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PAUL MCCARTNEY






1

Paul McCartney is almost home.

He’s in Liverpool, the city where he was born and raised. Not just that, but he’s in Anfield, the section of Liverpool where his father grew up, where his grandfather lived and worked and raised his family, way back in the nineteenth century. No wonder Paul is beaming. He is only weeks from celebrating his sixty-sixth birthday, and at this moment he is right where his people have always been. In the midst of his family. Surrounded by friends. Right in the middle of a party. Joe McCartney would have been doing this, too, not a mile away, in 1908. Jim McCartney did it his way in 1928. And now, nearly a decade into the twenty-first century, Jim’s son is doing the same thing.

His cheeks glow. His eyes sparkle. His mouth opens wide as he tilts his head back and lets out a high-pitched howl of delight. Ahhhhhhh!

Tens of thousands of voices scream back.

Paul is wearing a dark suit with its collar turned up and a loose white shirt on underneath. His hair is preternaturally brown, which makes him look young, but in a kind of surreal way. But more important, he has his Höfner bass strapped around his neck, and this makes him look—and almost certainly feel—ageless. As he knows, it’s the instrument you see him holding when you close your eyes. If rock ’n’ roll has any iconic symbols, Paul’s violin-shaped Höfner bass is one of them. It is his Rosebud, his Excalibur. It’s not the key to his past, exactly. But that he still has it, and wields it so frequently in public, tells you something.

The Höfner is light in his hands and moves easily on his waist as he turns around and plucks a few notes. Behind him the drummer taps the hi-hat cymbal gently, establishing a rhythm. Paul spins on his heel, steps up to the microphone, and barks out a greeting to the one hundred thousand faces arrayed before him.

Faw goodness’ sake—I got that hippy hippy shake . . .

An explosion of drums and guitars and keyboards meets the roar from the crowd, and this is the instant when Paul really comes home. He didn’t write this song, but he made it his own nearly fifty years ago, playing with some friends in a dank basement filled with kids from the neighborhood. Nobody talked about history then, nobody thought in terms of icons or legends. But what would any of that have mattered? They had three chords, drums, and some wild nonsense about shaking it to the left, then shaking it to the right, and doing a hippy shake-shake with all of your might. And that was really all they needed, really all that could possibly matter.

That’s where it began for Paul and his friends. And then it was everywhere else. A bigger basement, then a beer-splattered nightclub in Hamburg, Germany. A dance hall, then an auditorium, then more auditoriums. Then they were in London, then Paris, then New York City. Then they were all around the world. And then the other three were gone, and it was just him and Linda. And he made sure she came with him now, out onstage to ride that wave of energy. Then there was life, too. Home and kids and all that, but still the lights and the cameras and the music in the studios. And always the pure electric blast of guitars and drums and keyboards and his own sweet, clear, piercing voice.

He’s standing up there now, his body coiled like a spring, his fingers dancing on the frets of the Höfner, his voice wailing, because he wants to tell you his story. Not in words, exactly. Certainly, Paul likes to talk about himself, organizing and reorganizing facts and ideas to fit his evolving sense of reality. But the man’s heart is in his music, so this is where his truth resides. Listen. He’s done with “Hippy Hippy Shake” now, and so much more is to come. It’s his whole life up there, flashing before your, and his, ears.

Now it’s “Jet” and Paul and Linda at their height. Young, in love, with children and dogs at their feet, stoned out of their sweet, goofy gourds. Flash back now to “Drive My Car,” and it’s John and Paul huddled by the piano, weaving a slim idea and a bit of attitude into a wickedly slinky rocker about lust, money, and power. I got no car and it’s breaking my heart / But I found a driver, and that’s a start! The entire writing of the song took, what, two hours? And that included a tea break. Next jump thirty years to “Flaming Pie,” and a look back at that same fated partnership, with a flicker of resentment for anyone who thought he might have been the junior partner: I’m the man on the flaming pie! And just to prove Paul’s still on top of it, here’s his new single, “Dance Tonight,” perhaps the most gloomy invitation to boogie that has ever been issued.

Oh, but now a moment to remember George with a ukulele-led version of “Something.” This is sweet and yet strange. A ukulele? Paul plays it far more straight with his own classics “Penny Lane” and “Hey Jude.” Even straighter with “Yesterday,” that gift from the subconscious whose melancholy seems to spring straight from the loss that devastated him as a teenager, that made him grip his guitar so tightly he never let it go. “Let It Be” tells another version of the same story—here mother Mary takes her own form—then comes another tribute, this one far more emotionally complex given all that happened, and all that didn’t, and where he’s singing this, and how he knows full well that Yoko Ono is out there in the audience watching his every move.

I read the news today, oh boy . . .

He’s never tried this before, a live take on “A Day in the Life,” perhaps the most complicated recording the Beatles ever committed to tape. It is, in many ways, the true apex of his collaboration with John Lennon, the seamless marriage of one man’s existential gloom with another’s surreal prankishness. The cameras find Yoko in the crowd, a black top hat perched elegantly on her jet-black hair, and she’s smiling and nodding even as the live music fades to make room for a taped sample of the famous orchestral anarchy, building to a slightly underwhelming climax in the stadium’s speakers. Then there’s a quick pivot and the band lurches into full-throttle anthem mode for the chorus of “Give Peace a Chance.” All we are saying . . . And now Yoko is beaming and clapping along, and Paul is waving his hands to get the crowd going even louder. And the Liverpudlians are ecstatic, bellowing and waving their tribute to a fallen hero, a sainted man, a martyr to the cause. Which is exactly what Paul intended, even if it’s also what drives him a little berserk.

So dry your eyes and blow your nose, because now we’re going back to the basements of our youth. Coming full circle to those sweaty young boys, so full of life and joy and not even suspecting where all of this is about to take them.

A-one, two, three—fah!

It’s time for the show to end, so we’re going back to the very beginning, back to the four working-class kids with nothing but a few chords, cheap instruments, and a dream about not getting real jobs. How could I dance with another? Paul’s got a new band now, the latest in a succession of them but the massive video screens behind them show the Beatles again, back in their prime, running and leaping and dancing together, spinning madly in and out of one another’s arms. They were so young then, so in love with one another, and so swept up in the joyful noise that came so easily to them. Paul’s wailing as hard as he can, the place is rocking, the walls literally shaking with the beat. But it’s that old film that everyone is staring at, and Paul can’t resist a glance over his shoulder, either. The way he looked then, the way they sounded—well, it was way beyond compare.

Many years earlier it had just been the four of them. Jim and Mary and their pair of rambunctious young boys, Paul and Michael. Jim and Mary were older than you’d expect. Jim was already past forty when Paul had been born, and Mary was well into her thirties when Michael entered the scene two years later. Maybe this, along with some of the clouds the elder McCartneys knew were lurking on the horizon, made them treasure their family time that much more. Besides, the McCartney clan had always been close, and when a winter afternoon turned dark and cold, the family would settle into their sitting room and Jim would pull out the piano bench and let his fingertips settle on the cool, smooth keys.

He wasn’t a terrific pianist; trumpet had been his instrument, back in the day. But Jim had a good set of ears and nimble fingers that could locate the rhythm and melody in a popular song and pound it out until the top of the piano rattled against the frame. Ragtime songs, big-band hits. Mary wasn’t musical herself—she was a nurse who looked at the world through dark, though sweet-natured, eyes—but she loved her husband’s way with a song. She especially enjoyed seeing Paul gazing up at his dad from the floor, his soft brown eyes alight, his chubby cheeks split open with a smile. He’d chime in with requests, sometimes for “Lullaby of the Leaves,” but always for his favorite among his dad’s party pieces: George Gershwin’s “Stairway to Paradise.” Play it again, Dad! Play it!

So of course Jim would, a smile on his own wide cheeks, his fingers tracing the upward progression of the chords (Hear that? Just like a stairway!), and his own pleasant voice belting out the cheery words about how feeling bad was madness, when you could follow the steps straight up to gladness.

I’ll build a stairway to paradise with a new step every day!

Young Paul loved the song, just as much as he loved his dad playing it, and the way the old man would look over his shoulder when he was done and give a little wave, as if acknowledging an appreciative crowd. He’d seen a few of those in his day, which is why Paul never thought to question the advice Jim always gave after his spontaneous musicales: “You should learn an instrument. Once you do, you’ll always be invited to the party.”

The boy took the lesson to heart, just as Jim had followed the same advice from his father, Joe. They took each other seriously, the McCartneys did. Maybe because they had always been too poor for anyone else to extend them the same courtesy. It had been that way ever since the first McCartneys came to Liverpool from their native Ireland, arriving as most immigrants do, carrying little more than the clothes on their backs, their hopes for the future, and whatever muscle and brainpower they might apply to propel themselves out of the past and into a future of their own devising.

