PAN BOOKS John alone seemed to get it right, back in the Seventies’ bleary dawn when everyone around him was mourning the end of an era, the disintegration of a movement, the extinction of a culture, the death of a dream. ‘It’s just a rock group split up,’ he said with his usual withering bluntness. ‘It’s not important.’ And, surely, that’s what it all comes down to in the end. However talented, innovative, famous – magic, even – the Beatles were fundamentally just a rock group that split up. Oh, were they? Acknowledgements Prologue September 2001: Across the Universe Part One 1 ‘He was the one I’d waited for’ 2 ‘Quarry Men, strong before our birth’ 3 ‘If I’d just said a few more words, it might have saved her’ 4 ‘The bass drum used to roll away across the stage’ 5 The Great Freedom 6 ‘Hi, all you Cavern-dwellers. Welcome to the best of cellars’ Part Two 7 ‘What brings Mr Epstein here?’ 8 ‘Elvis’s manager calling Brian Epstein in Birkenhead’ 9 ‘Somebody had to pay for those 10,000 records Brian bought’ 10 ‘Four frenzied Little Lord Fauntleroys who are earning £5,000 a week’ 11 ‘Even the jelly babies are symbolic’ 12 ‘They’ve got everything over there. Part Three 13 ‘One more stage, one more limo, one more run for your life’ 14 ‘This is it. This is the last one ever’ 15 ‘I don’t think there was any hope for him since the day he met the Beatles’ Part Four 16 ‘We’ve got to spend two million or the taxman will get it’ 17 ‘Your finances are in a mess. Apple is in a mess’ 18 ‘The Beatles are the biggest bastards in the world’ 19 ‘Everybody saw the sunshine’ Part Five 20 ‘I just believe in me. Yoko and me’ 21 ‘The freaks was right when they said you was dead’ 22 ‘It don’t come easy’ Index First photo section, pages 1–8: John in garden, Mimi Smith, Julia – Hunter Davies. George and family – Freda Norris. Ringo as a boy, Ringo’s parents, Mary McCartney, Michael and Paul – Hunter Davies. Quarry Men – Colin Hanton. Rory Storm and The Hurricanes – Keystone Press. Rooftop cowboys – Keystone Press. Stuart Sutcliffe, Astrid Kirchherr – Sutcliffe family (photographer: Astrid Kirchherr). John and Stuart on the beach – Sutcliffe family. At the Top Ten Club in Hamburg – Jurgen Vollmer. Mathew Street – Pix Features. Cavern Club – Dick Matthews. The band in suits – Albert Marrion. Recording ‘Love Me Do’ – Rex Features (photographer: Dezo Hoffman). Second photo section, pages 9–16: wearing art student’s clothes – Rex Features (photographer: Dezo Hoffman). Beatlemania – Rex Features. With Ed Sullivan in New York – Rex Features (photographer: Suomen Kuvapalvelu). Royal Variety Show – Rex Features (photographer: Dezo Hoffman). Ringo’s wedding – Camera Press (photographer: Robert Freeman). George’s wedding – Keystone Press. Press conference – Keystone Press. John with Julian at Kenwood – Keystone Press. Allen Klein – United Press International. Linda, Paul, Yoko and John – Camera Press (photographer: Bruce McBroom). John and Yoko – Iain Macmillan. John and Yoko – John Hillelson Agency (photographer: Tannenbaum). Yoko outside Lennon’s house – Mercury Press Agency/ Rex Features. Paul and Heather Mills – Rex Features. George with Olivia; Ringo performing – Richard Young/ Rex Features. Every effort has been made to acknowledge all those whose photographs have been used in this volume, but if there have been any omissions in this respect, we apologise and will be pleased to make the appropriate acknowledgement in any future editions. We would also like to thank Northern Songs Ltd. for the three lines from the LP Abbey Road, ‘The love you take, Is equal to the love, You make’; and for the line ‘All the lonely people’ from ‘Eleanor Rigby’. More than two decades have passed since John Lennon died at the hands of a deranged former fan outside his New York apartment. Even those with no special feelings for him or the Beatles recognised the event as a milestone; a moment when craziness and murder moved into previously uncharted terrain. He was only a pop musician, for Christ’s sake, coming home late from the recording studio. What cause could possibly be advanced, or grievance assuaged, by blowing him away? Now, in the city that sheltered John but could not protect him, another such milestone has been reached. Like nothing else in the long history of human cruelty, it will be forever defined and its horrors recalled simply by numbers, like the innocent reading on a digital clock face: 9/11. Whereas Lennon’s end came near midnight on a dimly lit sidewalk, witnessed only by his wife and a handful of chance bystanders, this new kind of annihilation happens at peak commuter time on a glorious autumn morning and is viewed in its entirety on live television. Millions of people, not just in New York but across America – across the world – see those two airliners hijacked by Muslim terrorists fly straight at the twin towers of the World Trade Center. They see the dark lizard shape of each plane merge seamlessly into its chosen satin-silver column, and the blossoming of black smoke on the opposite side. They see the victims – just brokers and financial planners and secretaries, for Christ’s sake! – craning from the windows of summit floors beyond any hope of rescue. They see the plunging bodies of those who prefer to jump 80 and more storeys to their death (some in pairs, holding hands) rather than face the holocaust within. It is a real-life disaster movie beyond the worst paranoia of the Cold War years or the most lurid dreams of Hollywood. Minutes later, each tower in turn implodes in a billowy grey cascade, engulfing scores of firefighters and rescue workers, including a priest administering the last rites. The world’s greatest skyline is defiled by the hideous semblance of a nuclear mushroom cloud. Where the uttermost symbols of its power and wealth and pride stood half an hour ago, there is now only a charred, Hiroshima-like wilderness. Armageddon has not come to sunny Manhattan alone. In Washington, another hijacked airliner has ploughed into a ground-floor sector of the Pentagon, the nation’s military nerve-centre, incinerating hundreds of service and civilian staff. A fourth plane has been diverted from its kamikaze course, thanks to heroic resistance by its passengers, and has crashed in open country near Pittsburgh, killing everyone on board. It is America’s darkest day since 22 November 1963 when President John F. Kennedy was assassinated in Dallas – the very first of those modern milestones backward to Hell. And, incredibly, in an equivalent national trauma 38 years on, Americans turn to the very same voices their parents and even grandparents once did for consolation. For hope. On 20 October, a bevy of US and British rock stars give a charity concert in New York for the families of September 11’s victims, now finally tallied at close to 3,000. The roster onstage at Madison Square Garden includes Mick Jagger, Eric Clapton, Bon Jovi, Billy Joel and The Who, supported by Hollywood names like Robert de Niro, Leonardo DiCaprio, Harrison Ford and Meg Ryan, plus the city’s doughty mayor, Rudolph Giuliani, and representatives of the fire and medical services who have lost their bravest and best. But the headliner, as always and everywhere, is Paul – now Sir Paul – McCartney. Nearing 60 he may be, a widower with grown-up children and a grandchild, but there is still no other performer on earth with a presence to equal his. Wearing a firefighter’s T-shirt, he performs a new song, ‘Freedom’, written in the aftershock of the atrocity, which now becomes New York’s defiant response to the mass murderers from the sky. More poignant still is his rendition of Yesterday’, not with his traditional sad puppy-dog look but genuinely in tears for the young widows and fatherless children who now ‘long for yesterday’. As the show’s finale, performers and audience join in the most emollient and prayerful of his Beatles anthems, ‘Let It Be’. ‘And in my hour of darkness, there is still a light that shines on me . . .’ Even at a moment like this, it seems, Paul and John can’t stop competing. To mark the twenty-first anniversary of John’s death in two months’ time, TNT television had planned a tribute concert, ‘Come Together’, at Radio City Music Hall, featuring its own cast of fellow musoes and Beatles-addicted Hollywood names, with its proceeds to be donated to the apposite cause of gun-control. But with September 11, ‘Come Together’ turns into a fund-raiser – in MC Kevin Spacey’s words ‘to keep John’s memory alive and help rebuild New York’. There are reverential cover versions of Lennon tracks, in and out of the Beatles, plus those familiar film clips of him holding forth on long-ago chat shows and loping around Central Park. Dave Stewart and Nelly Furtado duet on ‘Instant Karma’. Lou Reed sings ‘Jealous Guy’. John’s widow, Yoko, and their son, Sean, harmonise with Rufus Wainwright in ‘Across the Universe’. The most touching moment is relayed live from the corner of the park that has been renamed Strawberry Fields in his memory. Cyndi Lauper performs ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’, with candles flickering on the mosaic pavement that bears his one-word epitaph, ‘Imagine’. The thoughts of Lennon are written once more on enormous billboards, but this time no one looks exasperated or sniggers behind their hand: IMAGINE ALL THE PEOPLE, LIVING LIFE IN PEACE. For weeks afterwards, the world’s media are consumed by September 11 and its political and economic fallout. America’s new President, George W. Bush, declares a ‘war on terrorism’, raging against his unseen enemy and vowing revenge like Shakespeare’s King Lear: ‘I will do such things . . . what they are yet I know not . . . but they shall be the terrors of the earth . . .’ The Saudi millionaire Osama Bin Laden and his Al Qa’eda organisation are named as the perpetrators of the atrocity and Afghanistan’s fundamentalist Taliban government is accused of giving them shelter. Supported by Britain, Russia and a string of uneasy Muslim nations, the world’s last superpower sets about bombing Afghanistan, a country scarcely emerged from feudal times. Anti-Americanism sparks riots in Israel’s Palestinian territory and Pakistan, and convulses the liberal enclaves of Europe. Across the whole ‘civilised’ West, stock markets dip, big business panics, airport departure lounges are deserted; every type of negative commercial trend, from a drop in mineral-water sales to a depletion of hotel business in the Lake District, is blamed on ‘9/11’. With Bin Laden reportedly bent on germ warfare, people grow afraid even to open their morning mail lest it contain spores of lethal anthrax. In New York, the ghastly pit of World Trade Center rubble now known as Ground Zero has not ceased smouldering yet. Against such a news agenda, there is only one non-9/11 story with the power to lead every TV news bulletin and wipe clean every front page. On 29 November, George Harrison dies in America after a long battle against cancer, aged 58. The headlines are as monumental as if some statesman on the scale of a Churchill or De Gaulle has quitted the world – as monumental, indeed, as they were after John Lennon’s death in 1980. Even the London Times splashes the story, reporting that the Queen has added her voice to the chorus of world wide grief. Po-faced British broadsheets employ the same treatment as red-top tabloids: in the Daily Telegraph, as in the Mirror and the Sun, the whole front page is a single picture – moustached George in a rare smile from the ‘Let It Be’ period and, below, simply a caption: ‘George Harrison 1943–2001’. It is not long since the thirtieth anniversary reissue of All Things Must Pass, his triumphant 1970 solo triple album, with additional tracks including a new version of its globally successful single, ‘My Sweet Lord’. The song that brought George greatest acclaim, and greatest humiliation, is now released in Britain as a ‘tribute’ single, its earnings pre-donated to charities he supported. It enters the UK Top Ten at number one. The premier spot on BBC TV’s ‘Top of the Pops’ is a 31-year-old film clip of George playing it live at the concert for Bangladesh, all white suit and earnest beard and Hallelujah and Hare Krishna. And all over the world, the same bleak little thought comes to old and young alike, in many languages, across countries and cultures with not a single other thing in common: Only two of them left. • I began researching Shout! in 1978 when the newspaper for which I then worked was shut down for a year by industrial troubles. Colleagues and friends did their best to talk me out of choosing the Beatles as subject matter. Don’t waste your time, they said. The story has been told too many times. Everyone already knows all there is to know. Despite being a Beatles fan and a writer on London’s most chic Sunday colour supplement, I had never considered them to be remotely ‘my’ subject. Fleet Street, when I arrived in the mid-Sixties, was stuffed with Beatles experts, churning out millions of words each year between them. On such an overloaded bandwagon, how could there possibly be room for me? When, in 1969, an American magazine asked me to write about Apple Corps and its troubles, I almost turned down the assignment on grounds of being under-qualified. However, I decided to brazen it out. The Beatles’ press officer, Derek Taylor, liked some pieces I’d written on non-pop subjects and so let me hang around their Apple house for several weeks that summer. I talked to John and Yoko, sat in on photo shoots with George, overheard Ringo on the telephone to Asprey’s the jewellers, even got to have breakfast with the terrifying Allen Klein. Without knowing it, I was watching the Beatles break up under my very nose. My article made the cover of Show and the Sunday Times magazines, was syndicated in various other publications abroad and also begat a short story in my 1972 collection, Wild Thing. Then, thinking that was that, I put my notes into storage and moved on to other things. In 1978, I had published three works of fiction, but never attempted a biography. I chose the Beatles for my debut on a simple basis: which non-fiction story exerted the greatest fascination over the whole human race? It came down to Jesus, Kennedy’s assassination and them. I also was tempted to set down a marker in a field where the overwhelming majority of books were shoddily produced paperbacks, retailing the same stale facts in half-literate prose. Pop fans were supposed incapable of reading ‘real’ books. Non-fans were not supposed to read books about pop. I wanted to have a shot at changing that. I started my research during Britain’s infamous ‘Winter of Discontent’, when public sector strikes paralysed the nation and the Sex Pistols were an all-too-fitting soundtrack to abandoned schools and hospital wards and piles of uncollected garbage in the streets. Amid the press hoohah over punk, there would still be an occasional rumour of the ex-Beatles putting their solo careers on hold and getting back together. Their old American promoter, Sid Bernstein, kept up his annual full-page advertisement in the New York Times, offering them more and yet more millions for a single reunion concert. But no one any longer believed it could ever happen – or would have much relevance if it did. For young pop fans in the late Seventies, life was no longer about love and peace and hedonism, but urban decay, hyperinflation and dole queues. Although the Beatles’ music was still ubiquitously played and enjoyed, their day was recognised to have gone for ever. From the outset I knew that there was little chance of interviewing the former Beatles themselves – doing so, I mean, in the forensic detail required by a biography. The handout from their respective press people had been the same since 1971: what concerned them now was their growth as individuals, not delving back into the past. In reality (as we had not yet learned to say in the late Seventies) they were all in denial. Talking about their Beatles years was almost impossible, even on the shallow level of a television chat show. The same symptoms showed in each of them, even John – the look that still did not quite comprehend; the glib, throwaway lines camouflaging the inexpressable or unthinkable. They were less like