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PROLOGUE

All Our Yesterdays

On 4 December 1965, the Beatles appeared at Newcastle-on-Tyne’s City Hall during what would be their last-ever British tour. I was a 22-year-old reporter in the Newcastle office of the Northern Echo, a daily paper circulating throughout the north-east. Orders from my newsdesk were ‘Go along and try to get a word with them.’

I set out on the assignment with zero hope. The Beatles had already been the biggest story in pop music – and, increasingly, beyond it – for more than two years. From my lowly, limited vantage-point, what new insight could I hope to add? As for getting ‘a word’ with them, this tour came in the wake of their Rubber Soul album, their second smash-hit film Help!, their historic performance to 55,000 people at New York’s Shea Stadium and their investiture as MBEs by the Queen. I’d be competing not only with Tyneside’s own heavyweight media but also the national newspapers and broadcasters who had offices there. Even if I did manage to get close to them, why would they waste a second on some nobody from the Northern Echo?

Like almost every young male in the Western Hemisphere, my daily fantasy was to swap lives with a Beatle. And there was no question as to which one. Paul, a year my senior, was the most obviously good-looking; John for all his magnetism could never be called that while George had good bone-structure but unsightly teeth and Ringo was . . . Ringo. If the adolescent female frenzies that engulfed them had any rational focus, it was the left-handed

bass guitarist whose delicate face and doe-like eyes were saved from girliness by the five o’clock shadow dusting his jawline.

Paul wore his Beatle gear with greatest elegance: the high polo necks and long-collared, button-down shirts, the corduroy once confined to farm labourers, the black leather jackets still uncomfortably reminiscent of Nazi storm troopers, the elastic-sided boots last seen on Edwardian men-about-town. He also seemed the one most enjoying the band’s (presumably) mounting riches; I remember with what inexpressible envy I read this gossip snippet in the New Musical Express: ‘On order for Beatle Paul McCartney – Aston Martin DB5.’

He’d become known as their PR man, before we quite understood what PR men were, with his charm, good humour, impeccable manners and air of what could only be called refinement. There was always something aspirational about him, as in his dating of a classy young actress, Jane Asher; at the same time, none of the others seemed happier amid the mindless, balcony-buckling, seat-wetting mayhem of their live shows. A friend who saw them at Portsmouth Guildhall told me how, in the crazed opening moments, someone threw a teddy bear onto the stage. Paul picked it up, sat it on the neck of his bass guitar and kept it there throughout their performance.

So now here I was on a slushy December night in Newcastle, waiting outside the City Hall’s rear entrance with a knot of reporters including my friend David Watts from the Northern Echo’s evening stablemate, the Northern Despatch. Forty-five minutes before showtime, a black Austin Princess limousine, which had driven from Glasgow through heavy snow, drew up and from it emerged the four most famous haircuts on earth. The only one to acknowledge us was John, who shouted a sarcastic greeting. Despite the cold, he wore no topcoat, only jeans and a white T-shirt, the first I ever saw with something printed across the front. I couldn’t make out what it said, but I got the impression that was sarcastic also.

In those innocent days, the only security was a single elderly

stage-door keeper. Dave and I between us easily talked our way past him and a few minutes later found ourselves in the corridor outside the Beatles’ – totally unguarded – dressing-room. Some other media people had also got this far, but no one dared knock on the closed door, let alone barge in. As we loitered there indecisively, a rising crescendo of shrieks and stamping feet from the adjacent concert hall warned that potential interview time was running out.

Then suddenly Paul came along the passage wearing a black polo neck, just like on the With the Beatles album cover, and unwrapping a stick of Juicy Fruit gum. As he opened the door, Dave said ‘I know that face’ and, as he paused with a grin, I managed to ask, ‘Can we come in and talk to you?’

‘Sure,’ he replied in the Liverpudlian voice that was so conspicuously higher and softer than the others. So, scarcely believing our luck, we followed him.

It wasn’t a dressing-room, in fact, but a spacious lounge with green leather sofas and armchairs and a wall of French windows looking on to nothing. The Beatles had just finished a meal of steak and chips and trifle and the plates were being cleared by a squad of brisk Geordie waitresses in black dresses and white aprons. There were no other females present, nor any visible trace of alcohol or drugs. The only entertainment provided was a TV set showing an episode of The Avengers, its only audience George’s pale, unsmiling face.

I started talking to Ringo, who was sitting in one of the green leather chairs, then John perched on an arm and joined in. Both now also wore their stage uniform of black polo necks and were astonishingly friendly and easy: I felt I had every bit as much right to be there as the Melody Maker big shot who’d come up specially from London. (John’s patience seems especially remarkable now that I know what pressures he was under at the time.) George never looked up from The Avengers and Paul moved around restlessly, chewing Juicy Fruit and looking for one of the Moody Blues who were also appearing that night. ‘Anyone seen the Moodies?’ he

kept asking. I recall staring at his jeans and wondering if they were the everyday kind they seemed, or custom-made with specially reinforced seams and rivets to prevent them being torn to shreds by frantic hands.

On a nearby sofa lay the Hofner ‘violin’ bass whose long-necked Stradivarius silhouette had become his particular trademark. I’d once played guitar myself, in a no-hope band on the Isle of Wight, and to show my kinship with the Beatles I asked him if the bass was heavy to wear onstage. ‘No, it’s light,’ he said. ‘Here . . . try it.’ With that, he picked it up and tossed it over to me. I’m a hopeless catcher, but I somehow managed to grab its fretboard and shoulder-strap together. For a few moments I found myself fingering the same frets Paul McCartney did, and thumbing the same steel-wound strings. I asked whether violin-shaped basses were more expensive than regular ones. ‘Only 52 guineas [£54.60],’ he said. ‘I’m a skinflint, you see.’

The three were just as nice when I found a blank page in my notebook and requested an autograph for my young sister. ‘You’re her favourite,’ I blurted, as Paul added his surprisingly grown-up signature. ‘I’ll be all right then, won’t I,’ he murmured, ‘if I’m her favourite.’ It was the gentlest possible put-down.

Like all their interviewers, I felt I got on better with them than anyone ever had before. ‘Is it OK if I stick around for a bit?’ I asked Paul, then looked at John. ‘Sure,’ they both nodded. Just then, a hollow-cheeked man in a yellow shirt with leg o’ mutton sleeves entered the room and noticed me. This was their roadie, Neil Aspinall, one of whose main functions on the road was saying to journalists what the lovely, cuddly Fab Four couldn’t possibly say themselves. More than likely he’d received one of their secret signals that a visitor was becoming tiresome.

‘You,’ he said with a jerk of his thumb. ‘Out!’

‘But . . . they just told me I could stay,’ I protested.

‘Well, I’m telling you you’ve got to go,’ he snapped, then glanced down at a newspaper, forgetting my existence.

As I made my ignominious exit, I consoled myself that at least

I had a Beatles angle none of my rivals did: how Paul McCartney threw me his violin bass and told me he was a skinflint.



For the rest of the Sixties, and the century, our paths were never to cross again. At the London Sunday Times, where I went on to work, all Beatles coverage was jealously guarded by older colleagues. So I wrote not a line about the flowering of Lennon and McCartney’s songwriting after they stopped touring in 1966, which brought their album masterpiece, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, and superlative ‘Paul’ songs like ‘Penny Lane’, ‘Eleanor Rigby’ and ‘She’s Leaving Home’. It was for others – so many others – to chronicle the two eventful years after Brian Epstein’s death, with Paul seemingly running the band, that saw their journey to a Himalayan ashram, their Yellow Submarine cartoon film, their White Album, their Magical Mystery Tour and their launch of a business called Apple, which had nothing whatever to do with computers.

All that time, I remained just another of the countless young males for whom Paul McCartney’s life seemed like paradise, and whose girlfriends mortifyingly melted at any sight of him (especially the ‘Fool on the Hill’ film sequence with those melting brown eyes in extreme close-up). There were already fears that the Beatles mightn’t last for ever; an awareness that their life together maybe hadn’t brought the supreme happiness we all presumed and that strange discontents and doubts were starting to gnaw at them. But one, at least, seemed to stand for continuity. George might have found Indian religion and lost his sense of humour; John might have dumped his pleasant wife for a Japanese performance artist and be off with her on all kinds of weird tangents. But Paul stuck with lovely Jane Asher, still maintained a flawless Beatle cut, wore the latest Carnaby suits, attended West End first nights, signed autographs and kept smiling.

Then, as the Sixties ran out, even his sense of public duty seemed to weaken. He parted from Asher, who had seemed so perfect for him in every way, and took up with an unknown American photographer named Linda Eastman. On their sudden wedding day in

1969, millions of heartbroken young women weren’t the only ones to feel let down. Dry-eyed young men like me, who’d lived his life vicariously since 1963, also wondered what on earth he could be thinking of.