We can only imagine what inspired the McCartneys to start their journey, but it’s far easier to describe what they found when they arrived: a thriving northwestern port, its position near the mouth of the river Mersey (which is actually a long inlet from the Atlantic) making it the veritable threshold for all of England, and Europe beyond. The docks stretched down the riverbank, all of them crowded with ships delivering sugar, rum, tobacco, and cotton, taking away textiles, packaged food, and durable goods. Liverpool also served nicely as a stopping point for slave vessels en route from Africa to the United States, thus nurturing a cultural and economic bond that prompted the government of the American Confederacy to place an unofficial embassy in the city.

Some immigrants flooded in while others flooded back out, departing for the untrammeled shores of the New World or sunny, empty Australia. The ones who remained built careers, and sometimes fortunes, in Liverpool’s trades, particularly as its shipping-based economy prospered into the early years of the twentieth century. Visitors marveled at the city’s neoclassical architecture, its elevated railway and distinctly cosmopolitan feel. Aromas from the Indies, Asia, Africa, wafted through restaurant doors. The Adelphi Hotel, the jewel of the Georgian section above the City Centre on Lime Street, honed a worldwide reputation for its luxurious rooms and the turtle soup in its restaurant. Charles Dickens called it the best hotel in the world.

What seemed exotic or flat-out bizarre in London barely caused a ripple on Merseyside. African men walked arm in arm with fair-skinned local ladies and no one batted an eye. The jazz age arrived early, shipped straight from the funkiest precincts of New Orleans and New York City, and took permanent residence. One jazz club called itself Storyville, after the Crescent City’s red-light district. American country music also flourished, the folk-music revival struck a chord, too, with its mix of plainspoken storytelling, musical simplicity, and socialist ambitions. Music came naturally to Liverpool. It’s “more than a place where music happens,” wrote native son Paul Du Noyer. “Liverpool is a reason why music happens.”

It certainly happened in the McCartney family’s house. Every song had a story, and every story came with a song. Remember old Joe McCartney, the bass horn–playing patriarch? He was born right here in Liverpool in 1866—in Everton, to be exact. Just imagine life in those days. Horses and buggies, endless work and hardly any money at all. And you think Everton’s a bit down-at-heels now, but back then everyone knew it was the worst slum in all of England. Still, Joe got himself a job at Cope’s tobacco warehouse and labored there for years, cutting tobacco leaf, stoving it down, rolling it out. Sometimes catching fairly significant amounts of it in his pant cuffs. Who knew how it got there (wink-wink), but there it was, and so he’d collect it at home, and at the end of the week there might be enough to roll a cigar or two he could sell to a friend on the corner, pulling in a few more pennies for the family.

It was quite a family. Joe had married Florrie Clegg in 1896, and before long the babies started showing up. Joe and Florrie had nine kids, seven of whom lived past the cradle, which meant a lot of little McCartneys were running around Everton. Not being quiet about it, either. No matter how crowded their house was, the McCartney family’s door was usually open, and when it was, the music was always playing. Joe played his horn in the territorial army brass band, too, so friends and bandmates were always dropping in for a bit of a play or a cup of tea. Or maybe something stronger, if they really got going. Joe preferred lemonade, but he never got in the way of anyone else’s good time. Florrie would be leading the charge in the kitchen, calling out the welcomes and handing around pots of tea and platters of Welsh rarebit to keep everyone going. By the end of the evening the doors would be wide-open, the music in full cry, friends and neighbors out in the yard, dancing in the streets.

This was the McCartneys of Solva Street, Everton. Maybe every McCartney man was destined to spend his life as a laborer or as an anonymous drudge scraping away in the lower reaches of someone else’s factory. But maybe, with a bit of luck and hard work, they could find their way to something better. And maybe it didn’t hurt to enjoy yourself along the way, either.

Such was the wisdom that Joe McCartney tried to teach his children, and his second-oldest, born James McCartney on July 7, 1902, took it all to heart. He was a handsome, charming boy, graced with an aquiline nose and thin brows whose prominent arch made him appear to be perpetually delighted, which the fun-loving lad often was. James—or Jim, as he was called—paid attention to his lessons at Everton’s Steer Street School and followed the old man’s musical lead by taking up the trumpet. When a neighbor gave the family a battered, old spinet piano from the Epstein family’s NEMS music store, Jim felt drawn to its keyboard, too, teaching himself enough notes and chords to be of some use when the doors opened and the family musicale began. When the time came for the schoolboy to find a way to carry his weight financially, Jim took a job at the nearby Theatre Royal vaudeville house, selling programs before the show, then scampering up to the balcony to operate the limelight during the performance. After the show the boy would troll the aisles for abandoned programs, which he would take home and refurbish (a quick wipe and iron did the trick) to resell them at the next show.

Jim left school at fourteen and hired on with A. Hannay & Co., Cotton Merchants, running samples of cloth from market to warehouse and back for a weekly salary of six shillings. Donkey work, they called it, but Jim McCartney pursued it with a diligence and creative energy that made his bosses look twice. Maybe this cheeky lad was cut out for something beyond the company’s lowest rungs. Jim kept up his end, grinding his way up the ladder until, after fourteen years, Hannay’s management rewarded him with a rare promotion from the warehouse into the suit-and-tied ranks of the salesmen. It was quite a leap for a lower-class kid without much formal education. And the family was most pleased.

Every mickle makes a muckle! Moderation and toleration! To Jim, the secret of life came down to two simple notions: common sense and uncommon good cheer. He did his job, lived up to his obligations, and enjoyed himself as much as possible. He was sharp and funny and enjoyed being the center of attention. Indeed, Jim McCartney was a bit of a legend in Everton, where local jazz-age gadabouts knew him as the raffish leader of Jim Mac’s Band. This loosely constructed musical outfit, a bit rough around the edges, was more than able to fill a neighborhood ballroom or labor hall with the day’s jauntiest pop and ragtime numbers.

Jim McCartney could clearly be a rascal. He enjoyed a drink, particularly when he was playing the horses (“a little flutter on the gee-gee’s” was Jim’s proto-psychedelic expression for placing a bet). But Jim could also tell when the time had arrived for him to get serious. So once Jim ascended into the suit-and-tie ranks of Hannay’s salesmen, Jim Mac’s Band (and also the Masked Melody Makers) soon played their last dance.

But when would the charming Mr. McCartney find himself a wife and settle down? For most of his adult life Jim had been happy to be the man-about-town. But by the end of the thirties the atmosphere had changed. The gloomy shadow of World War II was descending upon Liverpool, and the fear and promise of destruction was everywhere. Jim’s relatively advanced age (he was pushing forty) and a ruptured eardrum from a childhood accident kept him out of the service. But the cotton industry had been nationalized for the duration, leaving Hannay’s shuttered and Jim out of a job. He ended up with a low-paying defense-industry job turning a lathe in the Napiers engineering works. Then the bombs started to fall on Liverpool.

The raids began in August 1940 and continued through the early weeks of 1942, killing more than two thousand six hundred of the city’s residents, and sending nearly as many into the hospital with serious wounds. More than ten thousand homes were destroyed, with far more suffering serious damage. This they withstood day after day. The descent of night, the sirens, the planes, the perpetual knowledge that the only thing standing between you and a sudden, fiery death was fate, and maybe luck.

Jim spent his days at the Napiers works, and his nights volunteering as a lookout for the local fire brigade. One day, he knew, Hannay’s would be back in business and he would resume his prewar career. But was that really all that lay ahead of him? Jim had started to notice the new generation of apple-cheeked McCartneys running around the family parties. He’d watch them play and hear their little voices call out to their parents. Somewhere in the back of his mind, Jim wondered what he had done with his life. Would he ever have a son of his own to pick up and hold in his lap when the hour got late and the songs turned slow and sweet?

It’s easy to imagine these thoughts playing through Jim’s mind that night in June 1940 when he came whistling up the walk and knocked on the door of the home his sister Jin had just moved into with her new husband, Harry. The couple had set up housekeeping on a tree-lined block in suburban West Derby, so now they were having the traditional open house, inviting friends and family in to admire the new place, have a drink, and put their troubles aside, if only for a few hours. On this fine evening, the suburban air full of sweet spring blossoms and freshly cut grass, Jim glimpsed a dark-eyed, quiet woman, Mary, sitting in the living room.

