there was to be very little getting up at ungodly hours to go to Mass or making confession and doing penance. His attendance at Louise’s church, St Anthony of Padua, was mainly as a member of its Cub Scout troop and when he started school, it was at the Anglican Dovedale Road Infants in Mossley Hill, close to a then-unremarkable, winding thoroughfare named Penny Lane.

He was a sociable and sporty boy – although prone, as he always would be, to recurrent, sometimes alarming illness – who joined happily in the playtime rough-and tumble. At Dovedale, he expressed only one concern when Louise took him there each morning, and it had nothing to do with the teachers or his schoolfellows. He asked her not to come right up to the school gate for fear that she’d get involved with other children’s ‘nosy mothers’ and be inveigled into gossiping about him.

At the age of eight, he progressed from the mixed-sex infants to the all-boys primary school. His first year there coincided with the final one of a hilarious class clown and chronic rule-breaker named John Lennon but as John was two years older, their paths never crossed.

He became friendly with a classmate named Iain Taylor, in later life, a distinguished academic and geographer. ‘I remember him as a nice guy,’ Taylor says. ‘He came from a fairly tough area, but never tried to throw his weight around, although if anyone threatened him he knew how to take care of himself.’

As at most British boys’ schools in that era, corporal punishment was a normal and recurrent part of everyday life, here up to six strokes of a cane or wooden ruler on the wrongdoer’s outstretched palm. One day, when a teacher named Mr Lyons was administering it to George, the ruler accidently whacked down on the tender underside of his wrist instead, causing him extreme agony and leaving a nasty contusion.

Nine-year-olds then were supposed to take their punishments without complaint so at first George tried to hide his swollen wrist from his father, but inevitably Harold noticed it and demanded an explanation. Most fathers would have let the incident pass – saying the same thing had happened to them at school and never done them any harm – but not this one. ‘Next morning while we were in class, there was a tap on the window,’ Iain Taylor recalls. ‘It was Mr Harrison. He called the teacher out and smacked him one. Knocked him over in fact.’

The Harrisons had waited years to be rehoused on one of the local authority-built estates in outer Liverpool that symbolised the promised good times to come after the War. In 1950, they’d finally left 12 Arnold Grove for 25 Upton Green, Speke, a modern mid-terrace house with three bedrooms, a bathroom and indoor toilet. It seemed the more spacious as Lou, now seventeen, had gone away to teacher-training college in Newcastle upon Tyne, never to live at home again.

The estate was supposed to be a haven of luxury and modernity after places like Arnold Grove with their outhouses, tin baths and jiggers. Yet it had none of the community spirit which had allowed people in those old ‘bad’ areas to leave their front doors permanently open. Under-provided with shops and services, its only lifeline the number 86 bus into central Liverpool – which Harold Harrison often drove – it engendered a feeling of isolation, often expressed through drunkenness, domestic violence and antisocial behaviour.

As George would recall, walking down an avenue of neat council houses in Speke held more risks than Wavertree’s murkiest jigger, for the slightest ‘funny’ look at some local tough, or suspicion of it, could earn him a beating. One day, a noisy, helpless drunk careened off the pavement into the Harrisons’ front door – which had the further refinement of a glassed-in porch – but was seen off by the doughty Louise with a saucepan full of cold water.

Living in Speke also turned George away from the faith into which he’d been baptised and in which his mother fully expected him to be confirmed. For Catholic priests always seemed to be calling to solicit donations for a new church they wanted to build on the estate. Louise and some Catholic neighbours kept a small boy on watch at likely visitation times to raise the alarm, but generally the black cassock was inescapable. If Harold was home, despite not being Catholic, he’d generously donate five shillings he could ill afford.

By the age of eleven, George recalls in his Anthology testament, he’d decided there was ‘some hypocrisy going on’ in the ease with which the estate’s most antisocial Catholics could be excused their bad behaviour. ‘Everyone’s out there getting pissed, then go to the church and say three Hail Marys and an Our Father and stick a fiver in the [collection] plate… It all seemed so alien to me.’ As would any form of worship for many years to come.



A special niche in Liverpool’s maritime history is reserved for its ‘Cunard Yanks’, the seamen and stewards on the luxury liners plying to and from New York. These hugely glamorous figures wore American clothes, smoked American cigarettes, used American slang and brought back new American records long before they were available in Britain, if ever.

Harold Harrison had been a typical example, albeit with the White Star rather than Cunard line: among the trophies of his many transatlantic trips before he came home for good in the 1930s were a wind-up gramophone in a wooden cabinet and a pile of big old-fashioned wax discs that Louise never tired of playing and replaying.

As a result, 25 Upton Green might echo to ‘Waitin’ For a Train’ by Jimmie Rodgers, ‘the Singing Brakeman’, or ‘One Meatball’ by the pioneering African/American folk singer Josh White, each accompanying himself on an instrument which as yet meant nothing to George. The first vocalist with a guitar he became aware of was the Country singer Slim Whitman, whose eerie falsetto voice scored its biggest hit with theme song of the operetta Rose Marie.

Britain’s pop music charts, of which the first had appeared in 1952, mostly featured big American stars like Eddie Fisher, Frankie Laine, Nat King Cole and Patti Paige, cover-versions by Dickie Valentine or (secretly Liverpudlian) Lita Roza and songs from Walt Disney films or Broadway shows. Home-grown smashes tended to wackiness, like ‘The Railroad Runs Through The Middle Of The House’ by Alma Cogan, ‘the girl with the giggle in her voice’, and Max Bygraves’s ‘You’re A Pink Toothbrush’.

‘All that is still in me,’ the most earnest of rock musicians concedes in The Beatles Anthology, ‘and is capable of coming out at any time.’ To his parents’ surprise, he also liked George Formby, a superstar of the Thirties and war years who sang songs of innocent double-entendre like ‘When I’m Cleaning Windows’ and ‘With My Little Stick of Blackpool Rock’ in a squeaky Lancashire voice, grinning toothily and strumming a banjolele, a hybrid with a banjo’s body and the neck of a ukelele.

In 1954, aged eleven, he won a scholarship to the Liverpool Institute High School for Boys in the hilly quarter dominated by the Anglican Cathedral. Its rather convoluted name – inevitably shortened to ‘the Inny’ – derived from having been founded, in the 1830s, as an adult-education ‘institute’ which had later been split into two to form the school and Liverpool College of Art.

Although part of the state system, the Inny boasted the same refinements as a public school like Eton or Harrow: a uniform of black and green blazers, ties and caps, and ‘masters’ rather than teachers in scholarly gowns, licensed to administer public chastisement with a cane.

Behind its heavy wrought-iron gates was an interior scarcely changed since Victorian times save that the ornate gas lamps were no longer lit on winter afternoons. An ethos of public service was reflected in its roll of distinguished alumnae in politics, science and academia and its Latin motto ‘Non nobis solum sed toti mundo nati’: not for ourselves only but for the whole world were we born. And George – who was to help to give new meaning to those words – hated the place from the beginning.