That same year, I was finally commissioned to write a Beatles story in a national publication, though not yet a British one. America’s Show magazine asked me to investigate their Apple organisation, the fortunes it was devouring and the resultant blizzard of rumour about their imminent break-up. I approached their press officer, Derek Taylor, expecting the fact I’d published nothing about them, save long ago in the Northern Echo, to count against me. However, Taylor liked some Sunday Times pieces I’d written on other subjects, notably the strong man Charles Atlas, and agreed to give me accreditation. For several weeks that summer, I was allowed to hang around Apple’s London headquarters, 3 Savile Row, the Georgian townhouse which seemed the ultimate expression of Paul’s good taste.

By that point, his taste was all that remained of him there. John and Yoko were in almost every day, running their peace campaign from the front ground-floor office; George and Ringo both dropped by frequently. But there was no sign of Paul. Disgusted by John’s appointment of Allen Klein as the Beatles’ manager, he’d left London with Linda, to go to ground on his Scottish farm and record his first solo album. Though I didn’t realise it at the time, I had a ringside seat at the Beatles’ break-up.

A few months into the bleak, hung-over morning-after we were learning to call ‘the Seventies’, I received a phone call from Tony Brainsby, a freelance publicist known for his bumptiousness and shock of bright red hair. Brainsby now represented the solo Paul McCartney who was putting together a new band, to be named Wings, and asked if I would care to interview him about it for the Sunday Times? I answered no without a qualm. Then, and for years to come, the Beatles were considered immeasurably greater than any individual member. The only story of interest was when they’d get back together.


For the Sunday Times Magazine I went on to interview many major names in rock, country and blues – Mick Jagger, Bob Dylan, Eric Clapton, the Beach Boys, David Bowie, Bob Marley, Elton John, James Brown, Stevie Wonder, Johnny Cash, Rod Stewart, B.B. King, the Everly Brothers, Diana Ross, Little Richard, Fats Domino, Fleetwood Mac, Aretha Franklin, Bill Haley – but was never offered another talk with Paul, and never sought one. I shared the media’s feeling of offence that he should have started another band – adding insult to injury by putting Linda in it in place of John – and resolution to give it no encouragement. As the (daily) Times’s first-ever rock critic, I had ample opportunities to talk to him at press launches for the early Wings albums, yet somehow never did. In 1973, I had to concede his triumph with Band on the Run, even if some of the rhymes (‘And the county judge/ held a grudge . . .’) seemed a comedown for the creator of ‘Penny Lane’.

Otherwise I echoed the view that Paul McCartney had turned into a self-satisfied lightweight and mourned the loss of his Beatle magic, and his increasing attacks of sentimentality and whimsy. Soon after the release of ‘Mull of Kintyre’, I wrote a satirical poem about him in the Sunday Times Magazine whose last verse now looks horrifically tasteless:


Oh, deified scouse with unmusical spouse

For the cliches and cloy you unload

To an anodyne tune may they bury you soon

In the middlemost midst of the road.



Has anyone ever more thoroughly burned his bridges?



In 1979, an industrial dispute closed down the Sunday Times for a year, which I decided to spend writing a biography of the Beatles. Colleagues and friends urged me not to waste my time; by then, the words written and spoken about them must have run into the billions; everything there was to know must already be known.

I approached the ex-Beatles for interviews, but got the same

response from all four via their respective PRs: they were more interested in their solo careers than raking up the past. In fact – as we hadn’t yet learned to say – they were still in denial of what had happened to them in the Sixties, an experience finally monstrous more than miraculous. The turn-down from Paul via Tony Brainsby may also have been influenced by that recent verse in the Sunday Times. My conversations with Brainsby grew increasingly tense until one day he shouted ‘Philip . . . fuck off!’ and banged down the phone.

I delivered my book, Shout!, to the publishers in late November 1980, just two weeks before John was murdered in New York. After five years out of the music business, he’d just released a new album, Double Fantasy, and was doing extensive promotional interviews. I’d kept Shout! open-ended in case he’d agree to talk to me for a postscript.

I did get inside his apartment at the Dakota Building – but not in the way I’d hoped. When the book came out in America the following spring, I went to New York to appear on the Good Morning America television show. During the interview, I said that in my view John hadn’t been one quarter but three-quarters of the Beatles. Yoko saw the broadcast and phoned me at the ABC studio to tell me that what I’d said was ‘very nice’. ‘Maybe you’d like to come over and see where we were living,’ she added.

That afternoon, I found myself at the Dakota, being shown round the huge white seventh-floor apartment where John had raised their son, Sean, while Yoko tended to their finances. Later in her ground-floor office, seated in a chair modelled on an Egyptian pharaoh’s throne, she talked at length about his phobias and insecurities and the bitterness he’d felt towards his old bandmates, especially his other half in pop’s greatest songwriting partnership. As often happens with the recently bereaved, some of the partner she’d lost seemed to have gone into her; listening to Yoko, I often felt I was hearing John. And any mention of Paul brought a wintry bleakness to her face. ‘John always used to say,’ she told me at one point, ‘that no one ever hurt him the way Paul hurt him.’


The words suggested a far deeper emotional attachment between the two than the world had ever suspected – they were like those of a spurned lover – and I naturally included them in my account of my visit for the Sunday Times. After it appeared, I returned to my London flat one evening to be told by my then girlfriend, ‘Paul phoned you.’ She said he wanted to know what Yoko had meant and that he’d seemed upset rather than angry. As with John, I was being offered access much too late and in a way I’d never imagined. However, at that time I fondly believed I’d written my last word on the Beatles and their era. So I didn’t attempt to get his formal response to Yoko’s quote, and afterwards heard no more about it.

The main criticisms of Shout!, by the lyricist Sir Tim Rice among others, were its over-glorification of Lennon and bias against McCartney. I replied that I wasn’t ‘anti-Paul’, but had merely tried to show the real human being behind the charming, smiley façade. Actually, if I’m honest, all those years I’d spent wishing to be him had left me feeling in some obscure way that I needed to get my own back. The pronouncement that John had represented three-quarters of the Beatles, for instance, was (as Tim Rice pointed out) ‘mad’. Paul himself hated the book, so I heard, and always referred to it as Shite.

And in the end – to quote his sum-up on the Abbey Road album – all his critics were confounded. Wings became a chart success and live concert attraction as big as the Beatles had ever been. Shrewd self-management and investment in other musical catalogues (while anomalously not owning copyright in his own best-known songs) earned him a fortune vastly bigger than any of his fellow Beatles, or anyone else in the business, an estimated £1 billion. Ancient rumours of his tight-fistedness (hadn’t he told me ‘I’m a skinflint’ in 1965?) were put to rest by his frequent involvement in charity concerts and, most spectacularly, his creation of a performing arts academy, to bring on young singers, musicians and songwriters, on the site of his old school in Liverpool.

His marriage to Linda, viewed as such a disastrous misstep at

the time, became by far the happiest and most durable in pop. Despite the immensity of his fame and wealth, the couple managed to lead a relatively normal domestic life and prevent their children from becoming the usual pampered, neglected, screwed-up rock-biz brats. If the public never quite warmed to Linda, thanks mainly to her militant vegetarianism and animal-rights activism, she was acknowledged to have been the right one for him, just as Yoko had been for John.

He seemed to have achieved everything possible, not only in pop music but in the wider creative world: his classical oratorio performed in Liverpool Cathedral and accepted into the repertoire of symphonies all over the world; his painting exhibited at the Royal Academy; his collected poems published in hardback, prompting suggestions that he’d be an overwhelmingly popular choice as Poet Laureate. In 1997, his lengthy record of drug-busts (including a nine-day prison term in Japan) was brushed aside to allow him to receive a knighthood for services to music. He had indeed, as Rolling Stone magazine said, ‘done less to fuck up his good luck than any other rock star who ever existed’.

Then, in his late fifties, his life suddenly veered off its perfectly-polished rails. In 1998, Linda died after a long struggle against breast cancer. Four years later, he married the charity campaigner and former model Heather Mills, to the evident consternation of his children; six years after that, the couple divorced amid a tabloid tumult uglier than even the pop world had seen before. For the first time ever, it felt good not to be Paul McCartney.

Since Yoko had invited me to the Dakota Building in the aftermath of John’s death, she’d given me several further exclusive interviews. In 2003, we met in Paris and she agreed to co-operate with me in what would be the first large-scale, serious Lennon biography. Even without my troubled history with McCartney, I assumed there’d have been no hope of any input from him. Despite their public displays of solidarity, his relations with Yoko stayed deep in the Ice Age over issues like the order of the Lennon–McCartney songwriting credit and John’s share of royalties from

Paul’s ‘Yesterday’. If she was with me, that surely must mean he’d be agin me.