Maybe that’s as far as it would have gone. The party was supposed to be an early-evening affair, a casual dinner not intended to trail into the night. But then the sirens came wailing over the rooftops. The entire party ran for Jin and Harry’s cellar—turn out the lights, and don’t forget to bring the champagne!—and hunkered down in the darkness. Most often the all-clear sounded within minutes, certainly no more than an hour or two. But this time the alert went on deep into the night. So they sat there, the McCartneys and their friends. Jim was next to Mary the entire time, chatting and joking, lighting her cigarettes, helping to keep things relaxed. He made her laugh. He seemed entirely charming, and also, she said later, delightfully “uncomplicated.” They were married at St. Swithins’ Roman Catholic chapel in West Derby on April 15, 1941, and moved into some furnished rooms on Sunbury Road in the Anfield section of Liverpool.

The first boy arrived in the evening of June 18, 1942, born in relative luxury, thanks to Mary’s professional connections, in a private ward of Walton Hospital. Her friends in the hospital also bent the rules far enough to afford Jim a glance at his son just moments after his birth. Unfortunately, no one had thought to warn Jim about how vestiges of the womb and of the birthing can alter a newborn’s appearance. What he saw in those moments left the new father shocked and horrified. “He looked like a horrible piece of red meat,” Jim recalled. “He had one eye open and just squawked all the time.” A bath (for the boy) and a good night’s sleep (for his father) improved things markedly, and by the time James Paul McCartney came home to his parent’s furnished rooms in Anfield, Jim saw things more clearly. “He turned out a lovely baby in the end.”

The addition of Paul sent the family first to a Liverpool council-subsidized house in Wallasey, a neighborhood on the Wirral Peninsula just across the Mersey from the city center. The family moved back to central Liverpool a year later, but the arrival of another boy, Peter Michael McCartney (who would also be known by his middle name), in January 1944, qualified them for a larger flat in a modern complex in Knowsley. They headed to a new council development in Speke, on Liverpool’s southern fringe, two years later. The neighborhood was still being built, so the McCartney boys rode their bikes down muddy, unfinished streets, chasing their friends past vacant lots and half-framed houses to open pastures and thickets of trees.

The end of the war sparked the city’s spirit, just as the reprivatization of the cotton industry, and subsequent reopening of Hannay’s, restored Jim’s job on the cotton market. But Liverpool was still pocked with the scars of war, and its economic structure remained a shambles. The once-thriving cotton import trade had fallen to half its prewar levels, reducing Jim’s income by nearly as much. Mary had traded regular hospital work for the more flexible—if less dependable—hours of a visiting midwife, but her job came with a guaranteed salary and benefits (such as access to the council’s better subsidized-housing projects) that far outstripped her husband’s weekly income. Between the two of them Jim and Mary did well enough to keep their family fed and clothed, and to even provide the occasional luxury.

For Jim and Mary, both of whom grew up in families grasping to the lowest rungs of the working class, the life they had attained was, if not the culmination of a dream, a solid step in the right direction. Sometimes, when they took the boys off for a day on the beach in New Brighton, or for their annual week at holiday camp in Wales, or at yet another song-filled McCartney family get-together, it could all seem heavenly. And it would have been, if they hadn’t known what was looming in the distance.

Soon after Mike was born in 1944, painful swelling in her breasts sent Mary to the hospital. She was treated for mastitis, an illness that commonly affects new mothers. But as doctors know now, its symptoms can also be an indicator of breast cancer. Though the swelling subsided, Mary’s health was never quite the same again. A visit to the doctor in 1948 led to a much more serious diagnosis—breast cancer. Though the disease was in its earliest stages, Mary knew enough about medicine to know that her time on earth, and with her family, would be limited. She and Jim simply followed the old McCartney dictum and soldiered on. When things seemed dire, he’d hold out a hand and whisper another family saying: Put it there, if it weighs a ton.

So their lives went on. The young McCartney brothers thrived, growing quickly into a pair of energetic lads whose mischievous ways soon inspired a whole new series of family legends. The grade-school-aged boys once got caught stealing apples and ended up locked in one of the farmer’s outbuildings until Jim—summoned by the mates who got away—came to apologize. Or, more scarily, one time they both ignored paternal commands to avoid a water-filled lime pit, and both fell in. They couldn’t climb out on their own, the walls being too steep and slick and acidic to grip. So they tread water helplessly until a construction worker happened by and pulled them out.

“The McCartney boys were like a circus,” noted their cousin John Mohin. But they were also sweet and smart, and both had inherited the twinkle in their father’s eye. Paul, in particular, was the image of the younger Jim, from the graceful arch of his eyebrows to the slim line of his nose and the soft, almost feminine lips. He had also taken on his dad’s winning smile and ingratiating wink, both of which came in handy when he was talking his way into, or out of, some kind of trouble. “He was a charmer, even then,” recalls Tony Bramwell, who grew up nearby in Speke and ran in the same crowd of kids. “He was always the diplomat, always very nice.” And certainly conscious of his appeal, and how to apply it as a social emollient, particularly when his antics had carried him into trouble. “He could charm the skin off a snake,” one relative recalled.

Paul also had an introspective side, and a persistent appetite for solitude. When the shouts of his friends began to grate, he’d hop on his bike and make for the nearby woods, where he’d lose himself in the shadows, examining the wildlife and consulting his well-thumbed Observer Book of Birds when an interesting creature fluttered through the dense green canopy. If he heard other people nearby, he’d find a strong-looking tree and shin his way up to find a perch where he could silently sit, watching the world pass beneath him. “I’d be like a superspy, the silent observer, the sniper,” he recalled.

Paul also kept a careful watch when he was in the streets of Speke, hoping to avoid the knots of young thugs who patrolled such working-class neighborhoods. Thus, Paul made a point of keeping his eyes focused down the street, perpetually on the lookout for the telltale signs of the hard lads. Better to cross the street or even take the long way around the block than to end up on the receiving end of a street-corner thumping. Nevertheless, bad boys caught up to the McCartney brothers on the Mersey banks one day, and the scene soon spiraled into the inevitable shakedown. Whaddaya got? A watch? I’ll have that, son. They sent Paul and his brother running tearfully for home, but that’s not where it ended. Paul knew exactly who the thugs were— if only because they lived around the corner, in a house with an adjoining yard. Once Jim got home, Paul lost no time telling him the whole story. Jim provided the information to the local constable, and the heat descended soon thereafter. When the boys came to trial a few weeks later the key witness was Paul, whose testimony helped convict his antagonists. “Dear me, my first time in court,” Paul said.

It was as much a lesson for Paul as it was for the neighborhood bullies: you work hard and keep your word, and if someone tries to take something that belongs to you, fight back. Jim did not take material things lightly. He had worked hard and made a point of keeping his word along the way. This was bedrock for Jim, and he made sure Paul and Mike understood what it meant: get an education, pay attention to what you’re told, work hard, and value what you get in return.

From his earliest days at Stockton Wood Road Primary School, Paul established himself as an enthusiastic, well-behaved student. Transferring to Joseph Williams Primary in 1949, Paul impressed headmistress Muriel Ward as an unusually neat boy whose pressed trousers and tightly knitted tie were as striking as his gently prankish sense of humor. Paul also stood out in the classroom as a focused student who listened to directions and completed assignments with dispatch. His most striking achievement in primary school came near the end of his time at Joseph Williams, when he won his age division’s prize in a citywide essay contest pegged to the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II in June 1953. His prize included a gift certificate for a book. What he opted for seems particularly intriguing, given his age and background: a book on modern art. “Lots and lots of pictures; people like Victor Pasmore, Salvador Dalí, Picasso, and a lot of artists I hadn’t heard of.”

Paul’s performance on the eleven-plus examinations—the standardized test eleven-year-olds took to set the course of the rest of their academic lives—was even more significant. Students who scored well gained access to the upper rank of the city’s schools, and Paul was one of four students, out of the ninety Joseph Williams students who sat for the examination, who scored well enough to be offered a seat at the Liverpool Institute, commonly accepted as the city’s best grammar school. For Jim and Mary, it was impossible to overstate the importance of their elder son’s achievement. Until recently a privately funded school with a steep tuition, the institute not only drew the most promising students from all over Liverpool, but also propelled them into social and professional orbits that no previous McCartney could have dreamed of entering.
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Perched on a hill above the city center, the Liverpool Institute was an imposing stone structure, its Greek revivalist facade contrasting nicely with the vast Liverpool Cathedral looming around the corner on Hope Street. The students’ day was rigidly structured, with an emphasis on strict discipline and intellectual rigor. The morning began at an all-student assembly in the school chapel, where balding, hawkish headmaster J. R. Edwards recited prayers and cued music teacher Les “Squinty” Morgan to play the morning’s hymn on the school’s vast pipe organ. From there the children climbed spiraling stone staircases to the classrooms to sit for compulsory lessons in English, mathematics, world history, music, and foreign language.