Iain Taylor, who’d also come from Dovedale but been put into the class above him, noticed an immediate change for the worse. ‘He’d always been a bit of a happy-go-lucky character; now he’d become quiet and resentful.’

As winning the scholarship had shown, he was intelligent and perceptive, while his excellent memory should have enabled him to sail through exams. But he couldn’t bear authority or compulsion in any form and, almost on principle, did poorly in every subject except art. Even by the time of The Beatles Anthology, when so many other old resentments have softened, his comments about the Inny are still vitriolic. ‘That was where the darkness came in,’ he says. ‘[imitating teacher commands] “Be here, stand there shut up, sit down…” It was the worst time of my life.’

Music had no attraction since the only instruments for which tuition was available were the violin or the recorder. His one form of exertion was in avoiding school rituals and routines he considered pointless; for instance, despite having mentally rejected his mother’s Catholicism, he used it as an excuse to get out of morning assembly because Anglican hymns and prayers were included.

Next to him in class sat a boy named Arthur Kelly from Edge Hill who’d become his best friend on their very first day as they’d griped about the feeling of regimentation after the informality of their primary schools, and the black and green uniforms that symbolised it.

At the Inny, Arthur became his partner in inertia. ‘We never bothered to do our homework. Every morning, we’d go to the class swot and copy out his, making it just different enough for the teacher not to notice. Our school reports always used to say how strange it was, considering the high standard of our homework, that we always did so badly in exams.’

The one subject that caught his interest was architecture. Teacherly praise must surely have been given to his draughtsman-like diagrams of three tall Gothic windows illustrating ‘Development of Tracery in the Early English. Period. Stage 1, Lancet Window, Stage 2, Plate Tracery, Stage 3, Geometrical Tracery.’ So when he came to live in a house bristling with such windows, he’d able to categorise each one.

He was never openly rebellious, but always to be found hanging out with the skivers and wastrels in the secluded alley off the playground known as Smokers’ Corner. Although far below the legal age for smoking, he was soon getting through so many unfiltered cigarettes each day that the nicotine stained his fingers bright yellow. ‘Been smoking again, Harrison,’ a teacher commented sarcastically one day as he returned to class. ‘Your fingers are like Belisha beacons.’



When rock ’n’ roll music arrived from America in 1955, George was twelve. In its homeland, although scandalous, it was recognisably part of the national culture, a fusion of black R&B and white country music, but to staid, sleepy post-war Britain, it seemed to come horrifically out of nowhere.

In London and several provincial cities simultaneously, showings of an American film named Blackboard Jungle moved its youthful audiences to tear the cinemas to pieces. Its subject was juvenile delinquency in an inner-city high school, but what caused the mayhem was the record played over its opening credits, ‘Rock Around The Clock’ by Bill Haley and the Comets.

Those first infected by the madness were somewhat older than George, but as ‘Rock Around The Clock’ streaked up the bland British pop charts and the tally of wrecked cinemas mounted, his curiosity was sufficiently aroused to spend his pocket-money on a copy. He asked his eldest brother, Harry, to get it for him but the shop had sold out and, thinking any American group would do, Harry brought back a single by the gospel-singing Deep River Boys.

Bill Haley-mania stalled when Haley visited Britain and proved to be a chubby, amiable man of thirty with a kiss-curl like a query-mark on his forehead as if himself questioning his own suitability to be the figurehead for a youth uprising. And once he’d used the ‘rock’ tag in every possible song-title, even the Scottish anthem ‘Comin’ [now Rockin’] Through The Rye,’ he sank from the charts. Rock ’n’ roll seemingly had been just another short-lived craze from the States like cocktail-shakers, crewcuts and the Black Bottom.

Arthur Kelly’s sister, Barbara, was engaged to an officer in the American Merchant Navy, nicknamed Red for his shock of ginger hair, who was liberal with gifts from his unrationed homeland to the whole Kelly family. ‘One time, Red brought back a box of records for George and me,’ Kelly recalls. ‘They were in the new small vinyl format and when he found out we didn’t have a record-player that was compatible with them, he very generously went into town and bought one for us.

‘Among the records were some by Elvis Presley. We both said, “What a silly name… it can’t possibly be his real one.” ’

It was. And to Britain’s newly inflamed youth it brought sounds which, after Bill Haley and the Comets, were as bootleg gin to orange Fanta.

Presley’s ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, released in January 1956, was the voice of rock ’n’ roll – immaturely masculine, moody, randy and angst-ridden – and changed its key instrument from wailing saxophone to stabbing electric guitar. At the same time, reports were crossing the Atlantic of Presley concerts in which his uninhibited body language – long natural to black R&B vocalists but shocking in this white one – goaded young women to extremes of hysteria far beyond any seen with Frank Sinatra and the bobby-soxers of the 1940s.

The British Broadcasting Corporation, which held a monopoly on the nation’s radio, banned Presley and all rock ’n’ roll with him as a corrupter of youthful innocence. It was unanimously condemned by newspapers, politicians, schoolteachers, the clergy and pretty much everyone else over the age of twenty-five, its lyrics derided as both nonsensical and obscene. Much of the attack centred on the guitar Presley wore in performance but seldom found time to finger. From that it was inferred that he couldn’t play it, so was a con artist along with everything else.

Until the mid-1950s, most young British men had passed straight from childhood to middle age, donning the same grey suits and dowdy tweed jackets as their fathers. Now, the first specifically ‘young’ look arrived with the Teddy Boys, so named because their long velvet-collared jackets and bootlace ties had a touch of Edwardiana. They had in fact, slightly pre-dated rock ’n’ roll but claimed it as their own and, abetted by their less dressy Teddy Girls, had been in the vanguard of its signature cinema-smashing.

Thirteen-year-old Inny pupils like George and Arthur Kelly had no means of acquiring authentic ‘Ted gear’ which, unavailable in normal menswear shops, had to be expensively tailor-made. But they tried to give their school uniforms a suggestion of it, in defiance of the dress code strictly enforced by the headmaster, J. R. Edwards, nicknamed ‘the Baz’ (short for bastard) or ‘the Stump’. ‘We’d turn our school ties around so the thin bit showed instead of the thick bit,’ Kelly says. ‘And we’d make our blazers look like plain black jackets by cutting the badges off the breast-pockets, then when we got near school we’d fasten them on again with pins.’

In a world where manliness was defined by army-style short back and sides, the Teds’ most outrageous feature were their toppling quiffs and long sideburns, known in Liverpool as ‘sidies’ or ‘bugger-grippers’. Almost as deplorable were the Edwardian-style ‘drainpipe’ trousers they favoured in place of the baggy kind worn by men and boys alike since the 1920s.

George’s thick, pliant hair – ‘like a fuckin’ te-erban’, as the envious Arthur said – was easily sculpted into an impressive cockade and swept past his ears to interleave in a DA (duck’s arse) at the back. But even his usually tolerant parents shared the adult dislike of ‘drainies’, so he had to taper his school trousers surreptitiously on his mother’s sewing-machine to glorious, ankle hugging sixteen-inch bottoms.