Nonetheless, I thought it only courteous to send him a message via his then PR, Geoff Baker, saying I was doing a biography of John and that it would not be in any way ‘anti-McCartney’. Two weeks later, my office phone rang and a familiar Scouse-Lite voice said ‘’Ullo . . . it’s Paul here.’ Would that I’d had the balls to answer ‘Paul who?’

My astonished silence elicited a faint chuckle. ‘Yeah . . . I bet you never thought you’d hear from me, did you?’

He was phoning out of curiosity, he told me, ‘to see what this fellow who seems to hate me so much is like’. We ended up talking for about 15 minutes. But it wasn’t the conversation of a writer and the world’s biggest pop star. I had no hope that he’d help me with the Lennon biography, so employed none of the guile with which journalists try to extract quotes from celebrities. I talked to him bloke-to-bloke, without deference but with growing respect. Rock megastars never have to do anything unpleasant or uncomfortable for themselves if they don’t want to, yet, despite all the aides at his disposal, he’d bothered to pick up the phone.

When I told him I wasn’t expecting him to give me an interview for the Lennon book, he did not demur: ‘Otherwise it’d look as if I was rewarding you for writing bad stuff about me.’ But, I said, there were certain specific factual questions that only he could answer: would he at least do that by e-mail?

‘Okay,’ he said.

As I’d learned in 1965, backstage at Newcastle City Hall, a Beatle’s ‘yes’ didn’t always mean yes. But in this case it did. I would e-mail my questions to his PA, Holly Dearden, and dictated replies would immediately come back, varying from half a dozen words to a couple of hundred.

Some resolved crucial issues about the Beatles’ early history. In their Hamburg days, for example, he was said to have been the only witness when a drunken, pill-crazed John allegedly kicked their then bass-player Stu Sutcliffe in the head, maybe triggering

Sutcliffe’s later fatal brain haemorrhage. No, he could not recollect any such incident. Other less sensational points were no less revealing. Was it true, I asked, that when they started writing songs together, left-handed Paul could play John’s right-handed guitar and vice versa? If so, it was a perfect metaphor for the creative symbiosis between two otherwise totally different characters that enabled one to finish a song the other had started.

Yes, he replied, it was true.



In June 2012, I watched the now 70-year-old Sir Paul headline over pop music’s other knights, Sir Elton John, Sir Cliff Richard and Sir Tom Jones, in the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee concert at Buckingham Palace; wearing a dark blue military tunic like a sobered-up Sergeant Pepper and still playing his ‘skinflint’s’ Hofner violin bass. John’s ‘Imagine’ might be the world’s favourite secular hymn but his ‘Hey Jude’ was by now an alternative national anthem. Two months later, again in the Queen’s presence, he and ‘Hey Jude’ provided the finale of the London Olympics’ £27 million opening ceremony. Apart from the sparkly little woman in the Royal box, there was no national treasure Britain was keener to show off to the world.

Yet being honoured and loved on this scale brings with it what one might call the Curse of Yesterday. The Beatles broke up longer ago than John Lennon’s whole lifetime, their career representing barely a fifth of McCartney’s total one. All his solo success since then has not changed a general view that his talent peaked in his early twenties, with John looking over his shoulder; that there can never again be a Paul McCartney song to match ‘Yesterday’, ‘Penny Lane’ or even ‘When I’m Sixty-Four’.

Lesser figures from the do-it-yourself songwriting boom Lennon and McCartney instigated are happy to bask in the glow of their old hits, but not McCartney. Although his back catalogue is pop music’s equivalent of the works of Shakespeare, he still feels as great a need to prove himself as the rawest beginner. In common with so many of rock’s enduring monoliths – Mick Jagger, Elton John – adulation

seems to go through him like Chinese food, leaving him always ravenous for more. That day he telephoned me, he mentioned he was currently ‘back at Abbey Road, making records’. As I write, in late 2015, the world tour on which he has been more or less continuously for the past 15 years still shows no sign of coming to an end.

The dozens of books that have been written about him almost all focus on his role in the Beatles’ story – what their publicist, Derek Taylor, rightly called ‘the 20th century’s greatest romance’ – and treat the four decades which followed as merely an afterthought. His own official biography, Many Years from Now, written by Barry Miles, followed the same pattern, devoting only some 20 pages out of more than 600 to his post-Beatle years and ending in 1997, the year before Linda’s death.

So there has been no comprehensive quality biography of pop music’s greatest living emblem as well as greatest nonconformist. And for all the millions of words written about him, in and out of the Beatles, the page remains strangely blank. This seemingly most open and approachable of all mega-celebrities is actually one of the most elusive. From his apparent ‘normality’ and ‘ordinariness’ he has constructed ramparts of privacy rivalled only by Bob Dylan. Now and again, behind the eternal Mr Nice Guy, we glimpse someone who, for all his blessings and honours, can still feel frustration, even insecurity, and who on the inside niggles and festers just like the rest of us. But for the most part, that smile and cheery thumbs-up have camouflaged everything.

At the end of 2012, I e-mailed McCartney, care of his publicist, Stuart Bell, saying I’d like to write his biography as a companion volume to John Lennon: The Life. If he didn’t want to talk to me directly – and it was hardly likely he could face ploughing through the whole Beatles story yet again – then perhaps he’d give me tacit approval, so I could interview people close to him who’d never be accessible otherwise. I admitted I might be his very last choice as a biographer, but said I hoped the Lennon book had made some amends for my less than fair treatment of him in Shout! Bell agreed to pass on my request, warning that a response might take some

time as McCartney was on tour in America. Oh, yes, I thought . . . the old runaround . . .

A couple of weeks later, a response came back, e-mailed by a PA at his dictation:



Dear Philip



Thanks for your note. I’m happy to give tacit approval and maybe Stuart Bell will be able to help.

All the best

Paul



It was the biggest surprise of my career.






PART ONE

Stairway to Paradise
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‘Hey, mister, gimme a quid and I’ll show you Paul McCartney’s house’

The pale blue minibus that starts out from Liverpool’s Albert Dock promises ‘the only tour to go inside the childhood homes of Lennon and McCartney’. On its side are two cartoon faces, outlined in the vaguest black and white yet still as instantly recognisable all over the world as Mickey Mouse. By now, perhaps even more so.

For many years, Liverpool was strangely reluctant to capitalise on its most famous sons. But no longer. At Albert Dock, the Beatles Story museum recreates the whole saga so realistically, one could almost think one had shared in it. Mathew Street, renamed ‘the Cavern Quarter’, is a teeming boulevard of souvenir shops and themed bars, with a near-as-dammit replica of the Cavern a few metres from the site of the original. In North John Street, the luxurious Hard Day’s Night Hotel has both a John Lennon and a Paul McCartney Suite, each costing around £800 per night and always reserved for months ahead.

In addition, there is a huge choice of Magical Mystery Tours around the city centre’s main Beatle landmarks – the Pier Head, St George’s Hall, Lime Street station, the Empire Theatre – then out to the suburbs, where the most sacred shrines are located.

This one by blue minibus is a cut above the rest, being operated by the National Trust, a body normally dedicated to preserving and restoring Britain’s ancient stately homes. The two homes for

which we’re bound are neither ancient or stately, yet between them attract as many paying visitors, proportionate to their size, as any Tudor palace or eighteenth-century Palladian mansion in the Trust’s care.

Here, for once, the two names’ fixed order of precedence didn’t apply. Paul’s childhood abode, 20 Forthlin Road, Allerton, was the first to be acquired by the Trust and, in 1996, opened to public view as the place where Lennon and McCartney’s songwriting partnership began. For some years afterwards, it was felt that 251 Menlove Avenue, Woolton, where John was brought up, did not qualify as a national monument because no specific Beatles track could be proved to have been composed there (even though Paul and he used to rehearse endlessly in its glassed-in front porch). Finally, in 2002, John’s widow, Yoko Ono, bought the house and presented it to the Trust, together with an allowance for its restoration and upkeep.

This Sunday morning’s blue minibus contingent are the mix of nationalities and ages one would expect. A group of four from French-Canadian Montreal is led by broadcasting executive Pierre Roy, a ‘Paul’ person to his manicured fingertips: ‘I’m a Gemini like him, I’m left-handed, too, and my first girlfriend’s name was Linda.’

A pair of young women in their mid-twenties hail respectively from Dublin and Teesside (the latter rather shamefacedly admitting she actually prefers George). Bernard and Margaret Sciambarella, a married couple in their forties, have merely crossed the Mersey from the Cheshire Wirral, bringing their 21-year-old student daughter. Despite both being hardcore Beatles fans they’ve taken this tour only once before. ‘It’s always the same if something’s right on your doorstep, isn’t it?’ Margaret says.