superstars than shell-shocked veterans of some terrible war. At the George V Hotel in Paris, I spent half an hour with Ringo as he drank Mumm champagne (it was his heaviest drinking period) and fulminated about British income tax. At a London press reception for Paul and Linda McCartney’s Wings group, I managed to buttonhole Paul and ask for his co-operation. He promised vaguely to ‘sit down’ with me, but his PR man later conveyed a formal refusal, ending with the words ‘Fuck off’. Letters to George’s home, record label and film company, HandMade, produced no reply. My best hope seemed to be John in New York, despite the unexplained withdrawal from public life that had followed his Rock ’n’ Roll album in 1975. There were rumours that he was terminally ill – even that, horror of horrors!, he had gone completely bald. I found out he was living at the Dakota building (a fact not then generally known) and wrote to him there, suggesting I might personally deliver a supply of his favourite Chocolate Oliver biscuits. A polite turn-down came back, signed by Frederick Seaman, ‘assistant to John and Yoko’. I therefore had no alternative but to fall back on the methods of the investigative reporter, piecing the story together like a mosaic from the myriad viewpoints of those caught up in it. I also wanted to use the faculties I had developed as a novelist in evoking the times the Beatles lived through and the social and political forces that helped create the phenomenon they became. At the outset, I made two rules for myself: firstly, never to believe anything I read in a newspaper cutting; secondly, to follow up every lead, however unpromising. I was fortunate early on in securing the help of a young man named Mark Lewisohn, then rejoicing in the title ‘Beatles Brain of Europe’. Mark’s combination of encyclopaedic knowledge and scrupulous accuracy – not to mention his humorous tough-mindedness toward his idols – would sustain me in an otherwise solitary, unnerving ordeal. I, on my side, take some small credit for discovering the future author of definitive Beatles reference books. After only a few weeks’ digging, it became clear to me that my colleagues and friends were wrong. They didn’t know everything there was to know about the Beatles. They knew almost nothing that there was to know. Over time, the story had become like some ancient Norse myth, reduced to a string of worn-smooth legends and half-truths by endless fireside telling and retelling. Yet the whole truth had been out there for anyone who wanted to find it: more unbelievable than the myth; more exciting, more charming, more hilarious, more tragic. I also realised that, fascinating though the ex-Beatles’ input to my book would have been, it was not essential. The fact was that throughout their career, from scruffy obscurity to stupefying fame, they had only the haziest idea of what was happening to them or why. From the moment Brian Epstein started to manage them, he put them inside a protective bubble that afforded security greater than any band ever enjoyed, or ever will, but also kept them largely in ignorance of what was being done in their name. They had no idea how Epstein fiddled and finessed them into the British charts with the weakest of all their A-sides, ‘Love Me Do’, nor how, later, he finessed and fiddled them into top billing on the Ed Sullivan Show, on a night that changed the course of American culture. They had no idea about the millions that were lost through botched contracts for Beatles merchandising, nor about Epstein’s tortured private life on the wilder shores of the gay world. And after Epstein’s death, somehow that obscuring, anaesthetising bubble remained unbroken. Even John, with all his angry honesty, never got near to the bottom of his Beatles past. Paul preferred – and still prefers – the glossy showbiz version of myth. Gaining access to the key background figures was no pushover either. All had been interviewed countless times already: it took the persuasiveness of a cold-calling double-glazing salesman on my part to convince them this book would be different and that I could prompt them to say anything new. I had illuminating talks with George Martin, the Beatles’ nonpareil record producer; with Bob Wooler, the Cavern Club disc jockey who gave them crucial early tips about stage presentation; with Pete Best, the drummer they brutally dumped on the threshold of their success. I drank tea with John’s aunt and childhood guardian, Mimi Smith, and Irish coffee with Michael McCartney, Paul’s younger brother. Brian Epstein’s mother, Queenie, and his brother, Clive, gave me their blessing, as did Millie Sutcliffe, mother of the gifted, tragic ‘fifth Beatle’, Stuart, and his sister, Pauline. I flew to New York to see Epstein’s former close friend Nat Weiss, and to Los Angeles to see his old lieutenant, and near-clone, Peter Brown. I travelled to Hamburg to explore the dives and strip clubs where the Beatles cut their teeth as performers, and to track down Astrid Kirchherr, whose photographs gave them their most durable as well as classiest image. I also unearthed dozens of minor players in the drama who had never been interviewed before; whose stories were still fresh and undistorted by repetition. There was Joe Flannery, the gently hilarious man who had provided Brian Epstein’s one and only happy, stable, gay relationship. There was Nicky Byrne, the dapper Chelsea wheeler-dealer who had presided over the merchandising fiasco in America, and Byrne’s former business partner Lord Peregrine Eliot, heir to the Cornish earldom of St Germans. There was ‘Lord Woodbine’, the calypso singer who had accompanied the Beatles on their first trip to Hamburg; Paddy Delaney, the guardsman-like former doorman of the Cavern Club; Tommy Moore, who briefly became the Beatles’ drummer although old enough to be their father, but then decided he preferred his former job on a forklift truck. Time and again, my research took me back to Liverpool to stay at the Adelphi Hotel, then still glorious, writing up my notes in its Titanic-sized Palm Court, going to sleep at night under blankets bearing the insignia of the old London-Midland Railway. I grew to love the city: its sumptuous Victorian architecture, its scabrous, surreal humour. Listen to almost any ‘Scouser’ on the street and you understand all about the Beatles and why they captured the planet. Nowhere else can you be told, as a term of affection, that you are ‘as useful as a one-legged man in an arse-kicking contest’. Writing a biography is impossible without obsession. And I became obsessed, talking about nothing but the Beatles, thinking about nothing but the Beatles, puzzling and worrying at night over tiny missing links in the narrative, developing one muscle in my brain to an inordinate degree while other muscles grew slack. Wasn’t it going the tiniest bit too far to list all the stallholders and amusements at Woolton church fête where Paul met John in 1957? Would anyone really care exactly how many steps led down from Mathew Street into the Cavern Club? F. Scott Fitzgerald’s comparison of writing with swimming underwater returned to me often in those days, as the Seventies staggered towards their end. Like others of my generation, I remembered how very different the last months of the previous decade had felt; how the joss-scented sunshine, with Abbey Road playing through every open window, had promised to go on and on for ever. We hated to leave the Sixties, but everyone seemed to want out of the Seventies: to forget flares and platform heels, sidewhiskers and Socialism, and stride boldly into the new high-tech Tory Utopia of the Eighties promised by Margaret Thatcher. Ironically, the cusp of the Eighties brought the strongest-ever speculation about a Beatles reunion. In Kampuchea, former Cambodia, millions of refugees were fleeing the war between the country’s Vietnamese invaders and Pol Pot’s genocidal Khmer Rouge. Over Christmas 1979, it was announced that Paul McCartney would headline a series of concerts at London’s Hammersmith Odeon cinema to aid the Red Cross and UNICEF relief effort. When George and Ringo indicated willingness to join Paul onstage, feverish excitement broke out in newsrooms across the hemispheres. But John in New York quickly stamped on any idea that he might complete the reincarnation. Even a personal plea from the United Nations’ Secretary-General, Kurt Waldheim, could not move him. ‘We [the Beatles] gave everything for 10 years,’ he said. ‘We gave ourselves. If we played now, anyway, we’d only be four rusty old men.’ A few months later, a song came on the radio that sounded vaguely like John – and was John, though you had to listen twice to recognise the voice, purged of its old alienating fury and wrapped in a relaxed early Sixties-ish, Motown-ish beat. And soon afterwards, there he was in the flesh, neither ill nor bald, revealing how he had decided to opt out of the rat race and had spent the past five years as Yoko’s ‘househusband’, caring for their new son, Sean. Despite the New Man aura, here was the old John, as dry, droll and helplessly honest as ever. Here he was describing how a sudden urge to create music again had sent him back into the studio to make Double Fantasy, an album with Yoko, celebrating their later life together; here he was being photographed with her in the nudity that had seemed grotesque 10 years earlier, but now seemed only natural and rather touching. Here he was aged 40, seemingly reborn and ‘starting over’ as the song said, celebrating the first step into middle age; the end of the Seventies; the joys of parenthood; the rediscovery of his art; and the continuing freshness and interest of a love affair which, against the whole world’s wishes, seemed to have lasted. I delivered my manuscript to my British publisher in late November 1980, with a warning that there might be more to come. With John so accessible and talkative again, I had high hopes of persuading him to see me before the book went to press. That hope disappeared with a phone call from a friend in New York in the early hours of 8 December. The scale of the grief after John’s murder was, and remains, something unique in modern times. Unlike the mourning for John F. Kennedy 17 years earlier, it was not confined largely to the victim’s own homeland. Unlike that for Diana, Princess of Wales 17 years later, it had no taint of hype or media manipulation; no sense, as in the Diana aftermath, that people were reacting in a distorted, even dysfunctional way. It was an utterly spontaneous and genuine outpouring of misery across continents by those who felt they had lost an intimate, inspirational friend. I particularly remember the broken voice of a young New Yorker during the candlelit vigil outside the Dakota: ‘I can’t believe John’s dead . . . he kept me from dying so many times . . .’ In a supreme irony that the old truant, rebel and blasphemer would have appreciated, he had become an instant twentieth-century saint. Millions of fans were now forced to accept, as they never quite had in the preceding nine years, that the Beatles’ career really was now over. The result was a re-focus on an oeuvre which had for so long been taken for granted: a new, objective appreciation of its energy and variety, its poetry and humour, its astounding seven-league leaps from aural primitive painting to Michelangelo masterpiece. And reprising one glorious Lennon-McCartney song after another proclaimed a truth that was irrefutable, however disloyal to John’s memory: that for all his brilliant idiosyncrasy – his genius even – he was never half so good again as he’d been with Paul, just as Paul was never a quarter as good without him. All this, of course, was an outcome I had never dreamed of when I began my book against such heavy discouragement two years earlier. Immediately after 8 December, my concerns were the anaesthetising ones of journalism: I had to write a 5,000-word tribute to John for the front of the Sunday Times Review section as well as advise on a rushed memorial issue of its magazine. I filed my 5,000 words in the since outmoded Fleet Street manner, dictating it into the telephone as a copytaker at the office typed it. Not until the very end did full comprehension strike me: this was the boy whose life I had lived vicariously from Menlove Avenue and Quarry Bank High School to the London Palladium, Ed Sullivan, Shea Stadium, Savile Row and Central Park West. My final half-dozen words of dictation were checked by an involuntary sob. Shout! was published in Britain in April 1981, and in the US a couple of months later. It became a best-seller in both countries and was translated into a variety of languages including Estonian. While I was in New York doing promotion, Yoko saw me talking about John on the Good Morning America programme and invited me to visit her at the Dakota building. So I did get there after all, albeit five months too late. My conversation with Yoko became an epilogue to the mass paperback edition of Shout! It included many surprising sidelights on the Lennons’ relationship, and also her observation – made sadly rather than with any bitterness or malice – that ‘John used to say no one ever hurt him the way Paul hurt him.’ When Paul read the quote in the British press, he took the unusual step of bypassing his usual PR screen and telephoning me personally at my London flat (having presumably got my number from the PR man who, some months earlier, bade me ‘Fuck off.) Unfortunately, I was out when he phoned, and he left no number for me to call him back. I never did find out what he’d wanted; whether to argue with Yoko’s assertion or, more likely, to give me an earful for repeating it. So that was that, I thought: I’d ‘done’ the Beatles and proved my point that for a biographer the most banally obvious ideas are generally the best ones. I again put my notes into storage and made plans to move on to other things. • Since 1981, I have written three other music biographies (of the Rolling Stones, Elton John and Buddy Holly), two works of fiction, an autobiography and television and stage drama as well as journalism on subjects ranging from Tony Blair’s government to the Second World War. But, try as I might, there has been no moving on from the Beatles. More than 30 years after their break-up, they dominate the headlines almost as much as in their mid-Sixties high noon. Every month or so brings some page-leading fresh twist in the story – a distant cousin of John’s now claiming to have been his closest childhood confidant, a Hamburg matron alleging long-forgotten amours with Paul or George, a Sotheby’s auction of freshly unearthed memorabilia; a lost letter, a doodled lyric, a fragment of reel-to-reel tape. Books on the Beatles, ranging from muckraking ‘revelations’ to scholarly analyses, now run into the hundreds, and go on multiplying all the time. Their old recording studios in Abbey Road, north London, is a shrine rivalling Elvis Presley’s Graceland, perennially setting some kind of record for how much mourning graffiti can be crammed onto a single wall. To feed this insatiable appetite, I myself must have written the equivalent of another couple of biographies in newspaper and magazine articles, commentaries, reviews, reconstructions and obituaries, and spoken at least a further one aloud in radio and television interviews. Like it or not, I am tagged as a Beatles ‘expert’ for good and all. I have come to dread the light that springs into people’s eyes at parties when the only alternative to clam-like rudeness on my part is to admit I’ve written a book about the Beatles. I know that from here on, I shall be allowed to talk about nothing else. They are, after Winston Churchill, the twentieth century’s greatest standard bearer for Britain. When we look back over that lowering and ugly hundred years, only two moments give rise to genuine collective national pride: the one in 1940 when we stood alone against Hitler, and the one in the barely-formed Sixties when four cheeky-faced boys from Liverpool recolonised the world in our name. At times, indeed, they seem to be all we have left as everything once valued about this country slides deeper into neglect and anarchy. Our streets may be overrun by muggers