Nearly from the moment Paul McCartney first stepped through the school’s side door in the fall of 1953 (only sixth-formers could enter through the majestic front door), the young student made a strong impression on his instructors and fellow students. Arthur Evans, who taught German, pegged the young student as “eminently likable,” the sort of boy who was “always armed with very ready quips, but [wasn’t] impertinent.” Frequently tapped by his classmates to be “head boy” in their classes, Paul would take attendance at the start of the hour and serve as a kind of ambassador between students and their teachers. “He was responsible for organizing the class,” literature teacher Alan “Dusty” Durband recalled. “But never in any bootlicking way—he was just a good executive.”

So good that Paul’s teachers tended to ignore the stream of wise-cracks he whispered to his neighbors during class. When he did raise his voice beyond sotto voce, the cheerful boy could maneuver the conversation so gracefully the teachers didn’t realize they were being manipulated at all. When history got boring, Paul would put up his hand and ask the teacher, Cliff Edge, something about his coming holidays. Where did he say he was going, again? That was good for fifteen minutes right there, and when German got tiresome, Paul could always make an offhand reference to an interesting bus he’d seen rumbling down Mather Avenue that morning—at which point Norman Forbes would forget all about conjugating verbs. And if Paul thought to bring up the German teacher’s ongoing campaign to lobby the Liverpool council for pedestrian rights, well, that could be the rest of the class right there. To Evans, who saw Paul in class and during the weeklong summer scout camp, the charismatic student presented an engaging paradox. He was, in Evans’s words, “a conformist rebel,” an iconoclast whose gentle teasing was intended in part to mask his innate belief in the institutional structure. At least to the extent that it didn’t get in his way.

“A lot of people don’t like school,” Paul recalled in the early nineties. “I didn’t like it very much, but I didn’t dislike it. And I quite liked parts of it. What I didn’t like was being told what to do.”

Most often things seemed to go Paul’s way. In 1955 Jim and Mary moved their boys into a new house in a newly constructed working-class development on Forthlin Road in Allerton, a suburb just northwest of Speke on the road to Liverpool. The government-subsidized rent came to £1 6s. a week, which was more than reasonable for a tidy brick row house that offered three bedrooms, a sitting room with sunny eastern windows, and a modern kitchen with enough room for a washing machine. The crowning luxury was upstairs: the indoor toilet, located just across the hall from the bath. Jim planted his lavender bushes in the front courtyard (he would dry the leaves for Mary to sew into bags that she would hide around the house to give their home a nice scent), and the afternoon sun visited the grassy backyard with its pair of sling chairs for reading and relaxing. They moved in late spring, just when news arrived that Mike had passed his eleven-plus examination in unexpectedly fine form. Now both of the McCartney boys would be attending the Liverpool Institute.

The McCartneys must have seemed blessed. They were still working-class—the cotton industry would never again find the momentum to elevate Jim back onto the arc he had once felt assured to him. But Mary made a good income, and they had a cozy home and a pair of sons on the same upwardly mobile path. Yet the darkness had stalked Mary for a decade, and during the summer of 1956 she felt the pain clawing into her again.

She felt it deep inside now, sometimes so sharply that she would pause and double over, her hands pressed against her aching breast. One afternoon, just after he’d started his studies at the Liverpool Institute, Mike ran up the stairs to his room, only to see his mother crying softly on her bed, a crucifix clutched in one hand and the portrait of a relative who served as a Catholic priest in the other.

“What’s up, Mum?” he asked.

Mary looked up quickly, wiping tears from her eyes. “Nothing, love.”

A visit to the clinic and a set of X-rays revealed that the cancer had spread beyond her breast, moving its roots into other vital organs. Nothing could be done now except to forestall the inevitable. A mastectomy would keep the illness at bay for a while—weeks, maybe a few months. Would she see the spring? Possibly, but only if she had the procedure immediately.

They set the operation for the afternoon of October 30, giving Mary a day to prepare herself for the ordeal. She made the boys their breakfast, then spent the rest of the morning cleaning the house from top to bottom. She washed the dishes, swept the floors, made the boys’ beds, and washed and then pressed their school clothes for the next morning, leaving them, as usual, on the foot of their beds. Her sister, Dill, came to take her to the hospital that afternoon and sighed when she saw how hard Mary had been working, despite doctors’ orders to rest up for her surgery. Mary simply shrugged. Everything had to be ready, she sighed, “in case I don’t come back.”

Later that evening Mary was taken into the operating room. The doctors worked for hours, then pronounced the procedure a success. But the disease had already taken too large a toll on her body; she no longer had the strength to recover. Mary woke up the next morning, but the hollowness around her eyes was unmistakable. By the next afternoon her blood pressure was slipping; the doctors knew her time was drawing short.

The family—McCartneys and Mohins—gathered at her bedside. Jim went home to Forthlin Road and told the boys they could visit their mother, but first they had to wash their hands and faces and put on their school uniforms. Jim knew what was happening, it was all he could do to keep himself together on the drive back to the hospital. When they got there, he called his sister-in-law, Dill Mohin, aside and asked her to do a final check of the boys’ fingernails and ears. Judged acceptable, Paul and Mike were walked down the corridor and led through the door and into Mary’s room. She leaned up on one elbow to greet them.

Mike leaped up on her bed to give her a hug, and she tried to smile. Both boys kissed her face, and she reached out for their hands. But Paul glimpsed a gruesome red stain on the white sheets, and a darker truth began to dawn on him. “It was terrible,” he recalled.

Mary tried not to cry. They talked for a while, a few minutes. There were more kisses, a quick good-bye. Paul and Mike touched their lips to their mother’s face one last time and were taken home. An hour later the priest who had run the clinic where she worked wrapped a strand of rosary beads around her hand and began to recite the last rites. Mary turned to her sister and whispered, “I would have liked to have seen the boys growing up.”

What Paul remembered most vividly about that day was saying the worst possible thing at the worst possible moment. The words flew out of his mouth and there was no taking them back. They just hung there in the air, smoldering like the grief in the pit of his stomach.

He hadn’t mean it. He hadn’t known what to say. What could anyone say? His mother was dead. The rest was a blur: his uncles and aunts pale and tearful, his father not even able to face them, he was so torn apart.

Your mum . . . the doctors did what they could . . . I’m afraid she passed last night. She’s in heaven now, with God . . .

Neither boy cried out or wept. They blinked, perhaps, and nodded. They understood. They would be staying with Uncle Joe and Aunt Joan for a few days, their dad needed some time alone. Did they want to go to school today? Yes, they did, that would be fine. What had their father always told them about tough breaks? Just soldier on. So this is precisely what they did. Tucking in their shirts, smoothing the wrinkles in their pants, reaching for their coats, and preparing to get moving. Somewhere in there, Paul thought of something to say.

What are we going to do without her money?

Did anyone hear? Did anyone notice? Possibly not. The only person who even remembered hearing those words that morning was Mike. The shock of the moment had hit the youngest McCartney so hard he spent years thinking he was the one who had said it. “It was a silly joke,” he recalled a decade later. “We both regretted it for months.”

There was so much to regret. So much to miss. Mary’s absence made the little house on Forthlin Road feel cavernous. The rich smell of her scones no longer filled the morning air. The reassuring clatter of dishes in the sink, the perfume of her tea and ciggies, the melody of her voice calling up the stairs. It was all gone, along with her cuddles, the secretly proffered treats, the gentle strength of her arms when she pulled them close.

The tragedy shook the foundations of everything they had once taken for granted. Their father, once the model of quiet, working-class strength, now faltered visibly. “That was the worst thing for me,” Paul said. “You expect to see women crying . . . but when it’s your dad, then you know something’s really wrong, and it shakes your faith in everything.”

The worst thing was, Paul wanted to believe. No matter how cheeky he could be, he had always paid attention in class, always respected his elders. He remembered what they told him and took it to heart. Like Mike, Paul saved his tears for the darkness of his room, lying in bed and feeling the emptiness closing in around him. At first he tried praying, hands clasped tight as he implored God to fix everything; swearing that he’d do anything, he’d be good forever, if only He could send her back. Anything. Anything! After he’d grown up, the memory curdled on his tongue. “See, the prayers didn’t work!” he noted acidly. “When I really needed them to, as well.”

Paul was back in school the next morning, walking straight into Alan “Dusty” Durband’s literature classroom, number 32, and taking his usual desk near the window. Still, Paul’s schoolwork tailed off in the next few weeks. At first the fourteen-year-old student seemed preoccupied, prone to staring out the window. Then as November went on, his assignments went undone, test results sagged. The jokes became more jagged, Paul’s tone more strident. “He did go through a bit of a rough patch there,” Durband recalled. “I think it shattered him a lot.” Nevertheless, Paul did his best to go on as if nothing had happened. Once the initial shock wore off, he realized that the loss had left him feeling older, and tougher. “I was determined not to let it affect me,” he said of his mother’s death. “I learned to put a shell around me.”