We head off along Liverpool’s revitalised waterfront, passing on one side the old dock basin, now ringed by espresso bars and boutiques; on the other, Victorian commercial buildings now transformed into desirable river-view apartments. At the corner of James Street is the former headquarters of the White Star shipping line where, one day in 1912, a company official stood on the

balcony, reading the Titanic’s casualty-list through a megaphone to the stunned crowds beneath.

Broadcasting technology a century ago turns out to have been rather more reliable than today’s. ‘Guys, I’m sorry . . .’ is our driver’s opening announcement. ‘The bus only just came back from a service and the CD player isn’t connected up yet. That means that unfortunately there won’t be any music to go with the places you’ll be seeing on the tour.’

So out of Beatle City in silence we go: through gangster-haunted Toxteth, past the magnificent iron gateway to Sefton Park, along Smithdown Road, where Paul’s mother did her nurse’s training. A turning left leads to Queen’s Drive and the former family home of Brian Epstein which, disgracefully, no one has ever thought worth preserving for the nation.

‘Right, guys,’ our driver says, ‘we’re just coming up to a place you’ll all recognise. I’m sorry there’s no tape of Penny Lane to go with it.’

Who cares? The song rings out of collective memory louder and clearer than the purest stereo. Penny Lane is in our ears and in our eyes, even if its ‘blue suburban skies’ this morning tend more towards dish-mop grey.

It is arguably Paul’s masterpiece, twinned with a John masterpiece, ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’, on the greatest-value pop single ever released. And Penny Lane the place competes with the site of the old Strawberry Field Salvation Army home as Liverpool’s most-visited Beatle shrine. Over the decades, its street-sign has been stolen so many times that the local authority took to simply painting the name on buildings. Latterly, a supposedly thief-proof sign has proved little more successful than the old type.

It has always seemed the sweetest of song-titles, evoking an innocent 1950s world when Britain used big copper penny coins that often dated back to Queen Victoria’s reign, confectioners sold penny chocolate bars or ‘chews’ and women did not pee but ‘spent a penny’, the cost of using a public toilet. In reality, the name commemorates James Penny, an eighteenth-century Liverpool

slave-trader. Nor is the song really about Penny Lane, but Smith-down Place, where the lane (which, anyway, has more associations with John than Paul) widens into a shopping ‘parade’ and a terminus for several bus-routes.

Every topographical feature listed in the lyric is still here, for each of us instantly triggering a mental soundtrack of nostalgic piano, old-fashioned brass or the tripping notes of a piccolo trumpet solo. There’s still a barber, ‘showing photographs of every head he’s had the pleasure to know’, even if hairstyles have moved on from ‘Tony Curtises’ and ‘ducks’ arses’ and the shop’s name is no longer Bioletti, as during Paul’s childhood, but Tony Slavin. There’s a branch of Lloyds TSB, where the banker might well not own ‘a mac’ (raincoat, that is, not laptop) and nowadays is perhaps even more likely to be laughed at behind his back.

Here is the traffic island behind whose shelter ‘a pretty nurse’ could well be ‘selling poppies from a tray’ (and every one of us knows whom she represented). To the left, along Mather Avenue, there’s still a fire-station where even now some dragoon-helmeted officer might be watching the time in an hourglass as he polishes his ‘clean machine . . . in his pocket . . . a portrait of the Queen’.



Paul’s and John’s childhood homes lie less than a mile apart but in separate suburbs whose social differences remain very noticeable. Allerton, on this side at least, consists predominantly of working-class council estates whereas Woolton is a well-heeled enclave of industrialists, professionals and academics from Liverpool University. When John first met Paul in 1957, that distinction was multiplied a thousandfold.

On the blue minibus, after our McCartney prologue, we have reverted to the traditional pecking-order. First stop is ‘Mendips’, the semi-detached villa with faux Tudor flourishes where John, that supposed ‘working-class hero’, spent an irreproachably middle-class and rather pampered boyhood in the care of his forceful Aunt Mimi.

Not for almost two hours do we leave Woolton’s leafy boulevards,

drive down Mather Avenue and pull up outside 20 Forthlin Road. Another, identical, minibus is waiting to collect an earlier tour group who are just emerging through the minuscule front garden. The intoxicated buzz of their conversation includes French, Spanish and Russian, or perhaps Polish. ‘Well, she was just seventeen . . .’ sings a Dutch-accented male voice. ‘You know what I mean . . .’ an international chorus responds.

To modern British ears, the term ‘council house’ tends to signify society’s lower rungs, but in the years just after the Second World War, these local authority-built and -subsidised dwellings represented a miraculous upward leap from overcrowded and insanitary back-to-back slums.

Twenty Forthlin Road is a classic example of the terraced variety: two-storeyed plain-fronted (which in the Fifties meant ultramodern) with a large downstairs window, two small upper ones and a glass-paned front door under a wedge-shaped porch. Although a national monument, it does not rate one of the blue plaques handed out by the National Trust’s complementary body, English Heritage, to mark the homes of great figures in history. Blue plaques are conferred only where the great figure is dead or a centenarian.

Like ‘Mendips’, the house has a resident custodian who also acts as tour-guide. Most are devoted fans for whom living in John’s or Paul’s old home, restored to its 1950s character, is beyond Heaven. For some years, indeed, Forthlin Road had a custodian with an uncanny facial resemblance to Paul though his name, confusingly, was John.

Today, our guide is a motherly-looking woman with pale, curly hair who introduces herself as Sally, then tactfully relieves us of our bags and cameras, promising they’ll be kept safe ‘in the very same place where the McCartneys used to put their hats and coats’.

When the National Trust acquired the house, Paul’s only stipulation was that it shouldn’t be just a shrine to the Beatles but a memorial to a family. ‘And at the beginning,’ Sally reminds us, ‘this was a very sad place for him.’ In the little hallway above the front door hangs a simple wooden plaque:


In loving memory of Mum and Dad
Mary and Jim

To the left is the sitting-room where Paul first began writing songs with John (though he’d tried writing them by himself even before that). It is a tiny space, almost every square inch filled by a chunky ‘three-piece suite’ of sofa and two matching armchairs, a fringed standard lamp and a wood-encased, tiny-screen TV set. On a side table stands the weighty black dial-telephone (Garston 6922) that, for some time, was the only one in the whole street. The yellow willow pattern wallpaper was chosen by the National Trust as typical of such a room in the early Fifties; then, as it was being decorated, some of the McCartneys’ original silver-blue chinoiserie paper came to light. A section of this is mounted on card under plastic, which a privileged member of each tour group gets to hold up for the others to see.

Against the inside wall is an upright piano, the kind that once stood in so many British front parlours. ‘It was in this room that 16-year-old Paul sat at the piano and wrote “When I’m Sixty-Four”,’ Sally says. ‘And, as you probably know [probably?], the piano came from the North End Road Music Stores, or NEMS, which was owned by Brian Epstein’s family. No, this isn’t the same piano,’ she adds before anyone can ask. ‘Paul has got that.’

Above the TV set hangs his brother Michael’s photograph of him and John in their facing armchairs, poring over their right- and left-handed guitar fretboards, it’s said, during the composition of ‘I Saw Her Standing There’ (hence that singing Dutchman outside). ‘The two of them had a rule that if they couldn’t remember a new song the next day, then it wasn’t worth keeping,’ Sally continues. ‘If it was, Paul would write it down in his school exercise book. And he’s still got that school exercise book.’

Folding wooden doors lead to a tiny dining-room and, beyond, a kitchen stocked with 1950s products like Rinso detergent, Robin starch and Lux soap. After the McCartneys moved out in 1964, a

family named Smith occupied the house for 30 years and installed modern kitchen fitments including a stainless steel sink unit. When the National Trust took over, the original wooden draining-boards were discovered in the roof-cavity. Then the porcelain sink that went with them turned up in the back garden, being used as a plant-holder.

The garden is a modest grass rectangle, its view still the police training-college in Mather Avenue. ‘Of course, there were police horses kept there when Paul was a boy,’ Sally says. ‘So lots of nice manure for his dad’s roses.’ The wooden shed used to hold a scullery – where clothes were scrubbed by hand, then fed through the rollers of an iron-framed ‘mangle’ – and an outside toilet. Now it holds a visitors’ ‘rest room’ (‘This is a long tour after all,’ Sally says) and a guide’s cubbyhole, where she’s parked her lunch of a focaccia and sun-dried tomato sandwich.

She shows us the drainpipe which, late at night, Paul would shin up to climb through the inside toilet window and let John in at the front door without waking his father. This must be the only National Trust property where the drainpipe is pointed out as being of historical interest.