and car-jackers, our public transport a homicidal mess, our hospitals uncaring Third World slums, our schools devalued, our legal system a joke, our police force in retreat, our Royal Family in ruins. But nothing, it seems, can ever tarnish the glory that was John, Paul, George and Ringo. At the start of their career, they were mocked for choosing a name that suggested an insect. Perhaps the ultimate sign of their fame is that now in the English language, wherever spoken, a small black creepy-crawlie is, by a long way, only the second image the word ‘beetle’ calls to mind. Their longevity testifies, of course, to the residual power of the generation that grew up with them: the Chelsea-booted boys and Biba-frocked girls who would one day metamorphose into presidents, prime ministers, captains of industry, television bosses and newspaper editors. Virtually every Briton and American now in their fifties looks back to the same goldenly privileged mid-Sixties youth and cherishes the same clutch of Lennon-McCartney songs, above all, as mementoes of that gorgeous time. Forty years on, shapeless, wrinkled and balding though they may be, they still find it inconceivable that any other generation could embody the state of being young more perfectly than themselves. Hence the post-Sixties culture that compels no one to yield to Anno Domini, where even old-age pensioners can still cling to their bath-shrunk Levis and ponytails and mini-skirts. To this worldwide realm of eternal teenagerdom, there is no more instantaneous passport than a Beatles tune. Yet, immense though the nostalgia market is, it represents only a part of their global constituency. Billions adore them who had no share in their radiant heyday – who, in many cases, were not even born when they ceased to exist as a band. First-generation fans may well smile to recollect how furiously they rejected the pop idols of their own parents; how being a Beatles fan in the early days meant facing a constant barrage of adult disapproval and contempt. Back in the early Sixties, it would have been extraordinary for a young pop addict to share his or her grandparents’ fondness for some hit-maker of three decades before, like Harry Roy or Debroy Somers and the Savoy Orpheans. Yet today, grandparents and grandchildren listen to Revolver, say, or Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band with the same unreserved delight. Most potently of all, perhaps, the Beatles are the so-called ‘Swinging Sixties’ incarnate. Britain has a long tradition of spinning history into fantasy worlds – theme parks of the mind, one might call them – from the knights and damsels of Henry V and the lute-playing buccaneers of Good Queen Bess through the post-horns and stagecoaches of Dickens to the Naughty Nineties, the Roaring Twenties, the ‘blitz spirit’ of the Second World War. But none of these yearningly recollected, endessly redramatised epochs even begins to compare with what came over stuffy, staid old London between 1964 and 1969. Although every last trace vanished decades ago, millions of foreign tourists annually still come seeking it. You can see them any day of the week, in their drab blue denim crocodiles, from France, Germany, Scandinavia, Japan – everywhere – picking over the souvenir rubbish that now swamps Carnaby Street, treading the no-longer-motley pavements of Chelsea and Knightsbridge, or lurching purposelessly amid the garbage and beggars of the modern West End. Liverpool, which took so long to recognise its most priceless civic asset, now has a John Lennon International Airport and a permanent exhibition, The Beatles Story, housed in the new Albert Dock development and attracting millions of visitors, that – along with Paul McCartney’s Liverpool Institute for the Performing Arts – have set the seal on the city’s recent renaissance. Recent donations to The Beatles Story have included the orange-tinted glasses John Lennon wore when writing and first recording ‘Imagine’, now valued at £1 million. Echoing Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby, there is also a giant replica of the glasses, their lenses showing images of John’s major creative influences, the Vietnam War, the peace movement, the ‘beautiful people’ in robes and beads who are now grandparents and pensioners. Other vivid decades, like the ‘naughty’ 1890s or the ‘roaring’ 1920s seemed grotesque and embarrassing to the ones immediately following. But the Swinging Britain of the Beatles grows more modish the further it recedes into history. When Tony Blair brought the Labour Party back to power as New Labour in 1997, he was marketed as the figurehead of a youthful dynamism, creativity and light-heartedness that evoked the mid-Sixties in almost eerie detail. The jaded and broken-down nation Blair’s claque had inherited was rebranded overnight with the Sixties-speak imprimatur of ‘Cool Britannia’. As in the days of his Old Labour predecessor Harold Wilson, 10 Downing Street thronged with pop stars, painters, designers and couturiers, all eager to hob-nob with a premier more hopelessly star-struck and camera-hungry even than the shameless Harold. The concurrent ‘Britpop’ movement consisted almost wholly of bands in Beatly haircuts playing Beatly songs with Beatly harmonies and enacting shadow plays from Beatles history, one quartet even being shown skipping over a zebra crossing like on the cover of the Abbey Road album. The supposed rivalry between the two leading Britpop bands Oasis (working-class northern lads) and Blur (middle-class southern lads) was portrayed in exactly the same terms as that between the Beatles and the Rolling Stones 30-odd years earlier. Psychedelic colours, micro-skirts, long-pointed shirt collars, Union Jack designs on carrier bags . . . suddenly they were all in business again. Never had there been so virulent an outbreak of what psychologists have come to define as ‘nostalgia without memory’. It is often said that ‘if you can remember the Sixties, you can’t have been there’. But to the vast majority of the decade’s survivors whose brains were unaddled by pot or Scotch and Coke, it never felt quite so dreamily enchanted as it is portrayed in retrospect. The age of so-called love and peace saw the world almost as rife as today with natural disaster and human cruelty. As well as free rock festivals, kipper ties, fun furs and white lipstick, it brought the Vietnam War, the Arab-Israeli Six-Day War, the assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King, cataclysmic race riots across America, famine in Bihar and genocide in Biafra. Even as Britain ‘swung’ with such apparent careless joy, it had to deal with horrors and tragedies like the Aberfan disaster, the Moors murder trial (to this day still unmatched for depraved child-cruelty) and the opening shots of Northern Ireland’s later bloodbath. Being a Sixties teenager had sunburst moments, certainly, but also involved long stretches of workaday dullness, unrelieved by modern diversions like mobile phones, text messaging, personal stereos, video games or the Internet. If we are honest, we must accept the extent to which the heady new freedoms of youth in the Sixties paved the way for the frightening ungovernable world we see about us today. From the happy high of pot and pills and the cosy hallucinations of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band grew the drug menace that now saturates the most respectable, most rural British communities, turns once bright and happy children into black-and-blue-punctured suicides, litters public thoroughfares and parks with the same foul stew of broken ampoules and needles. From the sexual freedom granted to Sixties boys and girls by the contraceptive pill came the long breakdown in the age-old, civilising influence of the family: the freedom of Sixties children’s children in their turn to thieve and vandalise without the slightest fear of parental retribution. From the great discovery of Sixties youth through the example of the Beatles – that, with a bit of cheek, you could get away with anything – evolved the whole ghastly panoply of modern contempt for convention and