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Introduction



THE MAGICAL MYSTERY FOUR


“How is it possible that four men whom I have never met, one of whom died 18 years before I was even born and another who died when I was still watching Dora the Explorer, had such a life-changing impact on me? How is it possible that this song written by and for people I will never hope to know well at all, elicits such tears? Why do I love them so much? Because they are there for me, and for you, and for us all … ”


APPLESNACKS5, “Here Today” YouTube video


How did they do it?


That is the question every Beatles fan asks at some point. How did a rag-tag band from a bombed-out British city become so hugely popular, so widely influential, and so enduring?


The odds had to be stacked against four self-taught musicians making even a ripple in the entertainment cosmos, let alone carving out a nine-year performing career, especially in a business where longevity is most often measured in weeks or months … or piffling years … rarely in decades. Yet these four managed to sustain eight years of consistently strong recordings, eventually pumping out hit after hit and album after world-changing album, and many decades since of chart-busting and poll-topping popularity. (The sales and chart statistics surrounding them are fairly staggering—a growing collection of “Mosts” and “Bests,” “fastests” and “highests.”) It is no stretch to say that the Beatles became, collectively, the biggest entertainment phenomenon the world has seen to date. The band maintained such preeminence in the music industry—even after it ceased to exist—that its status has not ever been challenged, let alone surpassed.


Beyond the music, how did four unsophisticated urban lads with limited educations end up shaping the fashions, perceptions, and ideologies of one generation in the mid-60s—when art and culture and a thousand new concepts virtually exploded from every thoroughfare in London, a movement that the Beatles, depending on sources, either jump-started or quickly became part of—and then go on molding major aspects of the culture for each successive generation? What was it that made them so pervasive and earned them such adulation?


No one—neither music critics nor fans—is quite sure how they did all this. Not even the Beatles themselves. (Paul has often kidded around, saying they were a “pretty good” garage band.) Maybe it was their ability to not only read the zeitgeist, but also to alter it. Or perhaps it was because they were ridiculously proficient at writing songs that entwined themselves around our brain stems and infiltrated our souls. They may have claimed that their lyrics rarely had the deeper meaning we so desperately sought, but then all good poets insist that what they write is straightforward … and all good poets know it for a lie.


There is no denying there was stage presence and personal charisma there nearly from the start. And before long, an ambitious manager, one who parlayed their Merseyside mystique into outright mythos. And then a savvy, avuncular producer … who taught them his whole bag of studio tricks. At first, the public knew only what the men behind the scenes decided they should know. The foursome’s glib comebacks, hurled like pub darts during press conferences, left the scribes even more bemused than they were by Bob Dylan’s intentional obfuscations. The reporters knew the Beatles were clever, but they only rarely got wise to the disdain behind the quips. But it was there, in the comments and the music, a bit of bitter with the sweet, a little sneer in the sincere. It lent even their occasionally trite musical compositions depth and pungency.


Yet for the most part the Beatles played along with the charade, pretending to have a gloss and a glamour they did not precisely possess, somehow understanding that England needed them to be that exact thing, at that exact time: a symbol of promising youth awakened during a dark period, as though the poppy fields of Flanders and the shores of Dunkirk had brought forth these standard-bearers of another gilded generation that would undo all the previous despair of wars and deprivation. And, oh!—when they sang and played, those dark memories did indeed fade away, and spirits soared higher than … well, the White Cliffs of Dover. Their music seemed to offer a universal benediction to all, like a touch on the forehead by Jove.
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The Beatles perform “All You Need Is Love” on Our World, the first live satellite uplink performance broadcast to the world on June 25, 1967 in London, England.





Ultimately, England’s embrace could not contain them. Their music spread to Europe, then America, and before long, it seemed the whole world was chanting along with every Liverpudlian refrain. They became, inevitably, the lightning rods of their era—inventive and derivative, eclectic and experimental, but always accessible. They ended up as almost everyone’s beau ideal. (They may have been the rock and roll band all the teenage girls crushed on, but they were also the one the moms and kid brothers liked.)


And there was something more that set the Beatles apart, a trait they shared with creative types from an earlier era—that wherever they lived or traveled, they stayed attuned to their surroundings. Liverpool and the Mersey Beat shaped much of their music, as well as America, in the form of the rollicking rhythmic music favored by both white and black teens. The red-light district of Hamburg honed them as performers. A move to London gave them access to other rock and rollers, as well as exposure to live jazz and Caribbean influences. India offered them a retreat for a short time and exotic Eastern tempos soon crept into their sound.


Even as mature, solo performers, their output rarely flagged, and once again their environment affected them—Paul, reflective and domestic in Scotland; John, besieged and primal in New York; George, transcendental in the meditation room at Friar Park; Ringo, twanging it up in Nashville or taking in the mellow Mediterranean sun. They soaked up influences along with the sights and sounds of their chosen havens, and they continued to produce personal, entertaining, relevant music from decade to decade—not due to pressure from the fan machine or their own brand of competition, but for the sheer pleasure of it. Because that was what they did.


How they did it, on the other hand, is a question that remains without a definitive answer.


Suffice to say the Beatles possessed talent, drive, curiosity, adaptability, a powerful camaraderie, a fluid creative instinct that kept them in the vanguard of new trends, and a keen sense of their surroundings. Yet there is still some elusive alchemy that remains beyond our comprehension to explain the long, long shadow they cast. Perhaps this is why we can never let them go, because that mystery tweaks us every time we hear them sing … and we realize we were born with that music inside us.
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December 8, 1926, the Cunard liner RMS Mauretania arriving at Liverpool docks. A fleet of tugboats are nosing her into position.








 




“LIVERPOOL I LEFT YOU, SAID GOODBYE TO MADRYN STREET; I ALWAYS FOLLOWED MY HEART, AND I NEVER MISSED A BEAT. DESTINY WAS CALLING, I JUST COULDN’T STICK AROUND. LIVERPOOL I LEFT YOU, BUT I NEVER LET YOU DOWN.”


RINGO STARR, LIVERPOOL 8


CHAPTER ONE


LIVERPOOL


“SHIPS, SHIPS AND SHIPPING EVERYWHERE.”


NOVELIST ALBERT SMITH


Gateway to the World
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The Liverpool skyline, circa 1950, shows Liverpool Cathedral on the horizon rising above the varied rooftops of the city. Liverpool suffered the second worst bombing blitz during World War II after London, and many damaged sections of the city were not rebuilt for years.





“Besides, of all the sea-ports inthe world, Liverpool, perhaps, most abounds in all the variety of land-sharks, land-rats, and other vermin, which make the hapless mariner their prey … And yet, sailors love this Liverpool; and upon long voyages to distant parts of the globe, will be continually dilating upon its charms and attractions, and extolling it above all other seaports in the world. For in Liverpool they find their Paradise … and one of them told me he would be content to lie in Prince’s Dock till he hove up anchor for the world to come.”


HERMAN MELVILLE, Redburn (1849)


“LIVERPOOL IS SECOND ONLY TO LONDON IN MY HEART.”


CHARLES DICKENS, 1842


Liverpool lies on the eastern shore of the Mersey Estuary, which runs into the Irish Sea. When seen from the open water, the city presents a profile of stately Victorian edifices, sleek high-rise apartments, and towering office buildings. From this perspective, Liverpool nearly recaptures her past glory—when 19th-century trade from the West Indies, Ireland, and Europe brought her wealth that at times exceeded that of London, and when her custom house was the largest contributor to the British Exchequer.