We go upstairs to the large back bedroom Paul ceded to his younger brother, Michael, though both kept their clothes there. Slung over the bed-head is a set of black Bakelite radio-headphones like those which first piped in the heavenly contagion of rock ‘n’ roll. Paul’s old room, overlooking the street, isn’t much wider than its narrow single bed. On the coverlet lie a scatter of significant artefacts including a paperback of Dylan Thomas’s Under Milk Wood (i.e. good English student) and a replica of his very first guitar, the reddish sunburst f-hole Zenith. ‘Paul still has the original one,’ Sally hardly needs to tell us.

Here each group is allowed a few minutes for what in church would be called ‘silent reflection’. And it usually is silent or, anyway, wordless. ‘Some people laugh, some people cry,’ Sally says. ‘Mostly they’re just very, very moved.’

In all the years 20 Forthlin Road has been open to the public,

Paul has never seen its restored interior, though he’s paid several incognito visits to look at it from outside. Once, when he brought his son James, he was accosted by a small boy from a neighbouring house. Not realising who it was, the boy tried a hustle with all the Liverpudlian cheek of the Beatles in their prime:

‘Hey, mister, gimme a quid and I’ll show you Paul McCartney’s house.’
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‘Apple sandwiches with sugar’

Although surnames with the prefix Mac or Mc, meaning ‘child of’, usually denote Scots, Paul’s origins on both his father’s and mother’s side are Irish. Throughout history there has been a close relationship between the two races, forged mainly by common resentment of the English. They overlap in numerous ways, from their shared Gaelic language to their fondness for whisky and the passion and sentimentality of their native music, which both make with the aid of bagpipes. Scottish-descended families can be found all over Ireland and vice versa.

One of the most controversial songs Paul ever wrote was ‘Give Ireland Back to the Irish’ – yet in truth his forebears were deprived of their homeland willingly enough.

His paternal great-grandfather, James McCartney, was part of the mass emigration of the late nineteenth century when Ireland’s horrific poverty drove thousands abroad in hopes of finding a better life. James was one of many who crossed the Irish Sea to Liverpool, whose teeming port and factories upheld its claim to be ‘the second city of the British Empire’. He arrived in the early 1880s, settling in the humble Everton district and working as a house-painter. James’s son, Joseph, grew up to become a leaf-cutter at Cope’s tobacco factory and, in 1896, to marry a local fishmonger’s daughter, Florence Clegg. She bore nine children of whom two, Ann and Joseph junior, died in infancy (their names being re-assigned to another boy and girl who came later). Joseph and

Florrie’s second surviving son and fifth child, born in 1902, was Paul’s father, James, ever afterwards known as Jim.

Home for Jim and his six siblings, Jack, Joe junior, Edith, Ann, Millie and Jane – nicknamed ‘Gin’ – was a tiny terrace house in Solva Street, in the poorest part of Everton. Later in life, he would recall how the McCartney children possessed two pairs of shoes between them, one for the boys, one for the girls. As their school forbade its pupils to go unshod, they took turns to attend in the precious footwear, then came home at night and repeated the day’s lessons aloud to the others.

Despite the family’s extreme poverty, and the many dubious influences of the neighbourhood, Jim grew up to be honest, modest and punctiliously courteous, earning the nickname ‘Gentleman Jim’ even from his own brothers and sisters. When he left school aged 14, his headmaster’s report ‘[couldn’t] find a word to say against him’. His one childhood misadventure was falling off a wall at the age of ten and damaging his right eardrum, which left him permanently deaf on that side.

Since the eighteenth century, Liverpool’s prosperity had been largely founded on cotton, brought by ship from the Americas and Asia and sold on to textile mills and clothes manufacturers all over northern Britain. Jim joined one of the city’s oldest-established cotton brokers, A. Hannay & Son, as a ‘sample boy’, taking samples of newly-arrived cargoes around to prospective buyers. To supplement his six shilling (30p) per week wage, he sold programmes at Everton’s Theatre Royal and occasionally operated the limelight, the piercing beam reserved for top artistes at extra special moments.

For the son he was to have one day the world would pour out almost its whole stock of limelight. But a little fell on Jim, too. His father, Joseph, had been a keen amateur musician, playing the E-flat tuba in the Cope’s factory’s own brass band and organising concerts and sing-songs for neighbours. Despite Jim’s partial deafness, he proved to have a natural musical ear which allowed him to teach himself both the trumpet and the piano. Just after the

Great War, in which he’d been too young to serve, he formed a semi-professional dance band that included his older brother, Jack, on trombone.

To begin with, they wore Zorro-style black masks and called themselves the Masked Music Makers, but the heat of performing made the dye in the masks trickle down their faces, so they hurriedly relaunched as the Jim Mac Jazz Band. They would perform at local dances and occasionally for silent movie shows, improvising tunes to fit the action on the screen. Jim’s father and brother Jack had good singing voices but he attempted no vocals, preferring to stick to his ‘horn’. A family photograph shows the Jim Mac Jazz Band sometime in the 1920s, wearing tuxedos and wing collars, with a group of their female followers around a bass drum very like the future Sgt. Pepper’s. The bandleader’s fragile face and wide-open eyes are a further portent of astonishing things to come.

By the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, Jim was 37 and, despite the matchmaking efforts of his mother and five sisters, seemed happy to remain what used to be called, without any ulterior meaning, a ‘confirmed bachelor’. At Hannay’s, he had risen to the rank of cotton salesman, dividing his time between Liverpool’s Cotton Exchange in Old Street and the docks where consignments were unloaded, with interludes of visiting clients at mills in Manchester, 35 miles to the east. One of his jobs was checking the length of the cotton staple, or fibre, a longer staple being more suitable for spinning. Despite his hearing impairment, he became able to do this aurally. ‘He could fluff a bit of cotton against his good ear and instantly be able to grade it,’ his adopted daughter, Ruth McCartney, remembers.

As Britain’s principal port for Atlantic food convoys and a major armaments-manufacturing centre, Liverpool was a prime target for Hitler’s Luftwaffe, enduring a Blitz almost as ferocious as that visited on London. Jim was over the age for military service and further exempted by his partial deafness. When Hannay’s shut down for the duration, he operated a lathe in a munitions factory and did night shifts as a volunteer fireman.


One day, while visiting his widowed mother in Norris Green, he met a hospital nurse of similarly Irish origins named Mary Patricia Mohin, who was boarding with his sister Gin. Though the worst of Liverpool’s Blitz had passed by now, raids still continued intermittently. While Jim and Mary were getting acquainted, the sirens began to wail, forcing them to continue their conversation in the Anderson shelter in the garden. As they huddled together inside the Anderson’s flimsy corrugated-iron walls, ‘Gentleman Jim’ finally fell.

Mary’s father Owen, a coal deliveryman, had come over from County Monaghan at the turn of the century, changing his name from Mohan to Mohin to make it sound less Irish. In what was to prove an unhappy precedent, Mary’s mother died when she was ten, leaving her and two brothers, Wilfred and Bill (two sisters having not survived). Her father remarried and started a second family, but her stepmother cared little for Mary, finally freezing her out of home altogether.

After this, it was perhaps no surprise she should have felt a vocation to care for others. At the age of 14, she became a nursing trainee at Smithdown Road Hospital. She went on to a three-year course at Walton General Hospital in Rice Lane, qualifying as a state registered nurse and becoming a ward sister aged only 24.

When Mary met Jim McCartney, she was 31, an age when most women in those days resigned themselves to what used to be called spinsterhood. But to Jim, on the cusp of 40, she was a catch with her very Irish good looks – the kind suggesting forebears from Spain or Italy – and shy, gentle manner. Nonetheless, it was Mary who took the initiative in their courtship. ‘My dad said he had really fancied my mum and he took her out for a long time,’ Paul would remember. ‘Then he suddenly twigged that she’d been getting him to take her around to dances . . . She was going to joints and she wasn’t that kind of girl. It turned out to be where my father was playing. She was following him round as a fan. [Later] it made me think “God, that’s where I get it all from!”’


The romance might have ended as soon as it began, for Mary had been brought up as a Catholic while the McCartneys were Protestant. Among Liverpool’s Irish population, the sectarian divide was as fiery as back in the Old Country; Catholics and ‘Orangemen’ each held triumphalist parades and marches that usually ended in violence, and intermarriage was deplored by both communities. However, Mary had no close family on hand to make difficulties and Jim anyway declared himself agnostic: they were married at St Swithin’s Roman Catholic chapel in April 1941.

Their first child, a boy, was born on 18 June the following year at Walton General Hospital. Mary had once been sister in charge of the maternity unit there, so was given the luxury of a bed in a private ward. When the baby arrived, he was in a state of white asphyxia, caused by oxygen-deficiency in the brain, and appeared not to be breathing. The obstetrician was ready to pronounce him dead but the midwife, who knew Mary well and was also a Catholic, prayed fervently to God and after a few moments he revived.