self-restraint that encompasses urban terrorism at one extreme and supermarket ‘trolley-rage’ at the other. Just as John Lennon realised he could get away with cheeking his blue-blooded audience at the 1963 Royal Command performance, so the IRA realised they could get away with blowing up innocent women and children; so successive governments realised they could get away with allowing the national infrastructure to fall into decay; so the police found they could get away with abandoning whole communities; so hospitals found they could get away with ceasing to accord patients basic human dignity; so the legions of murderers, child-molesters and muggers and celebrity-stalkers found they could become ever more arrogantly audacious in their predating; so egotism, viciousness and disregard for others grew to the point where Bin Laden and his fanatics found they could get away with the vileness of September 11 2001. If you seek to pinpoint the exact place in the twentieth century where civilisation ceased moving steadily forward and began taking quantum leaps backward, there can be no other culprit but the Sixties. Yet, at the same time, one cannot gainsay the decade’s many positive, if illusory and short-lived, qualities – its vigour and optimism; its belief that idealism could move the grimmest, rockiest old mountains; its abounding creativity; its ready assimilation of the wildest originality and eccentricity; its childlike sense of discovering the whole world anew. Such are the echoes that Sixties nostalgics, with or without memory, seek most avidly and find most abundantly in the music of the Beatles. Weary though I may be of discussing the subject, heart-sick as I am at the prospect of writing anything further about it (including this prologue), I cannot pretend that my interest has waned over two decades. For this is the greatest show business story ever told; one whose fascination only deepens as our collective obsession with the joys and horrors of celebrity grows. As a moral tale, it is both utterly emblematic (be careful what you wish for, lest your wish come true) and utterly unique. If it were presented as fiction, with its web of extraordinary accidents, conjunctions and coincidences, no one would believe it. A modern Dickens or Tolstoy would be needed to create such a cast of characters, such a cavalcade of mould-shattering events, such a shading of comedy into tragedy, such a sweeping panorama of social evolution and transformation – though not even Dickens or Tolstoy had the nerve to make any of their heroes actually change the world. From the moment the Beatles realised they need not fear being overtaken by Dave Clark and the ‘Tottenham Sound’, there has been no dispute about their being the greatest pop act of all time. No matter how pop’s sound and look may develop, or regress, they remain the ideal, the exemplar, the summit to which all performers aspire, whether male or female, singular or plural; their name the ultimate turn-on in the language of promotion, huckstering and hype. There is not a single hopefully seminal attraction of the past three decades, from Seventies glam- and snob-rockers, through punk, disco and new romantics, to today’s zombie-strutting boy- and girl- and boy-girl ‘bands’, whose keepers have not staked their claim to greatness by announcing they have sold more singles or more albums than the Beatles, played to larger combined audiences than the Beatles, had more consecutive hits than the Beatles, stormed the charts more quickly than the Beatles, been mobbed at airports more hysterically than the Beatles, generated more obsessive media coverage than the Beatles. Perhaps the only group to have approached the worldwide stir they created were the Spice Girls in the middle and late Nineties. The highest accolade Ginger, Scary, Posh and Sporty received, or desired, was to be called ‘female Beatles’. The truth is that in purely statistical terms, many later performers can legitimately make one or other of these claims. The Beatles, after all, rose to fame in a music industry as different from the modern one as the Stone Age from Star Wars. Plenty of other acts have shifted more product, counted more heads on their tours and, certainly, earned more money than the Beatles did. Plenty have mimicked their milestone moments – like U2’s simulation of their Apple rooftop concert. But none has ever been or could ever hope to be so much loved. Love was what took them to their unbeatable heights but also destroyed them; the terrible, mindless love which ultimately enwrapped them squeezed the vitality from them, like a giant boa-constrictor. That is the power, above all, that endures in those recordings from long-ago Abbey Road in long-ago London. Play any Beatles song (except maybe ‘Revolution No. 9’) to any group of toddlers in any country and of whatever culture. They will instantly love it. Posterity thus far has produced only one equivalent object of mass adoration and fascination. From the early Eighties to the late Nineties, the beautiful, brave, batty Diana, Princess of Wales rivalled the Beatles – at times even threatened to overtake them – as the world’s favourite icon; no longer pop stars as royalty but royalty as a pop star. In 1995, the reunion that millions had longed for since 1971 actually did happen. Their long-dormant Apple company announced plans to release the definitive film record of their career which their former roadie, Neil Aspinall, had been compiling for more than a quarter of a century, plus a collective text-autobiography. Paul, George and Ringo reconvened at Abbey Road under their old producer, now Sir George Martin, to provide instrumental and vocal back-up to some Lennon vocal tracks unearthed by Yoko among his archives at the Dakota. But, although the headlines befitted a second Second Coming, they did not shout quite as loudly nor last quite as long as they might normally have done. For this happened also to be the moment when Diana chose to give a television interview, exposing the sham of her supposed ‘fairytale’ marriage to Britain’s future king. A changed world, indeed, when the Fab Four played second fiddle to a Royal broadcast! Now Dianamania flickers fitfully on and off like faulty neon while Beatlemania blazes stronger than ever. In 2001 an album was released entitled simply 1, a collection of 27 number one Beatles singles from three decades earlier. It topped the album charts in Britain and America and around the world, selling twice as many copies as their ‘concept’ masterpiece Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, and making them Billboard magazine’s best-selling act of the year above contemporary giants like Britney Spears and J-Lo. A year later came perhaps the ultimate instance of nostalgia with and without memory as well as delicious full-circle irony. The Queen’s Golden Jubilee celebrations reached their climax with a marathon pop concert in the seldom-seen rear grounds – actually, front garden – of Buckingham Palace, featuring every major British pop act of the past half-century from Shirley Bassey to Atomic Kitten. Its twofold purpose was to celebrate Britain’s most consistently successful export over 50 years and demonstrate how switched-on and accessible the monarchy had become after its near-fatal bout with ‘the People’s Princess’. For the almost one-million-strong crowd that seethed down the Mall like some weird, blue-lit cornfield, there was no contest as to the top of the night’s bill. One could almost see them on the giant TV monitors like black and white ghosts, swaggering in to collect their MBE medals in 1965 and, afterwards, boasting of puffing joints in a Palace washroom. It was bizarre to remember what national outrage greeted the award of even so modest an honour to grubby hit-paraders. Tonight, the stage thronged with pop musical knights, all of whom had received their dubbing without the smallest public controversy – Sir Cliff Richard, Sir Elton John and, of course, Sir George Martin, the man who made Beatles music possible, today as beloved a national institution as a great statesman or philanthropist. The whole night