He also learned to keep his coat on when he and Mike got back to their empty house in the afternoons. These were the most heartbreaking hours, finding a home that had once been so full of light and warmth, now dark and cold and void of life. The chores started immediately. Paul would sweep out the ashes in the grate, set a new fire, and light the flame. Mike would already have put on the kettle, and when its whistle blew, Paul and Mike sat for tea together at the family’s small dining-room table, warming their fingers over steaming cups. Refreshed, the boys stacked their dishes on the drainer, took a stab at homework, then turned their attention to their comic books, or perhaps turned on the TV to see the adventure serials and “Jennings at School” on the BBC’s daily Children’s Hour at 5 p.m.

Months passed, and a new kind of normal settled on the McCartney home. Jim came home from the cotton market in the late afternoon, and the three of them settled in for their evening, the aroma of cooking sausages and mash blending with the clink of glasses and the McCartneys’ indefatigable wit and wisdom. Tell a bad joke and Jim would wink and give the old vaudevillian’s promise: It’ll go better second house. Then there was the other family favorite, delivered with just the right note of mock-confidence colliding with mock-panic: Here we are . . . where are we? Still at home, despite everything. “I had a very nice warm family,” Paul said. “There was a lot of security there.”

•    •    •

For all of his combed-and-pressed demeanor at school, Paul felt a deep attraction to its more outlandish characters. The most significant of these friendships turned out to be the one he shared with Ivan Vaughan, a classmate who came from Woolton, the leafy stretch of detached and semidetached homes not far from the McCartney’s council house in Speke. Ivan was an average-looking guy with protruding ears and curly, dark hair that he wore thick on top and tight on the sides. His most striking features were the gleam in his eyes and the cockeyed smile that lit his face when he was amused. Which was often, because Ivan was usually up to something strange. He lived with his mother on a quiet street just a few feet from the back wall of the Salvation Army’s Strawberry Field estate. Their house was relatively large and comfortable, but that didn’t stop Ivan from painting his name across his bedroom windows in three-foot letters. Another time, he showed up at school with his regulation black shoes painted an electric, canary yellow. “It was Ivan who stood out,” an institute schoolmate named Peter Sissons (who grew up to become a prominent TV news anchor in the UK) told the Sunday Mirror in 1997. “What an original article he was.”

For the authority-conscious Paul, Ivan was a revelation. They had met early in their institute careers and discovered that they had the same birthday, June 18, 1942. They became friends, sharing enthusiasms for poetry, humor—particularly the Goon Show—and then rock ’n’ roll music.

Where did Paul hear it first? By the winter of 1957 the new, raw sound from America, rock ’n’ roll, had been seeping into his consciousness for months, pushed along by Britain’s own Lonnie Donegan, the leading figure in skiffle, the rock/folk/jazz hybrid that first rattled up the British charts in early 1956, dragged along by Donegan’s arrangement of the American standard “Rock Island Line.” Still, this homegrown sound was merely an echo of the real thing, which was harder to find, and nearly impossible to hear on the airwaves. Rock ’n’ roll. The name itself could send a shiver up your spine. Rock ’n’ roll! You didn’t even have to get the sexual allusion (the phrase came from Trixie Smith’s 1922 rhythm-and-blues song “My Man Rocks Me with One Steady Roll,” which would have been banned if anyone in power had ever bothered to hear it) to have a visceral understanding of that allusion.

No wonder the music ignited the flames behind fourteen-year-old Paul’s eyes. Just the sound of it. The borderline hysteria of “Tutti Frutti” and “Long Tall Sally.” The barrelhouse piano in “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Going On.” The herky-jerky rhythm of “Twenty Flight Rock.” Paul had grown up listening to music—Jim’s jazz and ragtime 78s, his enthusiastic piano thumping. But this was something different. It was fun. More than that, it was youth and action. Rock ’n’ roll was the sound of girls, parties, and life. This music was wild and dangerous, just like Elvis Presley, who not only sounded like a sexed-up riot, but actually looked like one, too. Paul and Mike would peer at his picture on record covers, gaping at his motorcycle leathers, piled-up hair, and that hip-cocking, open-lipped leer. Whenever his records came on, you’d see kids dancing and screaming, shirts coming untucked, school ties flying. No one could believe it. Except for Paul, who had found the one thing he could believe in. “It’s him! It’s him!” he thought. “The messiah has arrived!”

Not that the BBC was eager to recognize the new deity and his acolytes. Already restricted from playing much recorded music, Britain’s sole broadcaster stuck with big bands and light jazz combos. If they’d even heard of rock ’n’ roll, the aged masters of the Beeb, as the BBC was called, were not going to beam it into the quiet living rooms of the empire.

So people with a hankering for rock had to find it for themselves. Maybe this was half the fun—the beat was just as elusive as it was riveting. For most serious fans, the real homing signal could be found after dark on their radio’s medium wave at 208 meters, where the signal for Radio Luxembourg crackled. The English-language broadcasts of popular music only played at night and were always subject to the quirks of meteorology and the airwaves. Still, Paul and Mike became obsessed with the nightly broadcasts, the both of them hunkering close to the radio speaker until long after Jim had started badgering them to go to bed. Finally, the elder McCartney wired the boys two sets of rudimentary headphones, with extension cords leading up to their bedrooms, so they could listen beneath the covers, the distant sound of guitars, drums, and wailing vocals the bridge between their days and their dreams. “It was music that I loved,” Paul recalled once, thinking back to those early Elvis-fired days. “If we were feeling lousy, we’d go back and play ‘Don’t Be Cruel,’ and we’d be right up there again. It could cure any blues.”

He couldn’t just listen. Paul wanted to hold the music in his hands, to make that sound himself and feel it vibrating in his bones. This was where the little guitar he’d got for his birthday the summer before came in. It was a cheap acoustic, a factory-made Zenith with a high-strung bridge and a rickety neck that always seemed to be on the verge of snapping off. At first Paul found it nearly impossible to play; the fingers on his left hand kept getting tangled on the instrument’s neck and refused to develop the muscular acuity required to form even the most basic chords. He was stymied until he came across a magazine with a picture of country musician Slim Whitman, who held his guitar the opposite way from every other player on the stage. Of course! He was left-handed, too! Paul realized he had to reverse everything— restring the instrument in opposite order and flip it over so he could form chords with his right hand—in order to master the guitar. From that moment the Zenith became the gravitational center of his life. Paul cradled the thing for hours, head bent over the curving edge as he ran his fingertips over the strings, finding notes and fitting them into chords. He’d be singing to himself, a song he’d heard on the radio, and try to navigate the distance between what he could hear in his head and the noise coming from the Zenith’s strings. This would go on for hours, and nothing else mattered. Schoolwork went undone. Comics ignored. “He was lost,” Mike recalled. “He didn’t have to eat or think about anything else.”

Look for Paul, and you’d see the Zenith, too. On his lap while he watched the telly in the sitting room. Lying across his chest in his bedroom. It echoed from the toilet and the bath, the chords gradually getting clearer, the melodic runs becoming longer and more assured. Eventually the sounds from the record player began to emerge from Paul’s guitar, and in his own clear, increasingly strong voice, too. Well, I’ve got a girl with a record machine, when it comes to rockin’ she’s the queen . . . This was magic! Listening to a record was one thing, but being able to summon it with your own fingers was like jumping inside the music and becoming the song. All that joy, excitement, defiance—they become yours, too. When Paul’s own feelings seemed unspeakable, he could always pick up the guitar and use the music to either push them out of his head or else project them into his hands, into the rhythm, then out into the air around him.

One afternoon he hunched over his guitar, strumming a few chords over and over. G, G-7, C. Nothing to it, the simplest of progressions. When he set it to a country shuffle kind of rhythm, it reminded him of a song Buddy Holly might write—a sprightly tune about an ordinary girl whose winsome glance might break your heart right in two. That could be a whole song, right there! So he kept at it, kept strumming the chords, singing the words he’d thought of, humming the ones he hadn’t. “Something was making me make it up, whether I knew how to do it or not.”

I woke up this morning, my head was in a whirl . . .

Paul played it over and over, first singing the verse with the melody going up, then with the melody going down. Which worked better? He couldn’t decide, so he used one on the first verse and the other on the second. What else could he toss in? Paul thought about his favorite records. The stop/start rhythm of “Twenty Flight Rock,” Buddy Holly’s wordless vocal sighs. Those became part of the song, too, and though he never quite got around to writing a full chorus (the verses climax by repeating the title, then pausing for a four-beat vocal swoon), when it was done, he knew he had something. Not much, perhaps. But something.