Home to invention and innovation as well as humane institutions, the city pioneered the development of the commercial railroad, the city tram, the ferry, and the skyscraper, and offered the first school for the blind, and the first societies for the protection of children and animals. Described in 1851 as the “New York of Europe,” Liverpool catered to the wealthy and powerful and was the port of registry for the ill-fated luxury liner, RMS Titanic, and her sister ships, RMS Olympic and HMHS Britannic.


Throughout most of the first half of the twentieth century, Liverpool maintained her status as England’s “second city.” The docks expanded to include the 1901 Stanley Dock Tobacco Warehouse—at one time the world’s largest building in area, which today remains the largest brickwork building—and the Three Graces of the Pier Head: the Royal Liver Building, the Cunard Building, and the Port of Liverpool Building. In the service sector, the city’s commerce was fueled by the banking, finance, and insurance industries.


In the 1920s and 30s a great number of inner-city families were relocated to suburban “council” housing estates in order to “improve their standard of living,” a foretaste of the urban renewal that would ruin the character of many Merseyside neighborhoods in the 1950s. But overall, the city remained a thriving, bustling center of industry and trade … at least until the late 1930s, when a dark cloud gathered to the East and England was drawn into war.




FabFact


Denizens of Liverpool are also known as “Scousers” and speak with a “Scouse” accent; the word derives from “scouse,” a type of local stew.
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The three stately “grand dames” of the Liverpool waterfront—the Royal Liver Building, the Cunard Building, and the Port of Liverpool Building—stood as a symbol of the city’s commercial history and elevated stature in 1925. But then financial depression and the German blitz during World War II reduced Liverpool to a shell of its former self.





Postwar Blues
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Even as late as 1954, much of Liverpool still had not been rebuilt after the German bombings. Here, children play near a wasteland in one of the city’s slums.





“WE WERE A SAVAGE LITTLE LOT, LIVERPOOL KIDS, NOT PACIFIST OR VEGETARIAN OR ANYTHING. BUT I FEEL I’VE GONE BEYOND THAT, AND THAT IT WAS IMMATURE TO BE SO PREJUDICED AND BELIEVE IN ALL THE STEREOTYPES.”


PAUL MCCARTNEY


Naturally, Liverpool was of great strategic importance during World War II. With its eleven miles of quays, the seaport offered anchorage to multinational naval and merchant ships, and provided England’s main link with American arms shipments and supplies. Merseyside dockworkers would eventually handle 90 percent of the war materials brought into the county. Liverpool was also the site where the plans for the North Atlantic Defense were developed. The sad result of the city’s noble wartime effort was that this proud “gateway to the world” received the worst bombing, second only to London, from the German Luftwaffe with a final death toll of more than 3,000 people. During a three-month period in 1940, heavy bombing raids occurred fifty times, and in May 1941 seven straight nights of bombardment left much of the city in rubble. That same year a visiting Winston Churchill observed somberly, “I see the damage done by the enemy attacks, but I also see … the spirit of an unconquered people.”


The fighting ended in 1945, but for Liverpool, as for many other industrialized cities in Great Britain, the aftermath was grim. Britannia may have won the war, but she appeared to be losing the peace. The country’s resources were depleted by five years of conflict—economists estimate one quarter of the nation’s entire wealth had been used up resisting German invasion. The 1941 Lend-Lease support program from the United States, which allowed England to continue importing American aircraft and other armaments when their financial reserves were almost gone, ceased in 1945. Furthermore, the Anglo-American loan of 1946, which did help restore some economic stability, was geared more toward overseas expenditures than boosting the reforms of the newly elected Labour Party at home. While some resource rationing continued after the war, including gasoline and clothing, the financial situation soon grew so bad that bread rationing was instituted from 1946 to 1948, a measure that had not been taken during the war.


While America flourished and expanded economically during the early 1950s, Great Britain, weighted down with a massive war debt and low morale from the continued rationing of such staples as meat, butter and cheese, was barely marking time. Many cities still bore deep scars from the German bombing blitz, and entire neighborhoods lay in ruins and had yet to be rebuilt. Children were so inured to military conflict as a part of their daily lives that all they ever played were war games—some even using army surplus machine guns with the firing pins removed. Movie studios continued to produce war films. As America began its long history of conspicuous consumption, many Britons were still leading lives of deprivation, fear, and uncertainty.
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Just after the war, in 1947, a group of boys play soccer during recess in a rubble-strewn field beside a damaged church in a bombed-out neighborhood of Liverpool.





“I mean, I was born the day war broke out, but I don’t remember all the bombs though they did actually break up Liverpool, you know. I remember when I was a little older, there were big gaps in all the streets where houses used to be. We used to play over them.”


RINGO STARR


“AS GOOD AS ANY MAN”


If there was one positive aspect of the war, it was that it had begun to erode England’s centuries-old barriers of class. After fighting shoulder-to-shoulder with the gentry, the yeoman—or “common man”—began to believe that he was the equal of anyone. Yet in spite of these early cracks in the class system, attitudes of rigid conformity and an emphasis on respectability still prevailed in much of the country throughout the 1950s, a “dreariness of public behavior,” as Indian writer Nirad Chaudhuri observed.


Eventually this tension between the “haves,” who desired to maintain the status quo and the “want-to-haves” would come to a head—in strikes, protests, and riots. In popular culture this rebellion was fomented by literature’s “angry young men,” working-class playwrights and authors like John Osborne, Harold Pinter, and Kingsley Amis, who peddled dissatisfaction; by youthful, edgy actors such as Albert Finney, Tom Courtney, Richard Harris, and Rita Tushingham, who represented the views of a disaffected generation; and by a brash new brand of dance music that blasted tradition and shattered boundaries, something the teenagers over in America called rock and roll.


American Rock and Roll Rhythm
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Chuck Berry in a recording session, circa 1956.





“From the year dot, when King John filled out the birth certificate, Liverpool has been the gateway between England and the World.”


LOYD GROSSMAN


Liverpool during the early 1950s still bore the terrible effects of the war, so the civic focus was on rebuilding. The city’s plans for urban renewal, however, included an unpopular restructuring of the city center and, incomprehensibly, the destruction of many of the town monuments that had survived the blitz. The plan further replaced older, entrenched neighborhoods with massive tracts of low-rent estate or council housing—either small, attached homes or multistoried apartments similar to American project housing. The result was an increasingly dulled-down landscape of poverty and apathy amid newly decaying slums. Gangs eventually formed, made up of tough teenagers and angry young adults, eager to fight and let off steam … and as a result many bars and music clubs hired burly waiters who doubled as bouncers, a set of brass knuckles hidden in their pockets.


THE RIGHT STUFF


This city on the downward slide seemed an unlikely place to produce an innovative musical movement like the Mersey beat, let alone a quartet of young men so talented and relentlessly up-tempo that they would help to lift England out of the doldrums, both psychologically and financially. But to be fair, in spite of its flawed urban reconstruction and general air of defeat, Liverpool still had several positive things going for it.