belonged to the old Fab Four as surely as it did to the new Fab Windsors. Here were Joe Cocker and his glorious old throat-ripping cover version of ‘With a Little Help from My Friends’ from Sgt. Pepper. Here was Eric Clapton, paying tribute to his friend George Harrison with ‘While My Guitar Gently Weeps’ from the White Album. And here, to close the show, was Sir Paul again, at yet another uncharted high-watermark of fame and national prestige. Here was the billionaire megastar, showing what a simple working musician he is at heart as he provided back-up piano and vocals for Clapton in the Harrison number. Here he was, leading a million born-again royalists in a mass version of ‘Hey Jude’ whose ‘La-la-la-lalala-la’ chorus rolled through the floodlit human seas, both with and without memory, as familiarly as their own heartbeat. John Lennon was there too, in spirit, albeit more than likely turning a bit in his grave. The concert’s closing number – indeed, the backing track for the whole Jubilee – was ‘All You Need Is Love’, a song even more achingly true of today’s world than that of 1967. But now John’s countercultural mantra had become an anthem of loyalty to tradition and the status quo, ‘God Save the Queen’ in all but name: an alternative ‘Rule Britannia’. • The original Shout! ended in 1970, a year before the Beatles’ official breakup. There are thus more than three decades to be covered of their respective post-Beatles lives, a story fully as bizarre, if not as light-hearted, as their collective one. Also, since 1981 I have collected much new information about their life together, from both original and new sources and from researching subsequent books, particularly my biography of the Rolling Stones. Hence this revised edition in the fortieth year since Beatlemania descended on Britain. How different a book would I write if I were starting out now? Some critics felt I gave too much credence to an explanation for Brian Epstein’s death never previously raised: that he was artfully murdered by a contract killer in reprisal for the vast sums lost in America through his botched deals on Beatles merchandise. It was a line I could hardly ignore, faced as I was with a source who claimed not only to have heard a murder threat made against Epstein but also to have been informed by phone after the contract had been carried out. Significantly, none of the ex-Beatles ever regarded the theory as too far-fetched. Nor did Epstein’s own family, though in their case it may have been preferable to subsequent unsubstantiated claims that he died as a result of a sex-game that went wrong. With hindsight, I think it more likely his death was ‘by misadventure’, as the coroner recorded. I must also admit to having suppressed one crucial fact. After Epstein’s death, two suicide notes were found shut away in his desk drawer at Chapel Street. They had apparently both been written some little time previously, either for attempts on his own life that he never carried through or as a way of getting attention from his long-suffering associates. Both his brother Clive and his mother Queenie begged me not to mention these notes. At one point I had both of them on the phone at once saying, ‘Please, Philip . . . please.’ They were nice, decent people whom I had no wish to hurt. So I agreed. Others felt that my judgements of Paul McCartney were too harsh, perhaps even motivated by personal dislike. In the Beatles subculture, one inevitably finds oneself tagged either as a ‘John’ person or a ‘Paul’ person. I cannot pretend to be other than the former. Just the same, it was wrong of me – though it won me my initial access to Yoko – to say, as I did on an American TV news programme, that ‘John was three-quarters of the Beatles’. I would not question McCartney’s huge talent nor deny that, like all of them, he was far nicer than he ever needed to be. But someone so desperately anxious to be liked can never be quite likeable. Any writer would hope to have improved over a span of more than 20 years. Looking back from here at the original Shout!, I see all too many examples of clumsiness and imprecision; indeed, my first instinct was to rewrite the whole book. But its various imperfections do not seem to have stopped people from enjoying it. Apart from updating and correcting, therefore, I’ve limited myself to toning down the more garish purple passages and sharpening what was too fuzzy before. I was also criticised for dwelling too little on the Beatles’ music and that, too, I have tried to rectify. For all its faults, I do not think any other Beatles book has overtaken it. Peter Brown’s The Love You Make (1983) was marketed as the sensational revelations of a Beatles ‘insider’, yet proved curiously uninformative in a large number of areas. The late Albert Goldman’s The Lives of John Lennon was a jumble of the ordurous untruths and crass misunderstandings peculiar to that author, often contradicting itself ludicrously from one page to the next. Paul McCartney’s ghosted autobiography, Many Years From Now, contained too many glossings-over of history and too much naked competitiveness with John’s ghost to be rated much higher than an inflated piece of vanity publishing. The three ex-Beatles’ collective ‘autobiography’ – in fact just unedited transcripts of their interviews for the Anthology TV documentary – featured much fascinating reminiscence, especially from George, but was grossly slanted and selective (every first-generation Beatle wife, for instance, being airbrushed out of the picture in a manner that would have gratified the late Josef Stalin). I should add hastily that Shout! is an impressionistic portrait, not a textbook. For an impeccably accurate day-by-day record of the band, Mark Lewisohn’s The Complete Beatles Chronicle is unsurpassed and unsurpassable. It is said that even the most fortunate journalist meets only one truly smashing story in his or her career. The main thing I have learned about biography writing is that it is even more a matter of pure luck. Lucky me to have lit on what the Beatles’ irreplaceable publicist, Derek Taylor, rightly called ‘the twentieth century’s greatest romance’. John Lennon was born on 9 October 1940, during a brief respite in Nazi Germany’s bombing of Liverpool. All summer, after tea, people would switch on their wireless sets at low volume, listening, not to the muted dance music but to the sky outside their open back doors. When the music cut off, before the first siren went, you knew that the bombers were returning. Liverpool paid a heavy price for its Naval shipyards, and for the miles of docks where convoys stood making ready to brave the North Atlantic. The city was Britain’s last loophole for overseas food supplies. Night after night, with geometric accuracy, explosions tore along the seaming of wharves and warehouses and black castle walls, and over the tramlines into streets of friendly red back-to-back houses, of pubs and missions and corner dairies with cowsheds behind. During the worst week, so many ships lay sunk along the Mersey, there was not a single berth free for incoming cargo. But in Lime Street, the Empire theatre carried on performances as usual. Sometimes the whole audience would crowd out into the foyer and look across the black acropolis of St George’s Hall, to a sky flashing white, then dark again as more bombs pummelled the port and the river. Mimi Stanley had always worried about her younger sister, Julia. She worried about her especially tonight with more Luftwaffe raids expected and Julia in labour in the Oxford Street maternity home. When news of the baby came by telephone, Mimi set out on foot from the Stanley house in Newcastle Road. ‘I ran two miles. I couldn’t stop thinking, “It’s a boy, it’s a boy. He’s the one I’ve waited for.” ’ She held John in her arms 20 minutes after he was born. His second name, Julia said – in honour of Britain’s inspirational Prime Minister, Winston Churchill – would be Winston. Just then a landmine fell directly outside the hospital. ‘But my sister stayed in bed,’ Mimi said, ‘and they put the baby under the bed. They wanted me to go into the basement but I wouldn’t. I ran all the way back to Newcastle Road to tell Father the news. “Get under shelter,” the wardens were shouting. “Oh be quiet,” I told them. Father was there, and I said, “It’s a boy and he’s beautiful, he’s the best one of all.” Father looked up and said: “Oh heck, he would be.” ’ Mimi’s and Julia’s father was an official with the Glasgow and Liverpool Salvage Company. He was aboard the salvage tug which tried to raise the submarine Thetis from her deathbed in Liverpool Bay. He had five daughters and brought them up strictly, though he was often away from home salvaging ships. ‘We loved Father,’ Mimi said, ‘but we liked it when he went away to sea and we girls could kick over the traces a bit. If ever there was a boy I had my eye on, I used to pray at night, “Please God, let no one be hurt but let there be a wreck.” ’ Mimi was slender, brisk and dark, with fine cheekbones like a Cherokee. Julia was slim, auburn-haired, more conventionally pretty. Both loved laughter, but Mimi insisted there should be sense in it. ‘Oh, Julia,’ she would endlessly plead, ‘be serious.’ Julia could never be serious about anything. Her marriage to Freddy Lennon in 1938 had been the least serious act of her life. She met Freddy one day in Sefton Park, and commented on the silly hat he wore. To please her, Freddy sent it skimming into the lake. She started bringing him home, to her whole family’s great dismay. He was only a ship’s waiter, erratically employed: he preferred, in the nautical term for malingering, to ‘swallow the anchor’. Julia married him on an impulse at Mount Pleasant Register Office, putting down her occupation as ‘cinema usherette’ because she knew how it would annoy her father. ‘I’ll never forget that day,’ Mimi said. ‘Julia came home, threw a piece of paper on the table and said, “There, that’s it. I’ve married him.” ’ When war broke out in 1939, Freddy was aboard a passenger liner berthed in New York. The next Julia heard, he had been locked away with the internees on Ellis Island. Later still, he turned up in north Africa. He returned home briefly in 1940 and 1942, then disappeared, it seemed, for good. The shipping line felt obliged to terminate the wages they had been paying direct to Julia. All her four sisters took a hand in caring for the new baby. But one sister cared specially – the one who, having no babies of her own, ran through the air raid to hold him. From the moment John could talk, he would say, ‘Where’s Mimi? Where’s Mimi’s house?’ ‘Julia had met someone else, with whom she had a chance of happiness,’ Mimi said. ‘And no man wants another man’s child. That’s when I said I wanted to bring John to Menlove Avenue to live with George and me. I wouldn’t even let him risk being hurt or feeling he was in the way. I made up my mind that I’d be the one to give him what every child has the right to – a safe and happy home life.’ The fires ceased falling on Liverpool. The city, though cratered like a Roman ruin, returned to its old majestically confident commercial life. St George’s Hall, badly scarred, still stood within its columns, between equestrian statues of Victoria and Albert. Along the docks, the overhead railway remained intact, passing above the funnels and warehouses and branching masts, the horse-drawn wagons and clanking, shuffling ‘Green Goddess’ Liverpool trams. Business resumed in the streets lined by statues and colonnades and Moorish arches and huge public clocks. At the Pier Head, that broad river front, congregations of trams drew up between the Mersey and its three grey waterside temples; to the Cunard Company, the Docks and Harbour Board and the Royal Liver Insurance Company. The ‘Liver building’ was still there, its twin belfries soaring higher than the seagulls and crowned with the skittish stone silhouettes of the ‘Liver birds’. Liverpool was still business and banking and insurance, and ships. From the southern headland, under rings of tall cranes, came the rhythmic clout of Cammell Laird’s yard where they built the Alabama, the Mauretania, the Ark Royal, the Thetis. Across from Birkenhead, brisk river ferries crossed the path of ocean liners, warships, merchantmen and the smaller fry of what was still Europe’s busiest shipping pool. Ever and again, from a slipway on the broad river bend, some fresh ungarnished hull would slide backward, and ride there, free of drag-chains, while tug whoops mingled with cheers from the bank. Liverpool was docks and ships and as such indistinguishable in Britain’s northern industrial fogs but for one additional, intermittent product. Liverpool was where music-hall comedians, like Tommy Handley, Arthur Askey and Robb Wilton, came from. Some elixir in a population mixed from Welsh and Irish, and also Lascar and Chinese, and uttered in the strange glottal dialect that simultaneously seems to raise derisive eyebrows, had always possessed the power to make the rest of the country laugh. Liverpool ‘comics’ were always preferred by the London theatrical agents. But there was a proviso. It was better for them to lose their Liverpool accents, and omit all references to the city of their origin. No one in London cared about a place so far to the north-west, so grey and sooty and old-fashioned and, above all, so utterly without glamour as Liverpool. • Woolton, where John grew up, is a suburb six miles to the south-east, but further in spirit, from the Liverpool of docks and Chinatown and pub signs pasted round every street corner. From Lime Street, you drive uphill, past the grand old Adelphi Hotel, past the smaller backstreet hotels with no pretence at grandeur, past the Baptist temples and Irish meeting halls, and grassed-over bomb sites, turned into eternal temporary car parks, lapping against some isolated little waterworks or church. Eventually you come to a traffic roundabout known by the name of its smallest tributary, Penny Lane. Woolton lies beyond, in wide dual carriageways with grass verges, and mock Tudor villas whose gardens adjoin parks, country clubs and golf courses. Woolton, in fact, is such a respectable, desirable and featureless suburb as grows up close to any British industrial city. Until 1963, it had only one claim on history. A lord of the same name was Britain’s wartime Minister of Food and inventor of the ‘Woolton Pie’, which boasted total, if unappetising, nourishment for only one old shilling a portion. The country village which Woolton used to be is still distinguishable in narrow lanes winding up to its red sandstone Parish Church, St Peter’s. In 1945, it was still more village-like. It even had its own small dairy farm, to which people would go for fresh milk ladled straight from the churn. The farm and dairy belonged to George Smith, the quiet kind-hearted man whom high-spirited Mimi Stanley had married. George and Mimi lived at ‘Mendips’, a semi-detached house in Menlove Avenue, round the corner from the dairy, almost opposite Allerton golf course. Built in 1933, it was a semi-detached villa designed for the aspirational lower middle class, with mock Tudor half-timbering, windows inset with Art Nouveau stained glass and the tiny living-room beside the kitchen grandly described as a ‘morning room’. In the years before Mimi and George brought their little nephew, John Lennon, to live here, the house had even had live-in domestics. The untold million future acolytes of the self-styled ‘working-class hero’ never dreamed he actually grew up in a house with a morning room, Spode and Royal Worcester plates displayed on ledges around its quasi-baronial front hall, and servants’ bells in its kitchen. Julia had settled only a short bus journey away, at Spring Wood. Her man friend, John Dykins, was a waiter in a Liverpool hotel, with children of his own. Every afternoon, she came across to her sister’s to see John. He called her ‘Mummy’; his aunt he called plain ‘Mimi’. ‘John said to me once when he was little, “Why don’t I call you Mummy?” I said, “Well – you couldn’t very well have two Mummies, could you?” He accepted that.’
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PART ONE
WISHING
1
‘He was the one I’d waited for’