One morning, Kelly recalls, coming to school didn’t seem the usual penance to George. For the first time since they’d started there, he was actually excited. ‘ “There’s something called skiffle,” he told me, “and we’ve got to get a record called “Rock Island Line.” ’

Skiffle had its origins during America’s Great Depression of the 1930s when people whom poverty and hardship could not rob of the impulse to make music would blow melodies into kazoos and jugs, scraping the ridges of a kitchen-washboard with thimble-capped fingers for the rhythm. But it was a wholly British variant, drawn from every genre of American music, blues, folk, jazz and gospel, which appeared at the same moment as rock ’n’ roll rather like a pilot-fish swimming alongside a shark.

Its most notable practitioner – and only enduring star – was a jazz banjo-player named Lonnie Donegan who, in 1956, recorded Huddie (Lead Belly) Ledbetter’s ‘Rock Island Line’, backed by a ‘skiffle group’ with the simplicity of those Depression-era plunkers and thumpers. The title merely referenced a Chicago railroad in a craggy locale, but the word ‘rock’ was enough to slingshot it to the top of the British charts. It even reached the US Top 10, an unheard-of instance of British musicians selling Americana back to America, not to be repeated until well into the next decade.

Its effect was galvanic on boys like George who’d been slightly too young for the full Haley and Presley experience. Through its multiple ancestry, skiffle offered everything about America most romantic to British adolescents – freight trains, chain gangs, New Orleans – with a frantic beat as heady as rock ’n’ roll’s but untainted by riot and vandalism. Reassured by its connection with jazz and folk, the BBC happily granted it airtime.

What was more, anybody could start a skiffle group like Donegan’s by borrowing their mother’s washboard and fitting a wooden crate, a broom handle and a length of string together to make a rudimentary ‘bass’. Hundreds were formed all over the country with rugged-sounding names like the Wreckers, the Nomads or the Cherokees. Buttoned-up British youths who once would rather have committed hara-kiri than sing in public discovered the narcotic of performing and the nectar of applause.

In most skiffle groups, the only real musical instrument was the guitar, that immemorial companion of blues, folk and country singers, invested with a glamour it had never known before. Skiffle’s songbook was almost entirely based on the three simple chords of 12-bar blues, some needing only one finger, so anyone could strum something within minutes. And, thanks to Elvis Presley, guitars had taken on a magnetic attraction for girls. The rush to buy them temporarily created a national guitar shortage, like the still-lingering ones of meat and sugar.

George with his always delicate health was in Alder Hey children’s hospital, suffering from nephritis, a potentially dangerous kidney infection. It was while lying in bed for six weeks, on a dreary non-protein diet heavily featuring spinach, that he decided he, too, had to have a guitar. Harold Harrison had owned and played one during his seafaring days, but it had long since disappeared, along with any expertise he’d ever possessed. Equable as always, he was quite happy for George to pick up where he’d left off and Louise, as always, found it impossible to say ‘No’ to him.

There were in fact plenty of second-hand guitars in Liverpool, taken up and then abandoned by seafarers like Harold, and a boy named Raymond Hughes, whom George knew from Dovedale Primary, currently had one for sale. Made by the Dutch Egmond company, it was a small Spanish-style model, strung with steel rather than gut, which, when new, was the cheapest in the Egmond range. But it was a guitar. Raymond wanted £3.10s for it, the equivalent of a week’s housekeeping money, but Louise unhesitatingly gave George what he needed.

The relationship with this first manifestation of the love of his life didn’t begin well. At the back of the Egmond, where the body met the neck, was a large bolt. Practically minded George couldn’t resist unscrewing it, and the guitar fell into two pieces. Guiltily he hid them in a cupboard, where they stayed until his brother, Peter, found them and screwed them back together.

With the Egmond made whole again in his hands, George, as they say in Liverpool, was ‘lost’. A family snapshot of the time shows him flourishing its puny silhouette, a wishful mini-Elvis against a background of flowery living-room curtains, a look of something near rapture on his serious little face.

Arthur Kelly also had managed to get a guitar out of his parents, a rather more expensive one than George’s, and Harold arranged for the two of them to have lessons from a friend named Len Houghton who played semi-professionally with local dance bands. ‘We used to go to a room he’d rented above a pub called The Cat on Wavertree Road,’ Kelly recalls. ‘He didn’t really understand our kind of music, but he taught us the basic chords like C, D and G7.’

To supplement Len Houghton’s lessons, they pored over a guitar-tuition manual alluringly titled Play in A Day. Its author was Bert Weedon, then seemingly the only man in Britain who could play electric guitar, an instrument so unfamiliar that it was banned from television shows as a fire risk. Almost all early British rock ’n’ roll records featured Weedon, trying to forget his orchestral and jazz milieu and sound young and raw.

His photograph on the cover of Play in A Day showed him already to be nudging middle-aged, sober-suited with old-fashioned crinkly hair and an ingratiating smile. But his book was eventually to sell in millions, and George and every other British guitar giant of the Sixties acknowledge their debt to ‘dear old Bert’.

Having learned about seven songs from the meagre skiffle hit-parade, George and Arthur decided they were ready to launch their own group. Rather than cast around for other members, which might well not have produced any results, George persuaded his brother, Peter, to join them on box ‘bass’, a role calling for no musical ability whatsoever.

They called themselves the Rebels and their first – and, it would prove, only – gig was arranged by Harold at Speke’s British Legion Club where he sometimes went for a drink. ‘It was on an evening when only about a dozen people were there,’ Kelly recalls, ‘none of them under about sixty. George and I shared the vocals and Peter plucked his single bass string until his finger was red-raw.

‘We did Johnny Duncan’s “Last Train to San Fernando”… Chas McDevitt’s “Freight Train”… the Vipers’ “It Takes A Worried Man”… and “Maggie May.” I’d describe the applause as polite. Afterwards the club secretary told us, “I’m sorry we can’t pay you lads, but there’s a couple of pints each for you at the bar.” ’



George’s first girlfriend, Iris Caldwell from Wavertree, was only twelve to his fourteen when they started dating and the dates could not have been more innocent. ‘We’d walk down Lily Lane, which was like a lovers’ lane, and have a kiss and cuddle,’ she remembers. ‘George was the best kisser ever. I can still feel it down in my tummy.’

Iris was tiny and fragile-looking but forceful and eloquent as only Liverpool girls can be, and with a career ahead of her as astonishing in its way as George’s. Later – after dating another Liverpool Institute boy who doesn’t come into this story yet – she was to run away from home, join a circus and became a trapeze-artist.

Her mother, Vi, a warm-hearted, young-spirited woman, rather in the Louise Harrison mould, kept open house for her children’s friends at the Caldwells’ comfortable house in Broad Green Road. Part of its attraction for George was that Iris’s brother, Alan, led a popular skiffle group called the Ravin’ Texans in the intervals of training for a local running club, the Pembroke Harriers. ‘George wanted to be in Alan’s group but my brother thought he was a bit young.’