“It’s a funny, corny little song,” Paul said many years later. But he never forgot it and, even decades later, made a point of including it among the many classic songs he’d perform on stages around the world. It was a nostalgic gesture, to be sure, and he made certain to play up his own ironic distance from his immature self. “Her hair wouldn’t curl?” he’d say, shaking his head. But these repeated visits to his compositional debut also brought the man back to his emotional headwaters, back to the moment when a bereaved boy first tried to weave his feelings into music. No matter how airy the song, it’s impossible to miss the significance of its plaintive title: “I Lost My Little Girl.”

Like so many big things, it all started with a small, offhand idea. Ivan Vaughan suggested Paul come to a party and take a look at his friend’s band. It wasn’t far away, the stone walls of St. Peter’s Parish Church were just up the hill and around the corner from Ivan’s house in Woolton. He’d been going to the church’s Saturday Garden Fetes for years, playing the carnival games, watching the parade, feasting on the sweets and the lemonade they sold out in the churchyard. But the fete also held a distinct appeal for the older boys, too. There would be girls, obviously, swarms of them, and also music. Including, he added, a skiffle band fronted by his backyard neighbor, John Lennon. Did Paul know him? The band was called the Quarrymen, named for the Quarry Bank grammar school most of its members attended. Ivan played with them, on occasion, taking up the bass when Len Garry, the usual guy, couldn’t make it. (Jive with Ive, he wrote on his strap. The Ace on the Bass.) So how about it, then?

Paul always liked a party—that was another trait he had picked up from the erstwhile leader of Jim Mac’s Band—especially if there might be girls afoot. The prospect of meeting some other aspiring musicians made it even better. The Quarrymen were set to play their first set at 4:15, so Paul started preparing himself by midafternoon, setting off his extratight, black “drainpipe” trousers with a white sport coat that had sporty flaps over the pockets and a weave with reflective, silvery threads that shimmered in the light. Paul gave his hair an extra dollop of grease to guard against the heat, then steered his three-speed Raleigh bike down Forthlin Road to Mather Avenue, past Calderstones Park, then up the hill to St. Peter’s. He was a bit late—the Quarrymen were already playing on the outdoor stage (actually the back of a flatbed truck) when Paul arrived. As he blended into the crowd, he was struck less by the band itself, whose members were something other than accomplished musicians, than by the charisma of the teenager who stood front and center, taking the stage’s sole microphone for himself.

So that was John Lennon! Paul recognized him, though they’d never actually met. He was the tough-talking older guy he’d seen around the fringes of Allerton and Woolton—laughing on the bus with a friend, strutting down Mather Avenue—the kind of noisy, unruly guy Paul had learned to steer away from during his schoolboy days in Speke. And no wonder: John looked like a teddy boy, one of the vaguely Edwardian-dressed young toughs you’d see slouched against a wall somewhere, going out of their way to menace anyone who walked past. Only he was a friend of Ivan’s, which meant he couldn’t be all bad. And here John was in a checked shirt and dark trousers, a stray lock of chestnut hair falling across his damp forehead as he strummed his acoustic guitar and sang into the stand-up microphone.

The other Quarrymen—another guitar player, a tea-chest bass, a washboard player, a drummer, and a guy on banjo—followed along. All were competent enough, but Lennon was the one you had to look at. He wasn’t a great guitar player, by any stretch. In fact, his playing was downright strange; his fingering was off, he played three-finger chords that Paul didn’t recognize from his own guitar studies. And the words he was singing were off, too. Now the guy in “Come Go with Me” was inviting his love to a penitentiary. Another song veered into a reference to someone named Mimi coming up the path, which seemed to be directed to the stern-looking, older woman he was grinning at on the fringe of the crowd. But no matter what he sang in his raw, powerful voice—“Puttin’ On the Style,” “Maggie Mae,” “Railroad Bill,” “Be-Bop-A-Lula”—Lennon projected an anarchic, yet prankish, glee.

The band played for a while, maybe thirty minutes, then moved quickly to gather up their things and clear the stage. An announcement about the church-hall dance that night, with the Quarrymen playing two sets, echoed across the grass. Paul met up with Ivan, who patted him on the back and gestured toward the little wooden Scout hut where the Quarrymen, along with the day’s other performers, were storing their things between shows. Let’s go say hi, then. Ivan led Paul in a beeline for the hut, and once they ducked inside, they found the group in one corner, slightly away from a pair of Boy Scouts who were bleating on their trumpets. The Quarrymen drummer, Colin Hanton, looked up from his drums and nodded. “I saw Ivan coming in with this other lad,” he says. “Just this guy we didn’t know. And then they were talking to John.”

At first the head Quarryman projected little beyond disdain. He shrugged, he didn’t say much, he noted how young Paul looked—the last vestiges of early-adolescent flab only made him look younger than his fifteen years. Later, Paul recalled that John was drunk (eventually he’d decide he himself was “a little sloshed,” too). But Rod Davis, the Quarrymen banjo player, dismisses this as a “highly colorful” version of events. “There’s no way [St. Peter’s reverend] Pryce-Jones would have let us anywhere near his fete if we’d been smelling of beer, let alone drunk.” And where would they have got the beer? None of them had enough money to stand rounds at a pub. And which Woolton pub would have served a gang of local teenagers? “They all knew us, so that’s impossible. The best [washboard player] Pete Shotton and I can figure is that someone might have given John a bottle of beer.”

Ivan kept on, telling John what a great guitar player Paul was, and how many songs he could play from memory. They talked about guitars, and John said that he kept his guitar in an open-G tuning, just like a banjo. His mother had taught him that, and he’d never learned the proper guitar tuning. They talked songs, comparing what they knew, what they were still hoping to figure out. When Paul mentioned Eddie Cochran’s “Twenty Flight Rock,” John’s eyes flickered with interest—he really knew it? Chords, words, and all? Paul beamed. Sure! He gestured at John’s guitar. D’ya mind? John shrugged. Paul took up the guitar, then reached for the pegs and quickly readjusted the strings to the standard tuning. That achieved, he flipped the instrument around, found a G chord, and—playing with the strings wrong-side-up for his hands—ripped into the first verse. Oh well, I gotta girl with a record machine . . .

The Quarrymen were impressed. “It was uncanny,” Eric Griffiths, the other guitar player recalled. “He had such confidence, he gave a real performance.”

Ivan beamed. Even John seemed impressed. Delighted to have an audience, Paul kept on. He took a run at “Be-Bop-A-Lula”—a gutsy move, seeing how the Quarrymen had just played the song onstage— then a variety of Little Richard hits: “Tutti Frutti,” “Long Tall Sally,” “Good Golly Miss Molly.” Paul had fallen in love with Richard’s rollicking bass lines and powerful, high-pitched vocals, and he had spent hours learning how to mimic his every Wop-bop-a-loo-bop and piercing falsetto whoop.

“He could play and sing in a way none of us could, including John,” Griffiths went on. “We couldn’t get enough of it.” John was clearly thrilled, too, laughing and clapping along. But when Paul was done, John stopped short of inviting the new boy to join his group. “I’d been kingpin up to then,” he recalled to Hunter Davies in 1967. “It went through my head that I’d have to keep him in line if I let him join. But he was good, so he was worth having.” They went their separate ways that evening with no promise that they’d ever be seeing one another again. But John floated the idea by his best friend and bandmate, Pete Shotton, when they were walking home that night, and Pete agreed immediately: that Paul guy would be a fine addition to the band. So when Pete saw Paul riding his Raleigh up to Ivan’s house a few days later, he waved him over and delivered the invitation: would he like to join the Quarrymen? Paul shrugged, nodded. Well, yeah, sure. Sounds fun. So, Shotton went on, could he come to practice for their next show, downtown at the Cavern jazz club on August 8? Paul grimaced. Oh, aye, that’s when he’d be off on holiday. But he’d be home not long after, would that be okay? Shotton nodded, and they went their separate ways. Pete walked down Menlove Avenue toward his house, while Paul pedaled off on his bike. “I went off in a completely new direction from then on,” he told Davies. “Once I got to know John, it all changed.”
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He had a softness about him in those days. He was still a little chubby, for one thing—the layer of baby fat that saw Paul into early adolescence had stuck with him, thanks in part to the cakes and treats supplied to the motherless McCartney boys from their loving aunts. This weakness proved useful to younger brother Mike, who realized early on that he could always provoke an explosion from Paul with a well-timed catcall of fatty. But just beneath his pudgy cheeks and soft brown eyes was a steely resolve and an assurance that was particularly striking in such a young adolescent.