Of primary relevance was the character of the Liverpudlians themselves. Joseph Conrad wrote in “Youth” (1902): “That crew of Liverpool hard cases had in them the right stuff. It’s my experience they always have.”


The men and women of Merseyside were entrepreneurial by nature: their city was not a center of manufacturing, it expedited the output of others … and Liverpudlians always took their cut as goods passed through their hands. They were canny wheeler-dealers, charming opportunists, and, occasionally, loudly extroverted eccentrics. Yet there was a darker side to the Scouse spirit, one that carried a chip on its shoulder and felt hard done by whenever the dockside economy faltered. It was then that their most valuable trait came to the fore—a plucky resilience of the sort that can only be found in cultures that once knew great glory … and aspired to reclaim it ever after. Somehow, against so many odds, the beleaguered people of Liverpool still believed that a golden future lay before them.


Another plus for the city was that Liverpool, for all its financial woes, was still a major seaport. Merchant marines from all over the globe converged on the dockside neighborhoods whenever their ships were at anchorage, and Americans, called the “Cunard Yanks,” were especially welcomed.


REVOLUTIONARY CARGO


Along with ordinary cargo from the United States, something else, something slightly subversive, was arriving at those docks. The ships’ crews brought American LP records and 45s ashore—including “race” records by black performers and others—rare properties the locals were eager to bargain for. It wasn’t long before the young people of Liverpool were dancing with uninhibited abandon to the raw, powerful sounds of Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Fats Domino, and Roy Orbison, and singing along to the sweet harmonies of the Shirelles, Smokey Robinson and the Miracles, and Buddy Holly and the Crickets. Called “beat” music by the locals, it lit a spark in that dreary port town … soon boys were practicing guitar in their bedrooms, girls were using hairbrushes for microphones, and makeshift bands began to spring up, playing in church basements all over the city. This in turn led to the rise of shilling-admission dances held in small public halls, supplying these fledgling groups with a stage and an audience. More groups formed, more live music venues cropped up, until Liverpool became the center of the new beat music craze.


A MUSICAL MELTING POT


British popular music in the mid 1950s, dance bands, brass or military bands, and the broad, bawdy tunes of the British music hall tradition (cousin to America’s Vaudeville) was in transition to swing, middle-of-the-road pop, and the folk- and jazz-based rhythms of skiffle—which had begun in America in the 1920s and was revived to became a craze in England by Lonnie Donegan. His debut recording, a cover of Lead Belly’s “Rock Island Line,” became a monster hit.


Skiffle bands typically included homemade instruments, washboards, jugs, the tea-chest bass, and kazoos, in addition to guitars and drums. In Liverpool, skiffle and beat intermingled with an additional ingredient—the plaintive lyrics and melodic tunes of Irish folk music. It was these traditions, these local flavors, blending with the gospel, blues, and rock and roll that teens heard on their American records that gave birth to the Mersey Beat … and inspired the music of two teenage boys who met at a church fair.




[image: Images]


A crowd of mostly teenagers and young adults line up at the Gaiety Cinema in Manchester, England, to view the 1956 American film Rock Around the Clock, which featured the pulsating music of Bill Haley and the Comets.
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The Shirelles—Beverly Lee, Doris Coley (top), Shirley Owens (seated), and Addie “Micki” Harris—were a highly influential girl group that scored in the late 1950s and 1960s with hits like “Dedicated to the One I Love,” “Will You Love Me Tomorrow?” and “Mama Said.”





John Lennon
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Young John Lennon with his mother Julia, 1949, in the garden of Aunt Mimi’s Liverpool home, Mendips. To date, this is the only known photograph of John with his mother. It was taken by John’s cousin, Stanley Parkes.





“I’m not going to change the way I look or the way I feel to conform to anything. I’ve always been a freak. So I’ve been a freak all my life and I have to live with that, you know. I’m one of those people.”


JOHN LENNON


John Lennon once admitted that he was the boy the other kids’ parents, including Paul McCartney’s father, warned them to stay away from. He seemed to relish the role of prankster and troublemaker. Yet in spite of his low marks in school, his teachers’ complaints over his disruptive behavior, and the parental warnings, there was something about him—a swift, sly intelligence coupled with a cheeky attitude and cocky charm—that marked him as special to anyone who really cared to look. He also possessed a measure of what some might call natural leadership or even star quality. Not surprisingly, he knew it, but in those early days in Liverpool he was still just a legend in his own mind.


John Winston Lennon was born to Julia and Alfred Lennon on October 9, 1940. His father, a merchant seaman who was often at sea, was only a vague figure to his little boy, and he ended up going AWOL in February 1944. When he returned six month later, Julia was pregnant with another man’s child and refused Alfred’s offer to look after them. Julia’s sister Mimi Smith then stepped in and became John’s guardian. Mimi always had the boy’s welfare at heart, but she was starchy and strong-minded and brooked little opposition. Compared to the compliant Julia, she must have seemed imposing to the boy.


When John was six, his father returned unexpectedly and took him on a trip to the resort town of Blackpool—with the secret intention of carrying him away to New Zealand. But Julia, suspicious of Alfred’s abrupt reappearance, had followed them. An argument ensued, and Alfred demanded that John choose between the two of them. He twice chose his father, but when Julia started to walk away, he cried for her.


LIFE AT MENDIPS


John spent the remainder of his youth living with Mimi and her husband George at Mendips, a semidetached house in Woolton. Mimi remained distant toward the child, but at least his Uncle George showed him some affection and even taught him to play the harmonica. At 11, John began to visit his mother’s home in Liverpool, where she lived with her common-law husband and John’s two half sisters. Julia kept him distracted and entertained, playing Elvis Presley records and teaching him chords on the banjo. When he was 16, she loaned him £5, about $7.50, for an inexpensive Gallotone Champion guitar, providing he keep it at her place—they both knew Mimi did not support his ambition of becoming a musician. John was 17 when Julia died after being struck by a car while walking home from Mendips. The tragedy would affect him in ways he could not yet calculate.


It was not surprising that John, never a stellar student to begin with, failed his GCE O-Levels (requirements for a Certificate of Education taken at age 16). His one saving grace was his artistic talent; he’d even self-published a magazine at school called the Daily Howl featuring his droll cartoons. He was admitted to Liverpool College of Art only after both his aunt and headmaster interceded on his behalf. This was where he met future wife Cynthia Powell before being expelled—for disrupting classes and ridiculing teachers—a year prior to graduation.
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Elvis Presley, a son of Memphis, Tennessee—shown here performing in the mid-1950s—came to represent the essence of American rock and roll to many young Britons.





“NOTHING REALLY AFFECTED ME UNTIL I HEARD ELVIS. IF THERE HADN’T BEEN AN ELVIS, THERE WOULDN’T HAVE BEEN THE BEATLES.”


JOHN LENNON


THE QUARRYMEN


John had been playing in a skiffle band since the age of 15. While at the Quarry Bank High School, he formed the Quarrymen with himself and Eric Griffiths on guitar, John’s best mate Pete Shotton on the washboard, Shotton’s friend Bill Smith on tea-chest bass and Smith’s friend Rod Davis on banjo. Early rehearsals were conducted at Shotton’s house, until his mother, weary of the noise, sent them out to the air-raid shelter in the back garden. Early on Bill Smith left and was replaced by another of John’s friends, Len Garry. When Garry couldn’t make rehearsals, a young man named Ivan Vaughan sat in. Colin Hanton, a drummer with his own kit, completed the lineup.