She remembers him mainly as being sweet, shy and polite, but tact was not one of his virtues – and never would be. Grown-up though Iris felt with a fourteen-year-old boyfriend, her birthday parties, organised by her mother, were still firmly child-oriented, with jellies and trifle and games that included a variant of Postman’s Knock called Shop. The boys would go out of the room while the girls were allocated the names of different fruit. When each boy came back in, he had to choose between two of them for the ritual kiss.

In one game, George was offered either ‘Grapes’ or ‘Strawberries’, neither of whose personifications appealed to him. ‘I’m not hungry,’ he replied, going too far even for sharp-tongued Liverpool. ‘I wouldn’t speak to him for hurting my friends,’ Iris recalls.

As well as being a bit young, the obstacle to his joining the Ravin’ Texans or any other serious skiffle group was his puny Egmond guitar and he was looking around, albeit without much hope, for something bigger and better.

He even tried to build an acoustic model in the Inny’s woodwork class, carefully cutting out its f-holes and varnishing its body to give a ‘sunburst’ finish. But the first time he tautened its strings with the tuning-pegs, ‘it ripped itself apart’.

In those days, restrictive import controls prevented American guitars from being sold in Britain and the most desired makes came from what was then West Germany, particularly the Höfner company in Bubenreuth, Bavaria. Höfner also made violins, cellos and double basses; their guitars had similarly lustrous woodwork and stately American-sounding names like the Congress, the Senator and the President. To guitar-mad British boys, Höfner’s catalogue seemed almost erotic with its page after page of curvaceous shapes, its promise of ‘blonde or brunette finishes’ and ‘warm responses’.

George had known Tony Bramwell since they were seven-year-olds, playing together on the various ‘bombies’ in the Speke area. Bramwell still bore on his neck the mark of an arrow George had shot at him during a game of Robin Hood – a foretaste of his future as one of the Beatles’ key employees.

His interest for George in their teens was that he had a munificent mum who’d bought him not one but two Höfner guitars, a Senator and a Club 40, an early attempt at an American-style solid body. ‘He was always coming to our house in Hunts Cross to play them,’ Bramwell recalls. ‘I was stuck at being a rubbish player but he seemed to get a little better every time.’

George was not by any means the best guitarist at his school. That distinction belonged to a boy named Colin Manley in the class above his, who could play finger-style like the Country virtuoso Chet Atkins.

George was no flashy virtuoso like Colin Manley, but he had a keen musical ear that allowed him to reproduce the riffs and solos of the latest skiffle hit after only a couple of hearings. And the guitar awoke the student in him that the Inny never had or would. The margins of his exercise books teemed with drawings of guitars of every size and wavy shape; the attention he denied to geometry or algebra was lavished on page after page of chord shapes, the little latticed squares with dots representing the fingers.

By now, skiffle was becoming something more than simple strumming. Lonnie Donegan had exchanged his plaid shirt for a black tie and augmented his backing group with an electrified jazz guitarist named Denny Wright, who took the ragged-arsed Depression-era ballads on all kinds of lyrical flights with his own scat-singing descant. Wright had since moved on to Johnny Duncan’s Bluegrass Boys, whose big summer 1957 hit, ‘Last Train to San Fernando’, featured a Wright solo in rumba time.

‘When we played “Last Train to San Fernando” at Speke British Legion Club, George couldn’t play the solo,’ Arthur Kelly recalls. ‘But a couple of weeks later, he could.’

It surprised no one that Harold and Louise Harrison should buy their adored youngest son a new guitar, despite his poor record at school. But what a guitar! It was a Höfner, his dream make, no mere Congress or Senator but a President, playable either acoustically or electrically, with a single cutaway, inlaid fret-markers and a garnish of impressive-looking knobs and switches. The price was £30, equal to around £500 today.

It was purchased from Hessy’s music store in central Liverpool, which no guitar shortage seemed to have affected. The assistant manager, Jim Gretty, was himself an accomplished player of the old school who appeared around the clubs performing Country & Western music. With every guitar he sold, the brawny, good-natured Gretty offered free lessons in the store after hours, where his class of learners could number as many as a dozen. ‘George couldn’t get enough lessons,’ he later recalled. ‘But I was telling him to be Hank Williams when he wanted to be Chet Atkins.’

He preferred to teach himself by the method he knew, listening to the same record time and again, duplicating what he heard by trial and error, with a concentration and patience never given to his schoolwork. Louise would sometimes sit up with him into the small hours, taking care not to distract him but inwardly cheering him on as his fingers searched among the President’s inlaid fret-markers until the right note rang true.






2‘HE WAS SO MUCH IN THE BACKGROUND HE WAS LIKE THE INVISIBLE MAN’


In the class above George’s at the Inny was a conscientious, well-behaved boy named Paul McCartney with soulful brown eyes, a pleasant manner and the lightest of Scouse accents. He too lived on the Speke estate, where his mother, Mary, worked as a domiciliary midwife, so every morning, he and George travelled into central Liverpool by the same number 86 bus (often driven by Harold Harrison and then free of charge to them both). At school, the difference of a year in their ages barred them from socialising but on these nearly hour-long journeys they could talk as equals.

They immediately bonded over music, George with a guitar of implausible magnificence for so small and shy a boy, Paul with nothing half as glamorous. On his recent thirteenth birthday, his father, Jim, a former amateur dance-band leader, had given him a trumpet. He was practising on it dutifully – as he did everything – but increasingly felt he’d rather be strumming than blowing.

The two also had in common a deep loathing of the compulsory Inny uniform that seemed even more dull and restrictive with Teddy Boys and their glorious sartorial revolution now in riot everywhere. But whereas Paul dared to deviate from the dress code in only small, marginal ways, George had put together a ‘Ted’ version of the uniform, using cast-offs from his older brothers, which his interview for The Beatles Anthology book in the 1990s could still reassemble to the last detail.

‘[I had] a dog-tooth check-patterned sports coat I’d dyed black to use as my school blazer. It hadn’t quite taken, so it still had a slight check in it. [And] a shirt I’d bought in Lime Street that I thought was so cool. It was white with pleats down the front and it had black embroidery along the corners of the pleats… Powder-blue drainpipes with turn-ups I had dyed black as well… and I had black suede shoes from my brother. That outfit was very risky and it felt like all day, every day I was going to get busted.’

This greatly impressed Paul – no easy thing to do – and as time passed, the two schoolbound Inny boys found more and more common ground. They talked about their mothers, both of Irish descent who’d had them baptised as Catholics but never insisted they went to Mass or Confession. They talked about life on the wild frontier of the Speke estate: Mary McCartney’s position as a much-loved midwife and nurse saved her family from the worst of it – but still didn’t qualify for an indoor toilet.

Above all, they talked about rock ’n’ roll, still the outlaw music, incessantly attacked and derided by the grown-up world. Primarily about ‘Elvis’ in all his glamour and mystery, but also those who’d had the nerve to follow him: Little Richard, whose scalded Banshee scream could rattle window-frames, and Jerry Lee Lewis, who’d added a piano explosively to the equation, and the wheedly-voiced Gene Vincent with his backing group the Blue Caps and sublimely nonsensical hit single, ‘Be-Bop-a-Lula’.