“He was a born leader, so gregarious, so popular,” said modern-languages teacher Jack Sweeney. “And yet there was also this toughness. He would hold the class entranced.” More than anything, Sweeney recalled, Paul projected a deep-seated belief in himself. “He had this extraordinary faith in his own star.”

Paul’s self-assurance came with him for the week he spent with Mike and a few dozen of their Liverpool Institute compatriots at Boy Scout camp a few days after the Woolton fete. The days passed quietly—except for the part where Paul instigated a cliff-hanging experiment that ended with Mike breaking his arm and being shipped to the Sheffield Infirmary. Beyond that mishap, Scout leader Arthur Evans recalled being most impressed with Paul’s enthusiastic showmanship while leading the Scouts’ nightly campfires. He’d brought his guitar, of course, so once the Scouts gathered and the flames rose, the evenings would become full-blown McCartney concerts, complete with jokes and a setlist split between rock ’n’ roll favorites and what Evans recalled as a few McCartney originals. “And he displayed no qualms about entertaining the whole camp—thirty or forty boys.”

The guitar also came on the family’s vacation at the Butlin’s holiday camp in North Wales a few weeks later. The Butlin’s camps were designed as full-service leisure environments that provided their working-class campers with slates of activities to carry them from waking to bedtime. Legions of professionally genial red-coated staffers were on hand to run everything from the croquet tournaments to the art classes to the camp-only radio station. A pair of McCartney cousins— Bett and her husband, Mike Robbins—worked as redcoats. In fact, the raffish, mustachioed Mike Robbins organized and emceed the camp’s nightly entertainment shows, including the week-ending talent show. Paul signed up immediately and spent hours polishing his rendition of Little Richard’s “Long Tall Sally.” But sensing the heart-tugging potential of a fraternal harmony act, he turned to his still-battered younger brother to join in for a go at the Everly Brothers’ “Bye Bye Love.” They’d been singing it together in the family sitting room for months, so of course they could do it. How hard could it be?

“No way,” Mike responded. His arm was still in a sling, for heaven’s sake. He didn’t feel well. More to the point: he had no intention of walking onstage and singing in front of a thousand strangers.

Paul enlisted Jim, and the erstwhile bandleader sided with his older, stagestruck son. “It’s only a bit of fun. What have you got to lose?”

Paul smiled. “You’ll come with me, won’t you?”

Mike gave in reluctantly, and the McCartney Brothers gave their first, and last, performance as a duo. Paul closed the set as a solo artist with his much honed “Long Tall Sally,” and though they were too young to compete for the £5,000 in prize money, they did emerge with a fan—a teenaged girl named Angela, who followed up her summer-camp flirtations with a series of lovelorn letters. All of which were addressed to Mike, though he didn’t see them for years. His jealous older brother had snuck them all out of the family’s mailbox to read, and keep, for himself.

    •    •    •

Paul’s first rehearsal as a Quarryman came on a Saturday afternoon near the end of the summer. The band usually got together at Eric Griffiths’s house because his father had died in the war and his mother, who worked, was often out. This afforded the boys plenty of room not just for their instruments and music, but also for the friends who came to listen and cheer them on. Whether they were at Griffiths’s house, Colin Hanton’s, or at John’s isn’t clear—memories vary. At the time there was some confusion about whether Paul was showing up to play or just watch. “John told me he was a mate of Ivan and had come to watch us practice,” Rod Davis recalls. But Paul definitely had his guitar with him this time, and once he had it in his hands, he was bursting to play, and to show the other musicians, and particularly John, how many songs he knew.

“He was very nice, very polite. Very clean, too, always very well turned-out,” Colin says, recalling the view from behind his drum kit. “He got John and Eric playing guitar chords, tuning their guitars properly. He taught them both how to play, I’m pretty sure.” Eventually they also started practicing in the sitting room of the McCartney home on Forthlin Road, often with Jim McCartney perched next to the piano, alternately keeping young Mike from getting underfoot, and waving his hand when he thought the thump and bang might disturb the neighbors on the other side of the sitting-room wall.

Rehearsing in the Forthlin Road sitting room also gave Paul a chance to show his new bandmates his chops on the piano, further establishing his credentials as something of a musical prodigy. His expertise didn’t end there, as Colin soon discovered. “Paul was very intent on telling me how to play things,” he says, recalling how Paul would stand next to his drum kit, using his fingers to pound the snare drum in the rhythm he wanted the Quarrymen drummer to emulate. A habit that soon grated on the drummer’s nerves. “I was not best pleased by that.”

When they looked to their leader, John just nodded his approval: Do what he says. The entire experience was a little jarring, both because the relatively young Paul was so confident in his abilities, and also because John had always made clear, the Quarrymen were his band. He chose the members, he assigned the parts, he sang the songs. Anyone who dared challenge him soon learned the errors of his ways. “John did have a mean streak,” Rod Davis says. “He was brilliant and funny, but he could be unpleasant.”

Paul’s arrival signaled a change. “If John didn’t like him, he never would have let him near the microphone,” Colin Hanton says. “But when Paul joined, he was more than happy to share and let Paul sing his songs. There was a lot of respect. Mutual respect. You could see the friendship developing. And they harmonized from day one.”

Which was fortunate, because Paul had so many ideas: about the clothes the band should wear onstage, how they should stand with a solid line of guitars up front and the others arrayed behind them, and how they should present themselves as a sleek, professional outfit. “So from this scruffy bunch of skifflers, we became this sort of sharply dressed kind of rock band,” Colin says.

Paul’s first performance with the band was on October 18, at a Conservative Club dance held in a hall in the middle-class Liverpool suburb of Norris Green. Paul practiced relentlessly for the show, particularly on the solo he was to take as the centerpiece to “Guitar Boogie.” The hours of practice eventually paid off—by showtime Paul had the piece down perfectly, including a note-for-note rendition of the tune’s guitar solo. He had the band dressed in their matching shirts and string ties, with the two front men, Lennon and McCartney, set apart by the cream-colored blazers they wore. They played their first few songs, all featuring John’s vocals, with no problems. But when John introduced the group’s newest member, calling Paul out to play his big featured solo on “Guitar Boogie,” the fifteen-year-old’s nerves got the better of him, and he not only missed his cue for the solo, but then tried to rush through it to catch up, succeeding only in botching most of the notes. The incident proved so humiliating (“John was howling with laughter,” Hanton recalls), Paul forgot to call for his big solo shot on “Twenty Flight Rock.” Nevertheless, the show’s promoter was impressed by the band’s new harmony-fired sound. So impressed, he invited the Quarrymen to become a regular attraction at the Saturday-night dances he was booking in neighborhood halls all across the city that fall.

They were on their way.

•    •    •

The two teenagers were, on so many levels, mirror images of one another. Most immediately, when John and Paul sat across from one another, the necks of their guitars—one right-handed, the other left-handed—pointed in the same direction, while two sets of fingers danced across the frets in direct accordance with one another. Their personalities mirrored one another, too, the fiery, often intemperate older boy balanced by his smiling, ingratiating younger partner. But if they seemed unlikely choices for one another, John and Paul could also sense how they shored up one another’s weaknesses. John admired Paul’s cheery showmanship, both on and off the stage, while Paul basked in John’s withering intelligence, and his willingness—no, eagerness—to blurt out all the brutal things Paul was secretly thinking, but couldn’t bring himself to say.

What both understood, particularly as they came to talk about their lives and share their secrets, was that their distinct personalities had been fueled by the same kind of unspeakable loss. For just as Paul had lost his mother, John’s parents had divorced when he was young, then abdicated their roles in his life—a less permanent, if far more hurtful, kind of abandonment. John had been raised in relative comfort, living with his stern, but loving, aunt Mimi in the leafy, suburban comfort of Woolton. But his disconnection from his parents, and an overwhelming feeling of rejection, haunted John in a palpable way.

“John was caustic and witty out of necessity, and underneath, quite a warm character,” Paul said. “I was the opposite: easygoing, friendly, no necessity to be acerbic. But I could be tough if I needed to be.”

John surely sensed the steely resolve beneath his new friend’s warm exterior. But more than anything, John was thrilled by Paul’s musical skill: by his uncanny ability to figure out the chords and melodies of songs he’d heard on the sitting-room record player, or even as a fleeting wisp on Radio Luxembourg’s nightly broadcasts. That Paul had actually written songs of his own, “I Lost My Little Girl” and now a few others, made him even more appealing, just as John’s ability to project his anarchic energy into rock ’n’ roll songs, often by applying his own absurdist words into holes he hadn’t been able to fill with the real lyrics, fired Paul’s imagination.