After the group’s second official gig, the St. Peter’s Church Rose Queen garden fête on July 6, 1957, Ivan Vaughan introduced John to another young musician named Paul McCartney, ablaze in his signature white sports jacket. The two immediately began talking about rock and roll music, and Paul demonstrated some tunings and sang a few songs. John was impressed because Paul not only played the guitar well and possessed a clear tenor voice, he knew the lyrics to many of the American songs John loved … but could never figure out the words to. Within two weeks, Paul was invited to join the group. Paul agreed, but only after he’d attended scout camp and gone on a family vacation in Yorkshire. Although Paul’s father disapproved of John, he did allow the band to practice in the front room of the family home.


Paul’s debut with the Quarrymen, on October 18, 1957, was not auspicious. He missed his cue on the instrumental, “Raunchy,” and bumbled the performance. Paul appeared so crestfallen, John bit back his usual snide comments. Paul made up for this gaffe when he later played John the song he’d composed after the death of his mother, “I’ve Lost My Little Girl.” John was astonished and impressed.
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November 23, 1957. Paul, John, and the other Quarrymen present a unified look in sports jackets and string ties as they perform a skiffle number at the New Clubmoor Hall in Norris Green, Liverpool—where Paul had made his Quarrymen debut five weeks before.





Paul McCartney
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Although it’s hard to believe, looking at this winsome portrait from 1962, Paul was not considered the “cute” Beatle until the departure of the handsome and popular Pete Best.





“LIVERPOOL MADE ME WHAT I AM—IT KEPT MY FEET ON THE GROUND.”


PAUL MCCARTNEY, 2002


Paul McCartney possessed an upbeat and charismatic personality; he was certainly not the self-effacing type. Yet he got along with fellow Beatle and composing partner, John Lennon, for more than a decade in spite of the latter’s tendency to insist on being the center of attention. It speaks more to Paul’s level of diplomacy than to John’s sweet nature that the partnership ended up being as prolific and enduring as it was. It surely helped, in the end, that they were best mates.


James Paul McCartney was born at Walton Hospital on June 18, 1942. His mother, Mary, was a nurse/midwife, and his father, James McCartney, was a wartime volunteer firefighter—who was out on a call and missed the birth. Paul’s younger brother, Michael, was born two years later. Paul proved to be a good student, being one of only three out of ninety students who passed the 11-plus exams (tests for secondary school placement taken at age 11) at Joseph Williams Junior School. This allowed him to attend the prestigious Liverpool Institute, or Inny, putting him on track to attend university. While on the bus one day he met fellow Inny student—and guitarist—George Harrison, who was a year younger. The two fell into an easy camaraderie, brought together by their keen interest in American rock and roll music.


Paul’s Dad, a trumpet player who had formed the Jim Mac Jazz Band during the 1920s, still kept a piano in the front parlor. Paul learned to play it by ear, and when his father gave him a trumpet, he eventually traded it for a Framus Zenith acoustic guitar, an instrument that, he explained to his dad, would allow him to play and sing. Initially it was difficult for the left-handed Paul to work the chords, but after seeing a poster of leftie Slim Whitman playing with reversed strings, Paul followed suit. It wasn’t long before he’d composed his first song, “I Lost My Little Girl,” on the guitar.


SOLACE IN MUSIC


When Paul was 14, his mother died suddenly of an embolism following breast cancer surgery, a loss that later enabled him to empathize with John Lennon, whose own mother died when he was 17. As Lennon would do, Paul let the music he loved—American rhythm and blues and especially the songs of Little Richard—fill the painful gap in his life. He even sang Little Richard’s raucous hit, “Long Tall Sally,” as his first public performance at a holiday camp talent show.


At 15, Paul attended a church fair at St. Peter’s in Woolton and enjoyed listening to some local lads, the Quarrymen, perform their rollicking blend of rock and roll and skiffle. A friend, Ivan Vaughan, introduced him to the band after the gig and he spent some time hanging out with John Lennon. When the offer to join the band fell into his lap, Paul didn’t hesitate to accept. Unhappy with the Quarrymen’s haphazard guitar playing, however, he suggested that John invite Paul’s schoolmate George to join them. While George wasn’t a charmer like Paul, or an amusing cut-up like John, he did have one thing going for him—“he could play the guitar just like ringing a bell.”
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Paul (foreground) and his younger brother Mike pose for the camera during their summer vacation in Wales, in 1948.
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Paul McCartney with his father Jim and brother Mike, in the garden of the McCartney family home, Forthlin Road, circa 1960.





“When we were starting off as kids, just the idea of maybe going to do this as a living instead of getting what we thought was going to be a boring job, was exciting.”


PAUL MCCARTNEY


George Harrison


“I WANTED TO BE SUCCESSFUL, NOT FAMOUS.”


GEORGE HARRISON
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The Silver Beatles (including Stuart Sutcliffe, far left, and Johnny Hutchinson standing in on drums) audition for the impresario Larry Parnes in May 1960, displaying their intense, animated stage manner—and three admirable quiffs.





As a boy, George Harrison was seriously into guitars, sketching different makes and models in his notebooks during class. When he grew older, his musical tastes ran to swing, jazz, and blues artists like Cab Calloway, Hoagy Carmichael, Django Reinhardt, and Big Bill Broonzy. Then came a day when he rode his bike past a neighbor’s house and heard Elvis Presley’s “Hound Dog” blaring from its windows. His interest immediately shifted to American rock and roll. His record collection expanded apace with albums and 45s representing Motown, the Delta blues, and Memphis soul.


George Harrison was born at home in the Wavertree section of Liverpool on February 25, 1943, to Louise and Harold Harrison. He had one sister, Louise, and two brothers, Harry and Peter—all of them sharing a cold, terraced house with an outhouse at the end of the garden. Fortunately, when George was six, the family moved to a less-primitive government-subsidized house in Speke. His dad, a bus conductor, had once worked as a steward for the White Star Line (of Titanic fame) and his mother was a shop assistant. It was she who encouraged George to follow his interest in music, insisting that her only desire was that her children be happy. George’s dad was less enthusiastic, but when the boy turned 13, his father bought him a Dutch Egmond flat-top guitar. A family friend taught him to play such traditional tunes as “Sweet Sue” and “Dinah,” and before long George had formed a skiffle group, The Rebels, with his brother and a friend.


After scoring well on his 11-plus entrance examinations, George was accepted into the Liverpool Institute, where he met Paul McCartney. They quickly became friends. Paul recalls that George was cocky and self-assured at school, at ease with himself and others. After Paul joined the Quarrymen, he convinced John to let George try out for lead guitar. George auditioned at Rory Storm’s Morgue Skiffle Club, but John felt that the 14-year-old George, who looked about ten at the time, was too young. Paul arranged a second audition atop a double-decker bus. George played a spirited rendition of the popular instrumental “Raunchy” for John and won him over. The band allowed George to “sit in” until he was 15, at which time he became a legitimate member of the group.


With this consolidation, the singing, strumming, and composing core of something much larger and more profound had now finally fallen into place.
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George, John, and Paul pose in relaxed mode by the back door of Paul’s house in Forthlin Road.
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In 1954, a youthful George Harrison strikes a pose with his first guitar, a sunburst-top, beginner’s model acoustic Egmond. The guitar is now owned by an anonymous collector and is estimated to be worth $800,000.