Early in 1956 the McCartney family moved from Speke to 20 Forthlin Road, Allerton. Again, they were living on a council estate, but one far less isolated and better situated; the green, affluent suburb of Woolton was barely a mile away. Paul and George no longer shared a long morning bus ride but their out-of-school friendship continued.

Paul by now had managed to part company with his trumpet because he wanted to sing, an impossibility with a ‘horn’ unless you were Louis ‘Satchmo’ Armstrong. With his father’s permission he took it back to the shop and exchanged it for a Zenith guitar. Because he was left-handed, its neck pointed the opposite way from those of other guitarists when he played; an oddity then but in the future a silhouette marking out genius.

In October 1956, when he was fourteen, his mother died from breast cancer, aged only forty-seven. British boys in those days didn’t show their emotions, this boy least of all, nor was there any of the modern apparatus of bereavement counselling and therapy. For Paul, the only therapy to hand wore a shiny suit and played an electric guitar, the only words of any real comfort were ‘Be-Bop-a-Lula’. Being around George therefore became an essential part of the healing.

By the summer of 1957 he had pretty much mastered the Zenith, like the trumpet, piano and drums before it, and was regularly practising with George, though without any particular object in view. His singing voice, with its range from choirboy-pure to Little Richard-rowdy, made him a prize to any skiffle group, but so far he’d made no move to join even the one under his nose. For two of his Inny classmates, Len Garry and Ivan Vaughan, shared the role of box bass-player in a group from Woolton named the Quarrymen. Ivan was a friend of Paul’s and also of the Quarrymen’s leader John Lennon, whose garden backed onto the Vaughans’.

Hoping to pique Paul’s interest in the Quarrymen, Ivan offered to introduce him to this ‘great fellow’, and he consented. A perfect opportunity would be on 6 July when the Quarrymen were to play at a summer fete in the grounds of Woolton’s parish church, St Peter’s.



Lennon and McCartney’s discovery of each other, in a pastoral setting of home-made cake stalls, hissing tea-urns and hoopla games, has been so often told and retold, one hardly needs to reprise Paul’s first sight of John with his Quarrymen on the little outdoor stage, wearing a checked shirt and making up his own words to the Del Vikings’ ‘Come Go With Me’, or the rather awkward introductions later in the adjacent church hall when Paul broke the ice by singing Eddie Cochran’s ‘Twenty Flight Rock’ while impressively playing a right-handed guitar left-handedly.

They seemed the unlikeliest of soulmates, one with his deferential charm, the other a aspirant Teddy Boy whose scabrous wit concealed depths of anger and insecurity that, in the future, the whole world’s adoration would be unable to assuage.

Rock ’n’ roll and guitar-worship drew many disparate characters together, but between these two there was an instant additional bond. Soon after meeting, each admitted to the other that he ‘tried to write songs’. As they well knew, writing songs was something done by old men with names like Cole Porter and Irving Berlin seated at grand pianos among the New York skyscrapers, not schoolboys in exercise books in the utter obscurity of Liverpool. Still, they decided to persist with it, together now.

Paul’s recruitment to the Quarrymen had an immediate effect on what had essentially been a gang of John’s mates, in it for the laughs and the beer. Now, thanks to the smiley adjutant figure he’d brought in, they found themselves expected to dress alike, turn up punctually for gigs and be more professional altogether.

In the floating membership of up to eight, Paul soon identified those who were there only because they were John’s friends and secure in the knowledge he’d never get rid of them. However, by the autumn of 1957, the unwieldy line-up was contracting of its own accord as various members went away to college or began trade apprenticeships. John himself had left Quarry Bank High School – an establishment as first-rate as the Inny where he’d been a notorious disruption – to enrol at Liverpool College of Art, though keeping the group going, still under its same name.

John had been inching it away from skiffle to rock ’n’ roll, as with its washboard version of a New York doo-wop song at Woolton church fete. Paul now persuaded him that it needed a dedicated lead guitarist like Scotty Moore in Presley’s backing trio or Cliff Gallup in Gene Vincent’s Blue Caps. ‘John and I were okay on the guitar,’ the present-day Sir Paul remembers, ‘but we couldn’t solo. So I said, “Oh, I know this feller…” ’

Actually, getting George into the Quarrymen was a tricky operation requiring all of Paul’s already well-developed diplomatic skills. Firstly, it meant dropping the group’s existing third rhythm guitarist, a pleasant boy named Eric Griffiths who’d been one of the Quarrymen’s founder members and was not without ability.

Secondly and trickier, George was two-and-a-half years younger than John, something that was likely to matter even more from the heights of the Liverpool College of Art. At fourteen, he was undersized for his age; indeed, still looked more child than teenager, never more so than when hefting his bulky Höfner President.

Paul had already started bringing him into the Quarrymen’s orbit to get John used to the sight of him, but so far the results hadn’t been encouraging, After registering George’s serious face and opulent upswept hair at the forefront of several successive audiences, John had irritably demanded, ‘Who’s that bloody kid who’s always hanging around?’

According to the Quarrymen’s drummer, Colin Hanton, the scene of their formal introduction to George was carefully chosen to show him at his best. Iris Caldwell’s brother Alan, helped by their dynamic mother, Vi, had started a skiffle club named the Morgue (skiffle iconography always tended to the macabre) in the cellar of a large Victorian house in Oakhill Park. Although it was mainly an arena for Alan’s group, the Ravin’ Texans, George was allowed the occasional solo spot in return for helping Iris with the coats.

The audition that would lead him to fame and frustration on an equally massive scale is remembered in none of the vivid detail of Lennon-meets-McCartney. Official Beatles history has it that he won John over by playing ‘Raunchy’, an instrumental written and recorded by Bill Justis, the in-house arranger at Sun Records in Memphis (where Elvis had been discovered) and released to an innocent Britain that had no idea that ‘raunchy’ meant sexy.

In fact, ‘Raunchy’ consists of one simple five-note riff that John himself, or any beginner, could easily have managed. It’s likely that George played something more ambitious but likelier that John regarded his Höfner President as the real acquisition.

So Eric Griffiths was out of the band – by no means the last to suffer that sudden shock – and George donned the Quarrymen’s post-Paul stage outfit of white cowboy shirts with black shoulders to make his debut as their lead guitar with a borrowed amplifier at the New Clubmoor Hall Conservative Club in Norris Green on 10 January 1958, still a month shy of his fifteenth birthday.

The ‘bloody kid’ effect was soon apparent. Three gigs later, the Quarrymen appeared at the Cavern club in Mathew Street, near the docks, a traditional jazz stronghold that was one of rock ’n’ roll’s bitterest foes. When the group had played there just before Paul’s arrival, John had slipped in Elvis’s ‘Don’t Be Cruel’ and been handed a stern note from the management, ordering him to desist.

Since then, the Cavern seemed to have softened its anti-rock policy – though it was still far from what it would become partly thanks to that ‘bloody kid’. Situated underneath a fruit warehouse, it consisted of three brick tunnels with low barrelled ceilings; its makeshift stage was in the middle tunnel and the audience sat on kindergarten-size wooden chairs. When a jazz band played, which was the usual thing, nobody stirred from their seat.