Jim was on fire-watching duty and didn’t reach the hospital until some hours later, by which time the baby was definitely breathing and no longer deathly white. ‘He had one eye open and he squawked all the time,’ his father was to recall with true Liverpudlian candour. ‘They held him up and he looked like a horrible piece of red meat.’

Learning of the miracle that had occurred, Jim raised no objection when Mary wanted him baptised into the Catholic church. He was given his father’s and great-grandfather’s first name of James and the saintly middle name Paul, by which he would always be better known.

His first home was a set of furnished rooms at 10 Sunbury Road, Anfield, close to the cemetery where hundreds of Liverpool’s air-raid victims had been buried. Soon afterwards, Jim left the munitions factory and became an inspector with the Corporation’s Cleansing Department, checking that refuse-collectors did not skimp their rounds. In a city where 20,000 homes had been

destroyed by bombs, accommodation was a continual problem. The McCartneys had four further temporary addresses on both sides of the River Mersey, never staying longer than a few months. The pressure increased in January 1944, when Mary returned to Walton General to have a second son, Peter Michael, always to be called Mike.

After the war, A. Hannay & Son reopened and Jim returned to his old job of cotton salesman. But five years of global conflict had left the cotton market severely depressed and he was lucky to bring home £6 per week. To augment his pay packet, Mary used her nursing experience to become a health visitor with the local authority, treating people for minor ailments in their own homes.

In 1947, when Paul wasn’t quite five, she became a domiciliary (i.e. resident) midwife on the new housing estate at Speke, some eight miles south-east of Liverpool’s city centre. The chief attraction of the job was that a rent-free council house went with it. When the McCartneys moved into their new home at 72 Western Avenue, the estate was still only half-constructed, a wilderness of muddy roads and roofless brick shells. His imagination already vivid, Paul felt they were ‘like a pioneer family in a covered wagon’.



One of his earliest memories was being cold – the icy winter winds off the Mersey, the burn of chapped lips, ears and knees exposed by the short trousers to which all small boys in those days were condemned.

Nineteen forty-seven was the hardest of Britain’s post-war austerity years, when a battle-exhausted, bankrupted nation seemed to have no warmth, no food, no fun, no colour but the bleary black and white of cinema newsreels. Liverpool felt like the austerity capital of the UK with its acres of shattered buildings and gaping craters. In common with most urban children, Paul and Mike’s main outdoor playgrounds were bomb sites, known in Scouse slang – which refuses to take anything too seriously – as ‘bombies’.


Inside 72 Western Avenue it was never cold, for Mary McCartney gave her two sons the loving, secure home she herself never had. Paul was to remember ‘lots of hugs and kisses’ from his mother, combined with a nurse’s brisk practicality that always knew just what to do if he or his brother fell and hurt themselves or developed a temperature. More comforting even than a hug was the brisk professional way she applied bandages or sticking-plaster, and shook the thermometer vigorously before popping it under his tongue.

Mary was tireless in caring for her maternity patients, a job which became ever more demanding as the new estate began to fill up. Paul always retained a vision of her going out to deliver a baby late one snowy winter’s night, pedalling off on her bicycle, with a basket in front for her birthing requisites and a little lamp glimmering above. Her aura to him seemed almost saintly, for grateful patients were always leaving gifts of flowers or hard-to-obtain sweets on the doorstep of number 72 like offerings at a shrine.

It was a curiosity of Britain’s class system in the 1940s and 1950s that nurses of whatever background became honorary members of the middle class and considered the acquisition of a genteel accent to be part of their training. Thus, despite being so integral to the Speke community, Mary was also somewhat apart from it, and Paul and Mike came to feel the same. Their mother’s particular concern was that they shouldn’t talk the same glottal Liverpudlian as other children on the estate, and should always be more polite and punctilious than was the general Merseyside way. After a couple of years in Western Avenue, the family were moved to another council house, 12 Ardwick Road, just a few streets away. It was no larger than their previous home, and still had only an outside toilet, but Mary considered the neighbourhood a better one.

Despite having come so late to parenthood, Jim turned out to be a dutiful and loving father. His manner was rather serious, befitting one who went off each day in a business suit to ‘the City’,

but, according to Mike McCartney, ‘he had a subtle underground bubbling sort of fun which could explode at any minute’. The boys discovered early on, for instance, that it was no good competing to ‘pull tongues’ with Dad, as he had much the fattest tongue and could poke it out much farther.

Jim had had to give up the trumpet-playing when he lost his teeth, but the piano remained a passion with him. In pride of place in the living-room stood a sturdy upright model, bought on the instalment-plan from NEMS’ music store in Walton. Paul’s earliest inklings of melody were his father’s exuberant cross-handed versions of old standards like George Gershwin’s 1922 hit ‘Stairway to Paradise’.

Though the boys never knew either of their McCartney grandparents, they were well provided with aunts and uncles through Jim’s two brothers, Jack and Joe, and four sisters, Edie, Annie, Millie and Ginny. Tall, romantically handsome Uncle Jack, onetime trombonist in the Jim Mac Jazz Band, now a rent-collector for Liverpool Corporation, had been gassed in the Great War and ever afterwards was unable to speak above a whisper. Aunt Millie had married one of Jim’s Cotton Exchange colleagues, Albert Kendal, so Paul really did have the ‘Uncle Albert’ he would later put into a song. The family reprobate was Aunt Edie’s husband, Will Stapleton, a ship’s steward who – like most of that profession – pilfered extravagantly from the vessels on which he served and eventually served three years in jail for stealing £500 from a cargo of bank-notes on route to West Africa. Not for half a century was another family member to experience life behind bars.

The most vivacious of the aunts was Ginny or Gin, Paul’s favourite from the beginning – and also destined to be named in one of his songs. She was the matriarch of the family, the one to whom all the others turned for advice. ‘Mam was a very wise woman,’ her son, Ian Harris, remembers, ‘and she always knew how to get what she wanted. Once she even persuaded Liverpool Corporation to change a bus-route, so that the bus would run down our street.’


The children of the family, Harris recalls, were ‘like nomads, because we were always staying at one another’s houses. I spent a lot of time at Paul’s and Mike’s. Their mum, Aunt Mary, was very strict – but a lovely, kind woman.’ There were frequent get-togethers in the Liverpool style, with lashings of drink and singing, dancing and laughing into the small hours. Uncle Jack would tell jokes in his intriguing whisper while Jim thumped away at the piano. When New Year’s Eve was celebrated at Uncle Joe’s house in Aintree, midnight would be signalled by the wheezy wail of a Scottish piper outside the front door. Gin’s voice would always be loudest in the answering chorus of ‘Let ’imin!’

Mary’s Catholicism would normally have meant her sons being brought up and educated ‘in the faith’. But here, as in all things, she deferred to her nominally agnostic but fundamentally Protestant husband. After their Catholic baptisms, and a few classes at Catholic Sunday school when they were very small, Paul and Mike had no further involvement with their mother’s church. Instead, they were sent to Stockton Road Infants School, a short walk from their home, where the religious instruction was exclusively Anglican. Infants from other settler families were being enrolled at such a rate at Stockton Road that it soon became Britain’s most overcrowded junior school, with 1500 pupils. Paul and Mike were among a contingent transferred to Joseph Williams Primary School in Gateacre, a half-hour bus ride away.

Paul had turned out to be left-handed, a fact that could easily have blighted his early education. Left-handed children used to be regarded as deliberately perverse, if not slightly sinister (the Latin word for left is ‘sinistra’), and would often be forced to use their right hand, even held up to ridicule with terms like ‘cack-handed’ and ‘leftie’. But at Joseph Williams, he was allowed to go on working with his left hand. As a result, his writing became meticulously neat – as his mother’s was – and he showed a marked talent for drawing and painting.

From the start, he found his lessons easy and was popular with his teachers, thanks both to his impish good looks and the

politeness and decorum Mary had instilled. The only criticism made of him then was one that would recur throughout his life – being too much reliant on his facility and charm and so never quite achieving the results he was capable of. One of his school reports described him as ‘a very intelligent boy who, with a little more care and application, could easily be first’.

Among his classmates at Joseph Williams Primary was a tall, flaxen-haired girl named Bernice Stenson whose mother knew Mary McCartney and sometimes helped her with her midwifery duties. On one occasion, they had to deliver a baby whose mother was deaf. Mary showed her usual calm and patience, delegating Mrs Stenson to handle the paperwork while she ‘got on down below’.