“The front room was never used. It had the posh lino and a three-piece suite, was freezing cold and no-one ever went in it. We huddled together in the kitchen, where the fire was, with the kettle on, and a little iron cooking stove.”


GEORGE HARRISON, on his first home


Stuart Sutcliffe
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Stuart Sutcliffe performs with the band at the Top Ten Club in Hamburg. In spite of applying himself to the bass guitar, he never really mastered it. Painting would always remain his first passion.





“AS A STUDENT, STUART WAS PRECISELY THE OPPOSITE OF JOHN, BECAUSE HE WAS WORKING HIMSELF TO DEATH, TOTALLY DEDICATED. HE WASN’T EATING PROPERLY AND DIDN’T HAVE MUCH TO DO WITH GIRLS. HIS WORK WAS ALL-IMPORTANT TO HIM.”


CYNTHIA LENNON


Though not an inspired musician like his bandmates in the Quarrymen, Stuart Sutcliffe had good looks and a decent singing voice. At a time when Paul was still a baby-faced teen, Stu had the cool and the charisma to draw girls and women to the edge of the stage whenever he crooned “Love Me Tender.”


Stuart Sutcliffe was born June 23, 1940, in Edinburgh, Scotland. In 1943, his civil servant father, Charles, moved the family to Liverpool to help with war work, while his mother, Millie, taught at a nursery school.


As a boy Stuart had shown an aptitude for art and so after completing his academic qualification exams, he began attending the Liverpool Art Institute. There he met John Lennon through a mutual friend and they were soon inseparable pals.


Stuart was a star at the college, a talented sketch artist and painter who helped John improve his drawing skills. In return, John invited him to be part of his band. Stu had recently sold a painting for £65, about $100, and intended to use the money for art supplies, but John convinced him to buy a Hofner President bass guitar instead. Sutcliffe was not without a musical background—he’d sung in a local church choir, had taken piano lessons since the age of nine, and played bugle in the Air Training Corps. His father had even taught him some guitar chords. But even though he eventually got the hang of the electric bass, his playing remained flat.


Still, that didn’t matter, because he was now part of a bona fide rock and roll band, currently called the Silver Beatles (after a stint as Johnny and the Moondogs and the Silver Beetles). It was Stuart who shared an afternoon at the Renshaw Hall bar with John and his girlfriend, Cynthia Powell, thinking up new names for the group. John eventually decided on the Beatals (again, riffing on the name of Buddy Holly’s group, the Crickets and incorporating the word ‘beat’ because that was the type of music they played). He later changed it to the Beatles, because the earlier version sounded too French. Once the group started getting regular paying gigs, Stuart also made himself useful by organizing their bookings. It was as if he knew he had to make up somehow for his lack of ability on the bass.


“One April evening in 1960, walking along Gambier Terrace by Liverpool Cathedral, John and Stuart announced: ‘Hey, we want to call the band the Beatles.’”


PAUL MCCARTNEY




FabFact


John Lennon, never one to shrink from rewriting his own history, claimed he had a vision at the age of twelve, when he saw a man on a flaming pie who said “You are Beatles with an ‘a.’” “And so we were,” John insisted.





Pete Best
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Drummer Pete Best never adopted the shaggy Beatles’ haircut; he preferred to retain his lofty pompadour.





“THE TOGETHERNESS, THE CAMARADERIE, THE CHEMISTRY, THE CHARISMA: YOU NEVER SAW ONE OF THE BEATLES BY HIMSELF.”


PETE BEST, ON THE BAND


Sometimes a person has a brush with history … and history moves on. This was the case with Pete Best, an early band member of the Beatles, although not one destined to share their fame or wealth. His association with them lasted long enough, however, that he has become an enduring part of their legend.


Randolph Peter Best was born November 24, 1941, in Madras, India. In 1945 his family relocated to Liverpool, where his mother, Mona, opened the Casbah Coffee Club in the basement of the family’s large house—with money she won on a long-shot racing bet. It became an increasingly popular spot for the teens of Liverpool, eventually growing to one thousand members. John’s early Quarrymen played there, as did Pete’s own group, the Black Jacks.


On May 10, 1960, the band, now the Silver Beetles, auditioned with Larry Parnes for a chance to tour as the backing group for Billy Fury. An awkward Stuart, however, embarrassed by his lack of skill, played the gig facing backward. Parnes was annoyed by this and offered the band the job without Sutcliffe. John vehemently refused. Instead they were given a May tour backing Elvis clone Johnny Gentle in Scotland.


Meanwhile, as the club scene in the city expanded, a local entrepreneur named Allan Williams opened the Jacaranda on Slater Street. It became one of the hottest clubs in Liverpool. Before long Williams was putting bands together, arranging tours, and organizing dances in church and town halls. He also found some work for John and Stu—painting a mural in the ladies room of the club.


Williams did eventually find the Beatles some local work, though he always maintained they were worthless. After their Parnes’ tour with Johnny Gentle, the Beatles still had no reliable full-time drummer. Their semiregular drummer, Tommy Moore, a thin, sensitive man, was often a no-show. He also found John’s crude humor—usually at Moore’s expense—distressing. Williams found the whole lot of them unprofessional and a pain in his backside.


Williams, meanwhile, had met wealthy German club owner Bruno Koschmider in London. The German felt the Mersey Beat bands might do well in his home country, and so Williams began hiring out his English bands to clubs in Hamburg. William’s initial export, Derry and the Seniors, was a big success on the Reeperbahn in Hamburg’s red-light district, also known as the “mile of sin.”


Now, Koschmider wanted a group for one of his lesser venues, the Indra Club. Williams immediately thought of another of his powerhouse groups, Rory Storm and the Hurricanes. Alas, they were booked at a holiday camp. Instead, Williams decided to send Bruno his least favorite clients—the Beatles. After Williams gained approval from their guardians, John, Paul, George, and Stuart were set to go … except for one thing—they had no drummer. This offer of a paid gig working abroad coincided with one of Tommy Moore’s truancies. The Beatles scouted around and settled upon Pete Best from the Casbah. He was a decent drummer, time was running out, and so they offered him the job, which—after an audition for Williams—he accepted.


Williams knew he wasn’t doing the Beatles any favors by sending them to the rough German seaport—they were a bunch of kids not even out of their teens. Then again they were Scousers, possessing, he hoped, the resiliency and grit of most other Merseysiders. He had no idea he was casting the boys into a fire that would test them, tax them, and eventually temper them into something unique and enduring.


“WE WERE AT OUR BEST WHEN WE WERE PLAYING IN THE DANCE HALLS OF LIVERPOOL OR HAMBURG. THE WORLD NEVER SAW THAT.”


PETE BEST
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John snapped this shot of Stuart, Paul, George, and Pete—along with Allan and Beryl Williams and Lord Woodbine—at the British Commonwealth War Graves Cemetery at Arnhem in the Netherlands. The group had stopped off for a break while driving to Hamburg in August 1960. They later visited a music shop in the town, where John shoplifted a mouth organ.
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The Beatles onstage at the Indra Club during their first weeks in Hamburg, August 1960. Pale sports jackets worn with dark, pipe-stem trousers was the first Beatles’ Hamburg “look.”