That night, Colin Hanton remembers, the Quarrymen paid lip-service to some skiffle but gave their all to ‘Be-Bop-a-Lula’, ‘Twenty Flight Rock’, Elvis’s ‘All Shook Up’ and Jerry Lee Lewis’s ‘Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On’. To their dismay, while they were playing members of the audience began to disappear, more and more seemingly leaving in disgust until the rows of kiddy chairs were almost empty.

Only when they came offstage, even John thoroughly deflated, did they learn what had really been happening. Their audience hadn’t walked out, but simply moved into the two flanking tunnels out of their sightline, to dance.

‘We thought we’d given the worst show of our career,’ Hanton says. ‘But we’d given our best one.’



In the Britain of the 1950s, class distinction and snobbery were all-powerful and omnipresent. In Liverpool, they were supplemented by the age-old snobberies of the sea; no greater social gulf existed than between a ship’s captain and a pilot, or a Chief Steward and a plain steward. It was said that if you looked up at the Cunard company’s monolithic headquarters at the Pier Head, you could be sure that behind every one of its flotillas of windows someone would be feeling superior to someone else.

Only the city’s land-based working class took no part in the game thanks to their traditional hard-left politics and consequent fierce egalitarianism.

This was where George belonged, and throughout primary school, even amid the unashamed elitism of the Inny, he’d never had cause to feel insecure about it. His first experience of discrimination because of where he lived and how he spoke came from knowing John Lennon.

It was a surprise to him to discover that the reckless, sometimes lawless Teddy Boy lived on Woolton’s Menlove Avenue, a leafy enclave of Liverpool’s professional class, in a substantial semi-detached house named ‘Mendips’, with faux-Tudor embellishments, a ‘morning room’ such as normally existed only in Noël Coward plays, and a kitchen with a row of bells to call the servants employed there within living memory.

John’s father, a ship’s steward, had disappeared from his life just after the end of the war and his mother, Julia, had handed him over to her older sister, Mary, known as Mimi, to raise at ‘Mendips’. Mimi was an admirable woman in many ways but a snob from the lower middle class, always the fiercest kind. Since being widowed when John was fourteen, she had dedicated herself to protecting him from undesirable influences, meaning the proletariat of his native city, their penchant for drinking and fighting and their uniquely coarse and nerve-jangling accent.

To Mimi, John’s playing rock ’n’ roll had opened the door to these forces of barbarism and she was striving with all her considerable might to slam it shut again. ‘The guitar’s all very well,’ she told him, logic overwhelmingly on her side, ‘but you’ll never make a living from it.’

She refused to allow the Quarrymen to practise in her spotless home, banishing them instead to its glassed-in front porch where they would be inaudible. On these trying occasions, she had regarded even Paul’s perfect manners with suspicion, thinking him ‘a snake-charmer’. However, although he lived in working-class Allerton, he passed her social X-ray because his mother had been a nurse (as had Mimi herself), which counted as honorary middle class.

George was a walking catalogue of her worst nightmares. Not only did he have the abhorrent Scouse accent at full strength and dress like a Teddy Boy but he lived in Speke, a place Mimi equated with Dante’s seventh circle of Hell. ‘She didn’t like me at all, she was really sharp,’ he would recall in the 1990s, with no glimmer of amusement even after so long. ‘She’d be “Who is this boy… he looks terrible” and John would just say, “Oh shuddup, Mary.” ’

As John would confess, the problem for him was not George’s accent but the baby face and sticky-out ears that went with the outrageous wardrobe. ‘I didn’t want to know him at first [i.e., socially]. He was too young. He came round to Mendips one day and asked me to go to the pictures with him, but I pretended I was too busy.’

Altogether different was the welcome from John’s mother, Julia, who lived only a short way from her older sister. Since turning John over to Mimi, Julia had acquired a boyfriend with whom she’d had two daughters, yet she remained a constant presence in John’s life and an antidote to Mimi’s authoritarianism. Easygoing, vivacious and music-mad, she seemed more like his mischievous older sister than his mother. Coming from the utterly conventional, stable family that George did, the whole set-up must have seemed bizarre to him, not least in that John called both his mother and aunt by their Christian names. But here there were no sarcastic remarks about his accent nor slighting references to Speke.

Julia could play the banjo and had taught John the four-string chords he continued to use on the guitar she’d bought him - until ‘that bloody kid’ rose considerably in his estimation by showing him their six-string fingering. She loved having the Quarrymen practise at her house, even let them play standing in the bath because the echo in the bathroom was almost as good as an amp.

At Paul’s home in Forthlin Road, rehearsing was never any problem. His widowed father had once led the locally popular Jim Mac Jazz Band and still played the piano by ear at family gatherings where he’d once hoped Paul would similarly entertain on trumpet. He didn’t understand the new music, but was glad to hear any kind being made under his roof. And the Quarrymen were quite willing to make the trek out to Upton Green, where Louise Harrison was always welcoming.

Louise’s attitude towards John contrasted with that of the usually mild and tolerant Jim McCartney, who’d warned Paul, ‘He’ll get you into trouble, son.’ Nothing that he said could ever shock her and deep down she seemed to feel a responsive flicker of devilment. She used to give him tots of whisky and say George and John were ‘just a pair of fools’.

John’s Aunt Mimi had hoped his transformation into an art student would put an end to this rock ’n’ roll nonsense. So it might have but for the fact that between the College of Art in Hope Street and the Inny in Mount Street there was a connecting door, a last residue of their once having been a single educational establishment. In rock ’n’ roll mythology, it was to rank with the door into the Secret Garden or Narnia.

John would bring his guitar into college each day and at lunchtime Paul and George would remove all incriminating insignia of their school uniforms, slip through the door unseen and join him for fish and chips in the student canteen, followed by a practice session in an empty lecture-room.

George felt uncomfortable at these illicit rendezvous, since John always seemed nervous that his obviously pre-college age would give the game away. And, despite the freedom to smoke ad lib and the abundance of ‘chicks’, the girls he met touched the newly exposed nerve of his class. Rock ’n’ roll then was considered exclusively blue-collar music and the most fetching of the chicks were bound to share the student preference for intellectually superior jazz.

At art college, John acquired a steady girlfriend, a mild young woman named Cynthia Powell from Hoylake on the Cheshire Wirral, Liverpool’s genteel commuter belt. He asked his mates for their opinion of ‘Cyn’ – who was, indeed, a surprising choice for him – and they expressed the requisite approval, all but for George, who said bluntly that she had ‘teeth like a horse’.

Among John’s new art college friends were two who held neither George’s youth nor rock ’n’ roll against him. The first was Stuart Sutcliffe, a precociously talented painter and a cult figure somewhat resembling James Dean (with a similarly tragic early death ahead of him) who was awakening John’s interest in his Art and Design course as no tutor had been able.