They intuited one another’s strengths, and the overwhelming need that elevated rock ’n’ roll into the central focus of their lives. It was like a physical impulse, a drive that originated from the same churning core that fueled the sexual desire that nearly, but not quite, rivaled their shared appetite for music. In fact, Paul’s memories of those early days with the Quarrymen come bound closely with memories of sexual experimentation, sometimes with John and his other bandmates. They would fantasize about girls and masturbate together, Paul recalled, a group of boys sitting in armchairs and imagining their way through the mysterious worlds of pleasure that lay ahead. “Then somebody, probably John, would say, ‘Winston Churchill!’” Paul recalled. “It would completely ruin everyone’s concentration.”

John kept his disruptive impulses in check when it came to their shared drive to unveil the mysteries of music. When Colin Hanton heard about a guy across town who knew how to play a B-dominant seventh chord—a crucial element to any twelve-bar blues played in the key of E—John and Paul grabbed their guitars and took the forty-minute bus trip to get to the guy’s doorstep. They took an even longer trip, with not one but two transfers, to chase down (and purloin) a copy of the Coasters’ “Searchin’.” This was the sort of dedication, Paul realized later, that separated the Beatles from other bands. Just as it separated John and Paul from all of the other Quarrymen.

Soon, their lives revolved around one another’s, in ways that were both deliberate and accidental. John was just starting art school, which might have moved him well beyond a grammar school student’s social reach. But the school he was attending, the Liverpool Art College, was not only on Mount Street, but literally right next door to the Liverpool Institute. This made it easy for the bandmates to meet up, either after school or—as months passed—in the middle of the day, when they’d sag off together to either listen to records and drink coffee, or else head back to Paul’s house to play their guitars and turn their hand toward writing an original song or two. Fueled with fried eggs, toast, and tea (some of which they would smoke in one of Jim’s pipes when they couldn’t scrounge a ciggie or two), they’d perch on the sitting-room sofa, near the record player and the fireplace, and flail at their guitars until a snatch of melody would lead to a chord progression. Words came next, most of them spinning obviously from the Buddy Holly or Elvis song that had set them off in the first place. When they had come up with something that seemed worth remembering, or even when it didn’t, Paul would open a lined school notebook, pen Another Lennon-McCartney Original at the top, and write out what they had in his neat, schoolboy’s hand. The first songs were rudimentary, at best. “Too Bad About Sorrows,” “In Spite of All the Danger,” and a particularly egregious teen love ballad called “Just Fun.” Then they started to improve. “Like Dreamers Do,” written with Paul on the piano, had an ascending chord pattern similar to “Stairway to Paradise.” The straight-up rocker “One After 909” had a chugging rhythm and clever lyrics that projected a blues lament to a kind of farcical tale of mixed messages and misread directions.

“We saw ourselves as very much the next great songwriting team,” Paul said many years later. “Which, funnily enough, is what we became.” Still, at the time they were just trying to harness their energy and find their voices. At one point they even tried writing a play, sketching out a modernist fable about a Christ-like figure named Pilchard who may or may not be the Messiah, but his acolytes can’t tell for sure because he never quite descends from an upstairs room. The outline has since been lost, but even Paul’s description reveals a crushing debt to Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot. No one ever accused Lennon and McCartney of being great dramatists.

Music was what mattered to them; everything else barely registered. The Quarrymen had begun as a hobby—“a laugh,” in the words of Rod Davis—the band’s membership dictated more by friendship than by musical fixation, let alone skill. But as John fed off Paul, and Paul’s influence became more entrenched, the Quarrymen became a very different band. The sound moved away from skiffle and closer to straight-up American rock ’n’ roll. Thus, someone had to invest in an electric bass guitar. Eric Griffiths was the obvious candidate—no need for him to serve as a third guitarist, now that John and Paul were both up front playing guitar. Griffiths balked, and so he was out. Not that they told him that in so many words; they just scheduled a rehearsal and never mentioned it to Griffiths. Other members left for reasons of their own. The tea-chest bass player, Len Garry, contracted a near-deadly case of viral meningitis, landing in the hospital for months. Sometime-member-slash-manager Nigel Walley ended up in the hospital, too, then moved on. Banjo and guitar player Rod Davis left, too, ostensibly to focus on his studies, though his distaste for rock ’n’ roll, particularly Elvis Presley (“I thought he was a complete idiot,” he says), played a role, too. When the time came for washboard player Pete Shotton to leave, John simply smashed the instrument over his friend’s head. The hysterical laughter this provoked was as much from shock as hysteria, but Shotton took it more or less philosophically. “It wasn’t the life for me,” he told Beatles biographer Hunter Davies in 1967. “I didn’t like standing up there. I was too embarrassed.”

For John and Paul playing music meant moving beyond embarrassment; it was the way to express the feelings that could never emerge in spoken conversation. Soon their connection, formed on those mirrored guitars, was so profound they didn’t have to speak to know what the other was thinking. By the end of the winter they were so in touch with one another’s thoughts and feelings, one friend noticed, they often finished one another’s sentences.

Music also defined the friendship Paul shared with another Liverpool Institute student, a younger guy from Speke, a bus driver’s son named George Harrison. They had actually met years earlier, back when the McCartneys lived an easy walk from the Harrisons’ house on Upton Green. Back then Paul was merely another face in the mob of kids playing hide-and-seek and pretending to be cowboys or pirates in the bomb sites and vacant lots that dotted the neighborhood. They met more formally on the 86 bus, which carried them from the southern suburbs to the Liverpool Institute, and though George—whose hair was piled higher and pants tailored tighter than Paul ever dared— presented himself as a full-on teddy boy, he was also a serious rock ’n’ roll fan whose tastes ran to the same rhythm-and-blues obscurities Paul and John liked. Better yet, he had a guitar. And best of all, he could play the instrument with a fluidity Paul had never before seen amid his generally thick-fingered mates. George was a year behind Paul at the institute, which meant they didn’t see one another in classes. But in the schoolyard (George was a regular in Smoker’s Corner, the hidden patch of concrete behind an outbuilding where naughty boys could sneak a ciggie beyond the glare of the yard supervisors) and on the bus, they could talk the fanatic’s language of chords and solos.

Paul knew George would be a perfect addition to the Quarrymen, particularly after his own “Guitar Boogie” debacle, but since George, at fourteen, was even more baby-faced than Paul made John pause. There was no way a seventeen-year-old college student could have a kid that small in his band. Still, Paul knew what he had heard and figured John would know it, too, once he sat long enough to listen to George play. Thinking strategically, Paul concocted a seemingly spontaneous meeting on the upper deck of a bus, where Paul’s introduction led quickly to George whipping out his guitar and performing, as Paul had promised, a note-for-note rendition of Bill Justis’s cowboy-rock instrumental “Raunchy.” John was wowed, but still unconvinced. Paul was undeterred, and a few weeks later he made sure George was in the house when the Quarrymen attended a party held at the Morgue, an off-the-books club run in an abandoned mortuary by the local musician who went by the name Rory Storm.

“A terrible dump,” Colin Hanton recalls. “It was a condemned building so they ran the wires in from the light post outside. There was a tiny stage in the corner of the living room, and then this tiny guy came out with this big guitar, and someone said, ‘That’s George.’ So this little kid with this huge guitar started playing ‘Raunchy,’ and he was very good.” Maybe John picked up on how impressed his bandmates had been by young George’s performance. When Hanton bumped into Nigel Walley three days later, he heard the news—John had decided to let George into the band.

Paul had another addition in mind, too. He had suffered through the institute’s required music class with a boy named John Lowe, and though they barely spoke for most of the term, that changed one day when the instructor left the room long enough for Duff, as Lowe was known, to sit at the piano. A veteran of years of lessons, Duff had also taught himself to play boogie-woogie. When he whipped off a few bars of a Jerry Lee Lewis number, Paul’s eyes widened. They started to chat, and a few weeks later Paul invited his new friend to become the newest member of the Quarrymen. “Paul gave me a list of numbers they were doing, and the key they were doing them in. I remember ‘Boney Maroney’ was on it, probably a couple of Everly Brothers numbers. ‘That’ll Be the Day,’ ‘Twenty Flight Rock,’ ‘Mean Woman Blues.’ Probably about twelve songs, total.” Duff attended his first rehearsal at Paul’s house on a Sunday afternoon not long after, and after a few casual introductions they were off, blazing away on “That’ll Be the Day” with an anxious Jim McCartney sitting at the side of the keyboard, waving his hands to keep the volume down. Duffs played his first show with them a week or two later, when the group did a few songs in the interval between the other, bigger bands on the bill. The Quarrymen didn’t have much of a following, but when they got a shot at the Cavern club one evening that winter, the dank, little basement sprang to life.
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