 




“I MIGHT HAVE BEEN BORN IN LIVERPOOL BUT I GREW UP IN HAMBURG.”


JOHN LENNON


CHAPTER TWO


HAMBURG


Roughing It on the Reeperbahn


“WE GOT BETTER AND BETTER AND OTHER GROUPS STARTED COMING TO WATCH US.”


PAUL MCCARTNEY
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The port of Hamburg, 1960.





Hamburg, the second largest city in Germany and second largest port in Europe after Rotterdam, remained a major transportation hub after the war. A media and industrial center, it was as much of a melting pot as Liverpool had been during its heyday.


The Reeperbahn, circa 1960, was the tawdry heart of Hamburg’s red-light district, which after dark presented a visual and aural cacophony fit to rend the soul. The first assault on the senses, flashing neon lights projecting from the façades of bars and clubs—oversized women’s torsos or cocktail glasses outlined in garish hues of red, blue and green—soon gave way to the discordant music of competing bar bands blaring into the street, overlaying the calls of hustlers and the noise of the crowd: sailors, soldiers, young men and old surging along the pavement, seeking entertainment … music, drinks, drugs, prostitutes … seeking some diversion or temporary oblivion.


Into this maelstrom of immorality came five cocky young Englishmen, thinking themselves tough Liverpool Teddy boys, not willing to admit the reality, that they were untried, unsophisticated provincials, practically lambs to the slaughter.


They had been booked into the Indra Club by Bruno Koschmider for a limited engagement, which could be increased depending upon their success on stage (and their ability to stay alive and intact on this avenue of iniquity).


That first night after their arrival in the St. Pauli quarter, they took the stage at the Indra following a sultry dance by the alluring and popular Conchita, a transvestite stripper. The jaded, drunken audience, an older crowd than the Beatles were used to, was not impressed by the group’s cool, laid-back style. Bruno harangued them afterward for being so lackluster and insisted they “Mach schau!” or “Make a show!”—or it was back to Liverpool for them all.


The next night John offered patrons his silliest routines, using his cruel school pantomimes of the lame or disabled, and the audience quickly warmed up to them. Soon all five were cavorting on stage, aping old men or gays, knocking each other about, and daring to make fun of the Nazis. John even played one night in his underwear with a toilet seat around his neck. (These routines might have been the bizarre genesis of the scrubbed-clean Marx Brothers’ antics seen in their first two films.)


BEATLES’ BOOT CAMP


For a band used to playing sets of an hour or so, the musical demands of the Indra were extraordinary: five, six, seven hours a night, nearly nonstop, like rock and rock boot camp hell. It was a classic case of whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, because the band tightened up immeasurably in Hamburg, growing slicker and sharper on stage and gaining endless endurance. Their introduction to “Prellies” (Preludin) through fellow performer Tony Sheridan might have helped them maintain the frantic pace. Although John and Paul were working on their own songs in Germany, their level of confidence wasn’t high enough to permit the band to play most of them. Instead, they fed the crowd a diet of popular tunes and American rock and roll classics. Still, in spite of their considerable arsenal of songs, the band had trouble filling up those long, endless sets. Standard three-minute numbers began to expand, the songs swelling to twenty minutes or longer, similar to the way Ray Charles discovered the power of the extended riff when he’d had to stretch “What’d I Say?” to fulfill his contractual stage time.


If the working hours were grueling, the living conditions were possibly worse—the five teens were meant to sleep in an airless, windowless storeroom, next to the ladies’ loo and behind the screen in the Bambi Kino porn cinema. So in addition to the squalor and the smell, there was a constant soundtrack of escalating adult activity.


The Beatles’ first sojourn in Hamburg was akin to that nightmare spring break vacation, the one that college kids look back on fondly … because they grew so close to each other, enduring the shared tortures of sunburn, tourist tummy, and heatstroke from the broken air conditioner. The Beatles survived their trial by fire, and they all grew up—as opposed to matured—rapidly while living on the “mile of sin.”
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The Grosse Freiheit at night in the early 1960s. This was one of the main streets off the Reeperbahn. The Beatles began their Hamburg learning curve by playing the Indra, left, before, over the next two years, moving on to the Kaiserkellar, Top Ten, and finally, The Star-Club. With the exception of the Top Ten, all these clubs were on the Grosse Freiheit. The Bambi Kino digs were also just at the end of the street.


Raving Up Live
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The Beatles began to hit their stride in Hamburg once they got used to the long hours, the miserable accommodations, and the constant comeons from strippers and drunken female fans.





“YOU’D BETTER PULL YOUR SOCKS UP BECAUSE RORY STORM AND THE HURRICANES ARE COMING IN, AND YOU KNOW HOW GOOD THEY ARE. THEY’RE GOING TO KNOCK YOU FOR SIX.”


ALLAN WILLIAMS


When the Indra Club was closed due to a noise complaint, Bruno switched the Beatles to his youth-oriented club, The Kaiserkeller. Unfortunately, it had recently been taken over by a gang of hitters, the German version of rockers. Yet here, finally, was an audience the Beatles understood. With this crowd, the band didn’t need so many silly antics or slapstick routines to amuse the customers, and so they returned to their preferred style of playing, remotely cool, sometimes cheeky, the music increasingly powerful. (Although Bruno did still rail at them to “Mach schau!”)


When Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, another client of Williams, came to play at the Kaiserkeller, they and the Beatles enjoyed a genial rivalry. Storm’s drummer, fellow Liverpudlian Ringo Starr, seemed an amiable bloke, and the Beatles formed a budding acquaintance with him.


As the Beatles’ popularity increased, young women—mostly strippers and whores—began flocking to the erstwhile bedrooms of boys they called the peedles. Bacchanalia became the order of the day and the lads were never loath to entertain two or more frauleins per night. There were several pregnancies as a result, one ending in an abortion at John’s insistence, another creating a persistent paternity suit against Paul that he later had dismissed after two negative blood tests.
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Showman extraordinaire, Rory Storm (left), was the leader of the Hurricanes. Their drummer was Ringo Starr, second right, and inset.
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“I didn’t like the look of Rory’s drummer myself. He looked the nasty one, with his little grey streak of hair. But the nasty one turned out to be Ringo, the nicest of them all.”


GEORGE HARRISON


While for the most part, these were well-brought up young men who were not inclined toward any crime more serious than shoplifting, they were also the product of an opportunistic culture … and when their finances grew worse than usual, there are tales that John sometimes resorted to “rolling” a drunken sailor. They had seen a hard world in Liverpool, but they were now seeing and experiencing a seedy, vice-ridden, immoral world in Hamburg. Whether they might have been further sullied by their time there is debatable, and ultimately moot. Because someone, a young woman, herself no stranger to the exotic, took them under her wing and carried them out of those dark alleyways.


Astrid, Klaus, and Jürgen
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The Beatles share the stage with Tony Sheridan at the Top Ten Club, shortly before George Harrison was deported from Germany, in November 1960.





“IT WAS LIKE A MERRY-GO-ROUND IN MY HEAD, THEY LOOKED ABSOLUTELY ASTONISHING … MY WHOLE LIFE CHANGED IN A COUPLE OF MINUTES. ALL I WANTED WAS TO BE WITH THEM AND TO KNOW THEM.”