The second was a diminutive, curly-haired boy named Bill Harry, unequivocally from George’s side of the tracks. Raised in dire poverty in Parliament Street near the docks, bullied by bigger boys and tyrannised by Catholic priests, he’d escaped by winning a scholarship to the junior art college, educating himself in modern American culture to a formidable degree and becoming a prolific writer, often in newspapers, magazines and fanzines of his own creation.

‘Paul was always the most pleasant to chat to, but with George you’d get virtually nothing going on between you,’ Harry recalls. ‘He was so much in the background in those days, he was almost like the Invisible Man.’

Yet in his quiet way, George became so absorbed into the college’s social life that he scarcely felt his alien class and background. He attended student parties that went on all night; everyone had to bring a bottle and an egg for their breakfast the next morning. At such times, when he relaxed, an innocent charm shone out of him which more than made up for his occasional jarring gaucheries.

John’s girlfriend, Cynthia, had heard about his comment that she had ‘teeth like a horse’ and hadn’t known whether to laugh or cry. But all was forgiven when he sat beside her, looking about eleven and said wistfully, ‘I wish I had a nice girl like you.’

He almost became a student himself on the college’s ‘Panto Day’, a parade with fancy dress and decorated floats through the centre of Liverpool collecting money for charity. George would be in John’s contingent, rattling a collection tin; afterwards, John would break open the tins and shamelessly divide up their contents.



One condemnation of rock ’n’ roll at least – that Elvis Presley and his ilk were con-artists just using their guitars as props – could by now be thoroughly refuted, although its critics remained just as vituperative.

Eddie Cochran, who’d appeared at Liverpool’s Empire theatre during a British tour, had shown real brilliance on his cherry-red Gretsch with an enraptured George in the audience. Carl Perkins, Sun Records’ main attraction since Elvis’s departure, who’d written and first recorded ‘Blue Suede Shoes’, proved to have been equally maligned when he appeared in the film Disc Jockey Jamboree. Even Tommy Steele, Britain’s ‘answer’ to Elvis, designed solely to make little girls shriek, could sometimes be caught shaping complex six-string chords on his big white Höfner.

The charge was most preposterous in the case of Buddy Holly, a twenty-one-year-old Texan who played virtuoso electric lead as well as singing in an intriguing, hiccuppy voice in a trio called the Crickets. Their September 1957 hit ‘That’ll Be The Day’ featured a dazzling Holly intro, reprised in the solo: a backward tumble of treble notes that practically set the blood of Britain’s L-plate pickers alight.

Holly was a ‘buddy’ indeed to skifflers in the throes of trying to rock ’n’ roll-ise themselves (who were not only future Beatles but future Rolling Stones, future Who, future everyone-who-would-be-anyone in the Sixties beat boom) for his songs, while wholly original and more exciting every time, were constructed from the simple chords they already knew.

He handed the Quarrymen a ready-made repertoire to which, every few months, he added a further title that was just a touch more complicated as if to bring them on another step. And, like ‘That’ll Be The Day’, many were written or part-written by him. He showed John and Paul that songwriters need not be remote sophisticates with names like Cole Porter but that they were just as entitled to have a crack at it.

Even the few pictures of Holly to appear in the British press brought his young British disciples comfort and encouragement, for here was no pouting deity like Elvis but an amiable-looking beanpole in glasses, hitherto the stigmata of school swots and nerds. The short-sighted John had so hated his that, rather than suffer the shame of being a ‘four-eyes’, he’d gone around half-blind. Now he could look like his hiccupping hero and see the world.

George studied Buddy Holly and the Crickets as he never had any subject at school. To pay his parents back for his guitar, he’d taken a Saturday job delivering meat for the butchers E. R. Hughes, much to the further social agony of John’s Aunt Mimi.

His round included the Hunts Cross home of his childhood friend, Tony Bramwell, who owned a copy of the Crickets’ first album, The Chirping Crickets. Hughes’s big iron delivery bike would be parked outside for long periods with people’s weekend steaks and chops spoiling in its front pannier as Bramwell good-naturedly played George the twelve magic tracks, not only original rock ’n’ roll but country and R&B covers, over and over.

Holly came to Britain with the Crickets on what would be his only visit early in March 1958, performing in theatres and cinemas throughout the country – dedicated rock ’n’ roll venues then being limited to coffee bars – and reaching Liverpool’s Philharmonic Hall on the twentieth. George couldn’t get a ticket and was consumed with envy that his friend Tony Bramwell had won a newspaper competition to see the show and meet Holly afterwards.

He himself had to be content with the Crickets’ fleeting appearance, dinner-jacketed, on the television variety show Sunday Night at the London Palladium. The flickery black and white screen showed Holly playing a two-horned shape, flat against his side, that looked less like a guitar than a spaceship fitted with a strap. It was the first Fender Stratocaster ever to cross the Atlantic.

One improvement for the Quarrymen that Paul particularly urged on John was to make recordings of their performances to let them hear how they sounded and also circulate among prospective bookers rather than have to do a live audition every time. Other groups possessed reel-to-reel tape-recorders but in 1958 these were horribly expensive and far beyond their means.

Then a fellow guitarist at the Morgue named Johnny Byrne told George about a studio in Liverpool where people could simply walk in and record their voices just as Elvis Presley had walked into Sun Records that world-altering day in 1954. It even had the same surname as the man lucky enough to have discovered Elvis: the Phillips Recording Service. An appointment for the Quarrymen was booked with its owner, Percy Phillips, for a fee of 17 shillings and sixpence (about 75p today) between them.

By now their personnel had shrunk to John, Paul, George, Colin Hanton and an occasional pianist named John Lowe. They were to record two songs of which only one had so far been decided, the Crickets’ ‘That’ll Be The Day’. Many other groups covered it but few, if any, could aspire to Buddy Holly’s wondrous lead riff. ‘George told me he was going to learn it,’ his schoolfriend Arthur Kelly recalls. ‘And a couple of days later, he had.’

The experience of making a record proved sadly lacking in Presley-esque romance. The Phillips Recording Service was located at its owner’s home, 38 Kensington, one of Liverpool’s many thoroughfares with London names. A shabby terrace house, its bay window contained a selection of electrical goods for sale. Above the front door was an enormous sign, BATTERY CHARGING DEPOT EST. 25 YEARS, and a sign in an adjacent window offered LOANS £5 TO £500 WITHOUT SECURITY.

Percy Phillips – who, Colin Hanton says, ‘looked like anyone’s dad’ – was not expected to have any affinity with rock ’n’ roll but treated the Quarrymen politely enough, even if his most pressing concern was that they had the money to pay for his time. Like his usual clientele of amateur opera singers and children reciting party-pieces, they recorded at a single microphone in the middle of what must once been the Phillips family’s dining-room.

The session, preserved for posterity on YouTube, seems to come from the same remote past as some Victorian music-hall turn captured on wax cylinders. First, ‘That’ll Be The Day’ with John’s rather acid lead voice and George note-perfect throughout the Holly solo, sharing the handful of watts from Paul’s little Elpico amp. Then a pastiche country song, ‘In Spite Of All The Danger’, written by Paul before he met John. George is well to the fore, not only in framing riffs but ah-ah-ing a counterpoint to their harmony that just about manages to stay on-key.