Bernice remembers how, by the age of six or seven, Paul was already known for his ‘strong, clear’ singing voice, and would always be given the lead role in school shows and pantomimes and the Christmas carol service. He had inherited his father’s passion for music, instinctively singing the harmony line with songs he heard on the radio. When he turned 11, Jim hoped he might get into the choir at Liverpool Cathedral, the great sandstone edifice towering over the city that had somehow escaped Hitler’s bombs. He was one of 90 boys who auditioned for the cathedral’s director of music, Ronald Woan, by performing the Christmas carol ‘Once in Royal David’s City’. When his turn came, something made him deliberately fluff a high note he was perfectly capable of reaching and he was turned down; it would be almost another 40 years before the cathedral opened its doors to him.

Meanwhile, he had to settle for the choir of St Barnabas’ Church, known as ‘Barney’s’, in Mossley Hill, near Penny Lane. The services implanted a deep love of Anglican hymns with their sonorous organ chords and often high poetic words. Years later, when he began writing songs that echoed all round the world, people would often say the more serious ones ‘sounded like hymns’. But at the time, Barney’s main attraction was that choristers received payment for singing at weddings and funerals. ‘If you did a wedding,

it was 10 shillings [50p],’ he would recall. ‘I waited weeks – months – but I never got a wedding.’

Jim McCartney was understandably keen for him to learn the piano – learn it ‘properly’ rather than picking it up by ear, as Jim himself had done. No music lessons being available at Joseph Williams Primary, Paul began having private piano tuition from an elderly woman teacher. He soon gave up, complaining that it just added to his homework and that his teacher’s house ‘smelt of old people’.

In the end, what little formal musical tuition he ever had came mainly from his father and the upright piano in their living-room. While playing ‘Stairway to Paradise’ or some other old favourite, Jim would shout out the names of the chords, show him their shapes on the ebony and ivory keys and commentate on their sequences. His dad also loved brass band music and would take Paul to recitals in Liverpool’s spacious parks, so passing on another deeply traditional taste that stuck.

But Jim always insisted he wasn’t a ‘real’ musician, having had no professional training. Occasionally, he’d depart from his beloved Gershwin and Irving Berlin standards to play something he’d written himself back in his Jim Mac Jazz Band days, a pensive little tune named ‘Eloise’. He refused to say he’d ‘written’ it, however: for him – as for the world in general – songwriters were a mystical freemasonry, found only in London or New York. All he’d done, he insisted with the modesty of another age, was ‘make it up’.



The McCartneys were far from affluent. Jim’s £6 per week from Hannay & Co. was unaugmented by commission or any other perks. Mary’s pay as a midwife was six shillings (30p) more – a source of some embarrassment to them both – but still little enough for the long hours she worked.

However, in north-west England, just after the Second World War, a family of four could live quite comfortably on their combined earnings. Meat was not expensive, and formed the basis of

Mary’s catering: lamb, pork, steaks, liver and Sunday roast beef with Yorkshire pudding, which she also served in the northern manner as a dessert, spread with Tate & Lyle’s Golden Syrup. Paul ate every sort of meat with relish except tongue, which looked altogether too much like his own. Fruit came mainly from tins, peaches, pears and mandarin segments, drowned in custard or condensed milk, his special favourite. For years, the only orange juice he knew was a concentrate which the government had issued to children during the war in small, official-looking bottles, and was still widely available. ‘You were supposed to dilute it,’ he would remember. ‘But we liked swigging it straight from the bottle.’

The brothers were always immaculately dressed, and lacked for nothing their schoolmates had. Every summer, Mary and Jim took them away on holiday, either to nearby North Wales or one of Butlin’s seaside holiday camps. This being before Britain discovered leisure clothes, the boys wore their school shirts and short trousers to play on the beach while Jim sat in a deck-chair in his business suit.

Both of them joined Liverpool’s 19th City Scout troop, which meant another uniform on top of their school one, and regular trips away to camp. Paul proved adept in Scout activities like tying knots and lighting fires, and took pleasure in the accumulation of badges proclaiming his multifaceted competence.

A snapshot taken on a Welsh hillside shows a prototypical 1950s family – Jim wearing a tweed jacket and open-necked shirt, looking rather like a pipe-puffing Fred Astaire; Mary in the rather formal frock for which she’s exchanged her usual starched apron. Nine-year-old Paul sits up straight with arms akimbo, at ease with the camera even then. Mike has laughed as the shutter clicked, so is slightly out of focus.

Though their mother ran their lives, Jim was the head of the household whose every word was law. He insisted they should be polite in old-fashioned ways that even then were dying out, such as raising their school caps to ‘ladies’, even perfect strangers queuing at a bus-stop. ‘We’d say “Aw, Dad, why do we have to do this? None

of the other boys do,”’ Paul would remember. ‘But we still did it.’ Total honesty over even the smallest things was another of Jim’s unbendable rules. ‘I once found a £1 note in the street and he made me hand it in at the police station.’

In even the best British homes of this era, children were subjected to corporal punishment without any interference from outsiders. The blameless Jim had received his share of ‘good hidings’ in his boyhood, and in turn did not scruple to wallop his sons hard on the bottom or bare legs when they seriously misbehaved – though Mary never did. Generally it would be Mike, the more uninhibited and impulsive of the two, who felt the flat of their father’s hand whereas Paul usually managed to talk his way out of trouble.

That ability helped him navigate his way through the rough and tumble of primary school largely unscathed. Mike was always getting into fights, but something about Paul made even the worst bullies hesitate to pick on him. It didn’t work every time. Near his home, a narrow path called Dungeon Lane ran down to a stretch of the Mersey known as the Cast Iron Shore, because it was littered with metal fragments from a nearby ship-breakers. Here one day when he was on his own, two bigger boys waylaid him and robbed him of his cherished wristwatch. Both boys lived near the McCartneys; there was a police prosecution and Paul had to identify them in open court. Even if he was no bruiser, he didn’t lack courage.

Mary McCartney continued to devote herself to her midwifery so selflessly that Jim worried her own health might suffer. Eventually, to his relief, she took a different job with the local health authority, accompanying school doctors on their rounds in the Walton and Allerton area. That meant a normal nine-to-five day rather than turning out on her bike at all hours and in all weathers.

At the clinic where she was now based, Mary made friends with Bella Johnson, a youthful widow whose teenage daughter, Olive, was a secretary at the Law Society in central Liverpool, working

just around the corner from Jim at the Cotton Exchange. She was a sophisticated young woman who owned her own car and spoke with – to Mary – an impressively ‘posh’ accent. She became Paul and Mike’s unofficial big sister, joining in their games, taking them for trips in her car and rowing on the lake at Wilmslow.

Bella would often join them for high tea at 12 Ardwick Road, when Mary served a special treat: sandwiches filled with sugar-sprinkled sliced apple. Both boys clearly adored their mother, though it always seemed to Olive that Michael had greater need of her. ‘I remember Mike sitting at Mary’s feet. He was the one you always felt you wanted to love and protect. With Paul, you loved him but you knew you’d never have to protect him.’

In 1952, Paul faced the hurdle of the Eleven Plus examination which decided the educational future of all British children in the state system, sending bright 11-year-olds to grammar schools and consigning the others to ‘secondary modern’ ones or technical colleges where they learned trades like carpentry or plumbing.

For his final terms at Joseph Williams Primary, he had an inspirational teacher named F.G. Woolard, who got all but one of a 40-strong class through the Eleven Plus. Paul was one of only four out of 90 candidates from Joseph Williams to be awarded places at Liverpool Institute High School for Boys – actually a grammar school, the most prestigious in the city, though known with typical Scouse familiarity as ‘the Inny’. Later, Mike would scrape in there, too.

June 1953 brought the coronation of 26-year-old Queen Elizabeth II, the moment when austerity finally ended for Britain. Like thousands of other people, Jim and Mary bought their first television set to watch the (rain-soaked) Coronation procession through London and the crowning in Westminster Abbey on a minute black and white screen. Bella and Olive Johnson were among the crowd of friends and relatives invited to ‘look in’ (as TV-watching used to be known) in a cinema-like atmosphere with rows of chairs, every light extinguished and the curtains drawn.

Getting a place at the Inny had not been Paul’s only recent

triumph. He was also one of 60 Liverpool children to win a prize in a Coronation essay competition and receive it in a ceremony at the city’s Picton Hall. He would remember how hearing his name called to go up onto the stage made him shake with fear – not a reaction he’d often have in similar situations thereafter.