ASTRID KIRCHHERR, ON MEETING THE PRE-FAME BEATLES
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Klaus Voorman, Astrid Kirchherr, and Stuart Sutcliffe suitably dressed for the Hamburg Art School Carnival in 1961.





Just as there were mod and rocker factions in Liverpool, in Hamburg there were also similar cultural divides among young adults. The hitters, like the Beatles, wore slicked-back hair, tight rolled jeans, and long pointy winklepicker shoes. The exis (short for existentialists) were more cerebral, academic or artistic middle-class kids who dressed in black leather but with an artistic flair, the boys combing their hair down into side-swept bangs.


The exis were often the targets of the hitters, so it was unusual for an exis to come into the Kaiserkeller at night. But this particular young man, Klaus Voorman, had just had a heated row with his longtime girlfriend, and wandered in for a drink to cool down.


What he saw on stage that night—the pounding, raw rock and roll of the Beatles—left him breathless. He hurried back to tell his girlfriend, Astrid Kirchherr, and their close friend, Jürgen Vollmer, about this amazing discovery, these wild British rockers. As avant-garde art students and strict jazz fans, the other two were understandably skeptical. When they returned to the club later that week, however, and saw the Beatles in person they all became equally smitten. The Beatles now had a devoted fan club of three glamorous young Germans, who came to see them night after night. Before long, they were all hanging out together.
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Jürgen Vollmer, the third of the Hamburg “Exis” befriended by the Beatles.





Astrid was appalled by their living conditions and one day, after a photo shoot, insisted on bringing them to her mother’s house for some real home-cooked food. She took them to her bedroom, which was papered in silver foil and had all-black furnishings and tree branches hanging from the ceiling. Another time Klaus showed them his distinctive artwork for albums and liner notes, while Jürgen shared his portfolio of moody photographs.


The Beatles had that muscular Liverpool disdain for anything remotely effete or “poufy” yet they were as taken with this artsy trio as the Germans were with them. Perhaps it wasn’t so surprising that fellow art students Stuart and John found them appealing, but Paul, George and Pete were also intrigued.


EARLY TRANSFORMATION


Both Astrid and Jürgen were skilled photographers, and the pictures they took chronicling the Beatles’ evolution in Hamburg resulted in images that were crisp and incisive, yet frequently haunting. Astrid recalled that before meeting her, the Beatles had not been into wearing leather. But under her sartorial influence they were soon sporting edgier clothing—and later, on subsequent visits, leather pants and motorcycle jackets and fancy, tooled cowboy boots.
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George, Paul, and John pose on a Hamburg roof in their leathers and cowboy boots, in a rare piece of Beatles’ memorabilia from the Beatles Museum in Hamburg.





She altered Stuart’s appearance in one other way, eliminating his greased-back pompadour and re-creating the shaggy bangs she and her friends wore. The other Beatles rejected this look at first as too “girly,” but when John and Paul traveled to Paris to visit Vollmer, who had moved there for photography work, he convinced them to copy the style. George, naturally followed suit, once they were reunited in Germany. So it was out with Elvis and in with Exis … for everyone but Pete. This new “shaggy” haircut would set the Beatles apart from almost every other band in England.


Soul Mates and the Deportation Blues


“Just recently I have found the most wonderful friends, the most beautiful looking trio I have ever seen. I was completely captivated by their charm. The girl thought I was the most handsome of the lot.”


STUART SUTCLIFFE, on Astrid and friends
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One of a series of portraits capturing Astrid and Stuart in a pensive mood, taken by Jürgen in April 1961. By this point they were both sporting the signature short “exis” haircut with sideswept, feathered bangs.





“IT WAS LIKE ONE OF THOSE FAIRY STORIES.”


PETE BEST ON STUART AND ASTRID’S LOVE AFFAIR


Even though Astrid spoke almost no English, she enjoyed spending time with the Beatles, who were always full of fun and up for a lark. They in turn seemed to find in her a clever, worldly, free-spirited sister of sorts. But this mutually platonic bubble soon burst when Astrid realized she was falling in love with Stuart. She began using her camera as an excuse to stay close to him, under the guise of taking candid photos of the band.


Stuart was not immune to the presence of the pretty, bohemian blonde and soon returned her feelings. He asked her German friends about her taste in books and films and art in order to know her better. The two became engaged in November 1960 and exchanged rings in the traditional German manner.


BEATLES MINUS ONE


In late October 1960, the Beatles jumped at the chance to make more money at the upscale Top Ten Club—and stay in better digs—even though this meant disregarding their contract with Koschmider. Bruno was so angry at their defection, he reported seventeen-year-old George Harrison to the authorities for working while underage—even though he had been the one employing him. George was quickly deported.


When Paul and Pete went back to the Bambi Kino to pack up their stuff, they hung a condom on the concrete wall, as a message to Koschmider, and set it on fire. Bruno again trumped them, by having McCartney and Best held by the local police and questioned for attempted arson. Pete and Paul were deported, Lennon had his work permit revoked, and Stuart, who had been sick with a cold when this all went down, later borrowed money from Astrid to fly home.


Timing-wise, the Beatles’ ejection from Germany was not a total disaster. The band knew they were ready now to go out and conquer new worlds, or in their case, old worlds—their former stomping grounds in Liverpool. But this time they knew they would no longer be the warm-up act at the shilling-entry dances. No, they believed they were returning home like heroes, having survived and thrived on the Continent. As it turned out, they would end up playing in Liverpool’s most popular nightclub, the Cavern. But it would be for a series of less-glamorous lunchtime gigs; the Cavern showcased only jazz acts at night.


While the Beatles often spoke of how those grueling nights in Hamburg bonded them as a group and improved their stagecraft and showmanship exponentially, other transplants from England shared similar experiences. Acts like Gerry and the Pacemakers, the Swinging Blue Jeans, the Searchers, King Size Taylor, and the Dominoes all maintained that Hamburg had been a transformative experience for them.
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Astrid’s portrait of a smouldering George Harrison complete with shaggy bangs and black leather jacket.
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Two more Liverpool bands working the Hamburg scene alongside the Beatles were The Searchers (above) and Gerry and the Pacemakers (below). Both went on to achieve national fame back home in England during the huge rise in popularity of the Mersey Beat.
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The Beatles play the Cavern in August, 1962.








 




“WELL IT’S FUN OF COURSE. WE’RE HAVING A FAB TIME. BUT IT CAN’T LAST LONG. ANYWAY, I’D HATE TO BE OLD. JUST IMAGINE IT. WHO WOULD WANT TO LISTEN TO AN 80-YEAR-OLD BEATLE?”


JOHN LENNON


CHAPTER THREE


ROCKING IT UNDERGROUND:


THE CAVERN


Clubland
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Paul sits on the stage at the Cavern, December 8, 1961.





In the late 1950s and early 1960s, with the craze for skiffle and the influx of American rock and roll gradually transforming into the Mersey Beat, Liverpool was soon home to more than 300 bands and at least 200 music venues, including pubs, clubs, lounges, dance halls, and coffee bars.