Editing was not included in Percy Phillips’ fee and after a few minutes’ wait he handed over a single small shellac disc with the song-titles handwritten on its yellow ‘Kensington’ label. Thanks to George’s riffs, ‘In Spite Of All The Danger’ was credited to ‘McCartney-Harrison’, his first – and last – experience of being Paul’s musical equal in the band.

The plaque that eventually replaced BATTERY CHARGING DEPOT outside 38 Kensington gives the date of the recording as 14 July 1958, but Colin Hanton is certain it took place on the twelfth. This would mean that only three days after John casually sang ‘that’ll be the day when I die’ and harmonised about ‘all the danger’, his mother, Julia, was knocked down and killed by a speeding motorist a few yards from his Aunt Mimi’s front gate.

The five Quarrymen had agreed to share the Percy Phillips disc on a rota of a week each. After the pianist, John Lowe, had his week, he failed to pass it on; no one else claimed their turn and Lowe drifted away from the group soon afterwards with it still in his possession.

It would lie forgotten in his attic for twenty-three years, then resurface to be rated by a long way the world’s most valuable record.






3‘PLAYING JUST CHORDS WAS BETTER THAN NOT PLAYING AT ALL’


George was still much more Paul’s friend than John’s, especially during school holidays which fell at the same time for them both and shrank their age difference to nothing.

During one long summer break, they went hitchhiking to the alien land known as ‘Down South’, taking only a small backpack each, the most basic of tents and a tiny portable stove. They lived on tinned food, which they heated by holding the tins against the stove’s feeble glimmer. ‘We’d buy Smedley’s spaghetti Bolognese or Milanese,’ George recalls with his meticulous memory in the Anthology interview. ‘They were in striped tins, Milanese was red stripes, Bolognese was dark blue stripes.’

They got as far south as Paignton in Devon, which George knew from family holidays, half-froze by sleeping rough on the beach, then thumbed their way back up through South Wales, hoping to make contact with a cousin of Paul’s on the entertainments staff at the Butlin’s holiday camp in Pwllheli (pronounced Puth-welli).

One lorry that stopped for them had no passenger seat, so George had to perch on the gearbox cover while Paul sat on the exposed battery. They hadn’t gone far when Paul let out a yell of agony. The battery had connected with the metal zips on his jeans’ back-pockets, searing two zipper-shaped scorch marks into his buttocks.

The Butlin’s at Pwllheli turned out to be protected against non-campers by barbed-wire fences, ‘like Stalag 17’, George later recalled, so they had to reverse every prison-camp escape film they’d ever seen by breaking in.

They moved on to Chepstow, so broke and weather-blown that they asked the police if they could spend the night in a cell, but were turned away and ended up on a wooden bench at the town’s football ground.

In the seaside town of Harlech, they got talking to a boy around their age named John Brierley, who fixed for them to pitch their ‘crappy’ tent in the field behind his parents’ bungalow. It poured with rain on their first night and the next day Brierley’s mother took pity on them and invited them into the house.

As they undressed in the spare room, two large spiders ran across the wall, which they made haste to flatten with rolled-up newspapers. ‘Did you meet Jimmy and Jemima?’ their hostess enquired the next morning. The slain arachnids were evidently family pets.

They spent a week at the Brierleys’, sharing a double bed – normality for schoolfriends in that era – and being served three generous meals a day. They sat in with John Brierley’s skiffle group, the Vikings, at the local pub and Paul used the family piano to practise the bass-note solo to Buddy Holly’s ‘Think It Over’.

From first to last, they had no idea they were staying in a B&B and the Brierleys were too nice to mention it.



By 1959, the cavilling chorus of broadcasters, parents, teachers, clergy and ‘professional’ musicians were congratulating themselves on their prescience: rock ’n’ roll had blown over or, more accurately, blown itself up.

Elvis was no more; at least, not as an incarnation of raw sex on rubber-soled shoes. He had been drafted into the US Army in a cynical managerial ploy to rebrand him as a respectful, dutiful all-American boy and move him into the ballad market. To underline the point, cinema newsreels showed him receiving his first army haircut; a meek Samson, shorn of his dyed-black locks.

America’s other biggest rock ’n’ roll names showed similar lack of staying-power. Little Richard renounced his screaming high camp to become a minister, singing only gospel. Jerry Lee Lewis’s career evaporated after he was found to be bigamously married to his thirteen-year-old cousin. On 3 February 1959, Buddy Holly was killed in a plane crash along with fellow tour artistes Ritchie Valens and J. P. ‘The Big Bopper’ Richardson: ‘The Day the Music Died’, as the Canadian folk singer Don McLean would later eulogise it without any accusations of hyperbole.

Compounding the funeral rites, American music radio was convulsed by an exposé of payola, the bribes paid by record companies to deejays to give their product preferential airtime. Part of their public penance was to cleanse their catalogues of anything grubbily rock ’n’ roll and substitute a race of boy crooners all as edgy as cotton buds and nearly all named Bobby.

In Britain, the music’s only acceptable face was Cliff Richard, a sawn-off Elvis whose ‘Move It’ in 1958 had been the first authentic home-grown rock ’n’ roll record but who was now following the industry’s sage advice to get into ballads or cabaret or films as soon as possible. Rock had been sanded down to less threatening beat music and Richard, at least, maintained a backing beat group, the Shadows, whose lead guitarist, Hank B. Marvin, wore Buddy Holly-style glasses and played his much-envied red Fender Stratocaster.

Otherwise, the singing cotton buds now in favour diminished the guitar’s importance and for George, any conspicuous soloist was someone to latch on to in hopes of learning something new; the legendarily young James Burton, for instance, whose elegant country breaks lit up the otherwise bland pop singles of Ricky Nelson, or Duane Eddy, whose ‘twangy’ guitar, mostly employing the bass strings, resembled a hugely amplified dog-bark. Even Bert (Play In A Day) Weedon merited a listen, cashing in on the bass-string boom with a polite version of Arthur Smith’s ‘Guitar Boogie Shuffle’.

George was especially drawn to Carl Perkins, writer of the immortal ‘Blue Suede Shoes’ even though he already seemed a little old for his milieu with his lantern jaw, receding hairline and strangely effete flourishes of an undersized guitar. The songs he wrote for himself, like ‘Glad All Over’, ‘Matchbox’ and ‘Honey Don’t’, were quite unlike the usual sweltering Sun Records sound, playful rather than provocative and full of offbeat imagery (‘Well, I’m sitting here wondering will a matchbox hold my clothes’).

Though enticingly simple in construction, they often included a curve-ball of a chord, some obscure nineteenth or sixth that neither John nor Paul had ever encountered before but George could be relied upon to pick up pretty much instantaneously.

Rock ’n’ roll might have blown over elsewhere but in Liverpool it had stuck fast among the docks and warehouses and cobbled streets and imperial monuments and palatial bank buildings and elegant Georgian terraces and lofty sandstone churches and lingering ‘bombies’ and splendiferous Victorian pubs, and soon would become mixed in with the muddy Mersey itself.
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