Toxteth—or Liverpool 8 as it was called—the poor, Bohemian neighborhood where Ringo Starr grew up, boasted 20 clubs alone that offered various musical and adult entertainments. Among the most popular were the Sierra Leone, the Silver Sands, the Nigeria, and the Somali Club. The names reflect the international flavor of these clubs, where immigrants banned from whites-only establishments created their own musical havens. (The Nigeria is one of the few remaining relics of that once-thriving scene.) Most of these alternative clubs were open to patrons and performers of all ethnicities, creating a melting pot of sounds and musical styles, and subsequently drawing crowds from far outside the city.


HOTTEST SPOTS IN TOWN


In the other neighborhoods of Liverpool, small, intimate clubs that once catered to merchant marines by offering American lounge tunes or steel drum bands were now beset by kids clamoring to hear their own loud, raucous brand of music. Many owners had no choice but to comply. These small clubs were later augmented by large dockside warehouse spaces, where teens and adults could groove to the Liverpool sound en masse.


Several former club owners still clearly recall those early days. Australian Stan Pierce, cofounder of the Boomerang Club, a coffee, snack, and music bar on Duke Street, relates that his place started out as a jazz venue. Then his partner convinced him rock and roll bands would bring in more revenue. It worked like a charm—until other nearby clubs followed suit. Pierce cited his main competition from the late 1950s to 1960 as the Kinkajou, another coffee bar on Duke Street, and Jacaranda on Slater Street, which was the first club venture for Allan Williams, the man who eventually handled the Beatles’ early gigs and sent them to Hamburg. Pierce was forced to close his club due to repeated police warnings over rowdy patrons, but his partner reopened it months later as the Zodiac.


Roy Adams, a former bouncer and the last owner of the original Cavern, recalled many of the most popular 1960’s clubs in his book Hard Nights: My Life in Liverpool’s Clubland: the Harlequin in Church Street, the Basement Club in Mount Pleasant, the Checquers Club and the Blue Angel in Seel Street, the Pyramid in Temple Street, the Chelsea Reach in New Brighton, Shorrocks Hill Country Club in Formby, Toad Hall in Ainsdale, Kingsway in Southport, and Gatsby, Revolution, and the Cavern Club in Mathew Street down near the docks in the warehouse district.


It was the latter space, a subterranean series of barrel vaults connected by open arches, that soon became the hottest club in the Merseyside. The decor was clearly not a factor—the dank interior featured rows of straight-backed chairs and a crude stage with a backdrop simulating dungeon walls; the club even had its own distinctive odor—a melange of disinfectant, human sweat, cigarettes, and the scent of fruit wafting down from the produce markets up above. But there was something potent about the energy down in that red-lit cellar, whenever a band was onstage cranking the music up and out and driving the overheated audience into a frenzy of dancing until they looked like highly articulated marionettes. It was sublime. And it was here the Beatles came when they returned from Hamburg, to this “cellar full of noise,” where they were able to continue the journeyman phase of their evolution.




MODS AND ROCKERS
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Rockers liked their leather black and their bikes big and noisy, yet most avoided alcohol or drugs
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A bobby strong-arms a troublemaking rocker
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A group of Mods arrive in Brighton for the Bank Holiday weekend
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Mods were famous for their flashy Italian motor scooters and upper-class togs.





“I do not live in the past by any means and there is much to be said for the present day but it will never match the absolute excitement of the sixties.”


JOHN WATERS, Mod spokesman


Scotland Road was another area of Liverpool that developed its own flavor and was home to numerous pubs. Originally the coaching road that ran north from the city center, during the middle-to-late 1800s, Scotland Road welcomed several waves of immigrants including the Irish and the Italians. By 1964 it had become the notorious home turf of two warring gangs, the mods and the rockers. The mods arose out of the working class, but they emulated the upper classes in dress and manner. Boys wore tailored suits, fitted trousers, pointy shoes and rode motor scooters. Mod girls aimed for an androgynous waif effect, with cropped hair, pale lips, and overly made-up eyes.


Mods preferred American jazz music, rhythm and blues, and of the newer British bands, opted for bluesy groups like the Rolling Stones, the Yardbirds, the Kinks, and the Small Faces. But mods were no strangers to violence, as was shown by the destructive stage antics of the their favorite rock group, the Who.


Rockers, also from the working class, worshipped at the altar of Elvis Presley and Roy Orbison. They outfitted themselves in tight blue jeans, black leather jackets adorned with studs and chains, and biker boots. They flouted authority, rode souped-up Triumph or Norton motorcycles (and eschewed alcohol or drugs), and relished their bad boy image. As for actual clashes between the two groups, the media claimed they were frequent and fierce, but in reality their “wars” amounted to little more than malicious mischief—broken store windows, smashed trash bins, and the like.


Stylistically, both groups were influential to the Beatles’ stage appearance. Pre-Brian Epstein, the boys were strictly rockers with their Astrid-influenced leathers—in spite of their brushed-down bangs. But after Brian put them into couture suits, they could easily be taken for mods. Their music also began to transform around this time, incorporating more blues influences and even Latin rhythms.





A Cellar on Mathew Street


“WE PROBABLY LOVED THE CAVERN BEST OF ANYTHING. WE NEVER LOST OUR IDENTIFICATION WITH THE CROWD AND WE NEVER REHEARSED ANYTHING. WE WERE PLAYING TO OUR OWN FANS WHO WERE LIKE US.”


GEORGE HARRISON
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A patient queue at the Cavern Club, 1964
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Girls had no problem dancing with other girls at the Cavern. Here, two stylish female patrons show off a new trend—dress pants for women.





Imagine …


The white lights of the stage darken, while the eerie red wall lights continue to cast a dim glow in the vaulted space.


Imagine …


The youthful audience perches on the edges of their hard wooden chairs, anticipating the moment, the divine instant, when four lanky, leather-clad young men will appear from off to one side and race up the steps to the stage. Now … this is it! Here they come! Electric guitars swiftly plugged in, the drummer barely seated before he begins the snare beat, and three singers approach the microphones.


Just imagine …


Holding your breath, waiting for the song to start, reeling from the reverb of those first chords, knowing exactly what is coming next, but clinging to that precise moment because the anticipation feels so good, far too good to rush.


It’s a pity the original building that housed the Cavern was demolished in 1974. How the faithful would have adored returning to that subterranean tabernacle, that Temple of Rock, relished sitting on those hard chairs, all the while trying to re-create the iconography—John perfecting his snake-head singing stance, Paul offering a boyish wink along with his vocals, George managing a shy smile over some nimble fretwork, or Ringo shaking his head so hard in pure joy that his hair bounces upward like a crazy fringe.


It was initially turned into a carpark, that hallowed site, although a few of the original lower vaults were reclaimed for use by the new Cavern, which opened across the street from the original club in 1976. It in turn became Revolution, then Eric’s, which showcased new wave bands like Elvis Costello and the Attractions.


The Cavern Club’s original owner in 1957 was Alan Sytner, who intended it to be a jazz venue similar to the Parisian underground club, Le Caveau. The Quarrymen actually played the Cavern on January 16, 1957; they auditioned for the spot by performing for Sytner’s father at the Childwell Golf Club (and earned £15 by passing around the hat). The night of their debut they were told to play skiffle only, and when John began singing “Don’t Be Cruel,” Sytner, in a move displaying a complete lack of prescience, sent him a note that read “Cut out the bloody rock and roll.” It’s no wonder the lads stayed away for more than four years.
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