The page-long essay ‘by Paul McCartney, age 10 years, 10 months’, already shows a talent for telling a story in a short space and is a model of neatness, its spelling and punctuation almost perfect:



On the Coronation Day of William the Conquerer, senseless Saxon folk gathered round Westminster Abbey to cheer their Norman king as he walked down the aisle. The Normans thinking this was an insult turned upon the Saxons killing nearly all of them. But on the Coronation of our lovely young queen, Queen Elizabeth II, no rioting nor killing will take place because present day royalty rule with affection rather than force. The crowds outside Buckingham Palace will be greater than they have been for any other Coronation, so will the processional route to the Abbey. Preparations are going on all over the world, even in Australia people are preparing to take that long voyage to England. In London, children, for a Coronation treat, are being given a free seat by the roadside. But the London children are not the only lucky children, for youngsters in other parts of Britain are receiving mugs with a portrait of the Queen engraved on the china. Souvenirs are being made ready for any tourists who come to see this marvellous spectacle, one of these being the Coronation Loving Cup which is designed to show both Queen Elizabeth the Second on the front and Queen Elizabeth the First on the back. Another is a goblet which is being made in Edinburgh and has a bubble enclosed in its stem, and the fancy letters, ER, is engraved in the glass. One alteration is that the diamonds, rubies, emeralds and sapphires in the crown are being dismantled, polished and replaced by expert jewellers. But after

all this bother, many people will agree with me that it was well worth it.



That ‘portrait of the Queen’ would reappear in another much-praised composition, 14 years later. And the whole thing might be paraphrased as ‘Her Majesty’s a pretty nice girl’.
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‘I learned to put a shell around me’

Liverpool Institute High School for Boys was housed in a neoclassical building in the heart of the city’s once affluent, still elegant Georgian quarter. It had been founded in 1837 as an adult education ‘institute’, which later split into a boys’ school and Liverpool College of Art. The two shared the same L-shaped block while functioning independently with separate entrances – the Inny’s mini-Parthenon colonnade in Mount Street, the art college around the corner in Hope Street.

As a grammar school in the best Victorian tradition, it educated its pupils free of charge yet with the same refinements as public (which in Britain denotes private) schools like Eton and Harrow. There was a uniform of black blazers, green-and-black striped ties and caps; there were teachers known as ‘masters’ in black scholastic gowns, licensed to administer ritual public chastisement with a cane. An ethos of public service was expressed in a Latin motto which for two of its pupils was to prove eerily prophetic: ‘Non Nobis Solum Sed Toti Mundo Natior’ – ‘not for ourselves alone but for the whole world were we born’.

Over the decades, the school had produced an impressive crop of politicians, industrial tycoons and academics, most notably the Nobel prize-winning physicist Professor Charles Glover Barkla. Another old boy was Arthur Askey, one of many nationally famous professional comedians to come out of Liverpool. At one stage in his school career, Paul would sit at the same wooden,

slope-topped classroom desk Askey had used 40 years earlier.

New boys at the Inny spent a year in its Lower School, then were sorted into streams according to their academic aptitudes. The A-stream’s syllabus revolved around classics, Latin and/or Greek, and the B-stream’s around modern languages. Though Paul was clearly bright enough for either, he went into the B-stream. One of his earliest school friends was a fellow B-streamer named Ian James, from Elswick Street in the humble quarter of south Liverpool known as the Dingle. Classroom desks being arranged in alphabetical order, the two sat near each other and attended the same lessons except that Ian took French while Paul took German. They both learned Spanish from a teacher named Miss Inkley whose thick make-up, in her class’s perfervid imagination, concealed scars acquired as a wartime secret agent. She taught them a silly little Spanish song about three bunny rabbits in a tree, ‘Tres conejos en un árbol’, that would stay imprinted on Paul’s memory for ever.

Ian James remembers him as a highly personable, popular figure with an appeal by no means limited to their fellow juniors. ‘He was a brilliant mimic,’ says James. ‘We were just starting to get the Goon Show on the radio, and Paul could do all the voices from it, like Eccles and Bluebottle. In the mornings, you’d see him in the playground with a little crowd around him, acting out the show he’d heard the night before. He was an entertainer even then.’

Schoolboy nicknames derive either from mockery and contempt or respect and affection. Paul’s nickname of Maca – with one ‘c’ rather than its familiar two – definitely belonged to the second category even though, after a year, he had to share it with his brother Michael.

Yet, despite the promise he’d shown in primary school, he did not shine particularly brightly at the Inny. None of his lessons was a problem to him, and he could easily have come top, or nearly, in every subject. The problem was one belied by his innocent face and always polite, conciliatory manner: he hated being told what to do.

Even in his two strongest subjects, his performance fell below

expectations. Ian James, who shared his English class, saw little sign of the care and enthusiasm he’d expended on his Coronation essay. ‘Our English master, Mr Jones, had the same initials as the Queen’s on the Coronation mugs, E.R. [Elizabeth Regina], so we used to call him Lizzie. You were each given a certain number of good-conduct marks that were taken away for bad behaviour. Paul and I used to chatter so much in Lizzie’s class that we’d both lose nearly all our good-conduct marks.’

Nor did the Inny much develop the talent for drawing and painting he’d had since kindergarten or his keen interest in all the visual arts. His Coronation essay prize had included a book token, which he’d used to buy a grown-up volume about Picasso, Salvador Dalí and Victor Pasmore. He’d also since won a prize for a drawing of St Aidan’s Church in Speke, an oasis of beauty among the raw council estates.

At school, he felt a powerful attraction to the art cupboard with its blocks of cartridge paper and bundles of virgin pencils and paintbrushes. But the lessons themselves were lost on him. He turned his talent, instead, to drawing caricatures of his teachers and classmates and the characters he observed each day from the top deck of his bus to school.

The Inny’s distinguished alumni included several who had made their mark in music, like the conductor and composer Albert Coates, the baritone Sir Charles Santley and the folk singer and composer Stan Kelly-Bootle. The school’s prospectus in the mid-Fifties recorded that its music room ‘has a piano where boys can play by arrangement with the teacher. It also has a gramophone player on which boys can play records after 1.30 p.m.’ The music master from 1955, Noel ‘Neddy’ Evans, is remembered by other former pupils, such as newsreader Peter Sissons, as ‘a fantastic teacher’.

But none of this was to figure in Paul’s musical development. He decided early on that Mr Evans wasn’t worthy of his attention and ‘Neddy’ seemingly made little effort to change his mind.

*


British children at that time were subjected to nothing like the deluge of erotica that nowadays saturates even the youngest. Most boys of Paul’s generation did not reach puberty until the start of their teens and many didn’t learn about sex until even later. As a rule, enlightenment came from their fathers – as uncomfortable as their own fathers had been in the same situation – wrapped up in evasive metaphors about ‘the seed of life’ and ‘the birds and bees’.

Reserved, rather straitlaced Jim McCartney was particularly ill-equipped for this most important talk with his elder son. As Paul would remember, Jim’s idea of sex-education was advising him to watch dogs ‘at it’ in the street. For amplification, he’d secretly consult Black’s Medical Dictionary, which his mother used in her midwifery, leafing through gruesome chapters on boils and haemorrhoids to a section with illustrations of the female anatomy. Even to a 13-year-old crackling with testosterone, they could not be called erotic, though the term mons Veneris, once he’d discovered it meant ‘mound of Venus’, set his imagination racing.

Ever since kindergarten, he’d been aware of his attractiveness to girls and the infallible effect of turning his brown eyes full on them. A slight blip occurred in his early teens when, for no discernible reason, he suddenly ballooned in size. The chubbiness soon disappeared, never to return, but the self-consciousness it brought lingered long afterwards. Years later, when writing about the most important encounter of his life, he would describe himself on that day at St Peter’s church fete as ‘a fat schoolboy’.

By now, he was attracting girls by the flock. Bernice Stenson, his former classmate at Joseph Williams Primary, had a crush on him, so did most of her friends. ‘He had this angelic-type face and we’d see it peering out from the top deck of the 86 bus as it passed us [when] he was on his way to Liverpool Institute and we were waiting for our bus to Aigburth Vale High School,’ Bernice recalls. ‘We’d all jump up and down and wave and shout at him.’

In 1955, Mary McCartney’s good name with the local authority took her family another step up the housing ladder. They left Speke for 20 Forthlin Road, Allerton – part of a council estate,

like their two previous homes, but in an area that was predominantly middle class, in places even ‘posh’. This meant an enormous amount to Mary in her constant battle to raise the sights of her two sons; as Paul would remember, ‘She hoped some of the poshness would rub off on us.’ Much as he loved, even revered, his mother, he’d reached the age when all young people criticise their parents without mercy. He would tease Mary about her genteel speech mannerisms, for example the way she always pronounced ‘ask’ as ‘ah-sk’. ‘That’s “ask”, Mum,’ he once corrected her, using Scouse pronunciation, as in ‘Askey’. All his life, he was to reproach himself for so thoughtlessly hurting her feelings.

Twenty Forthlin Road was the McCartneys’ first home with an inside toilet. Though small, it was built to a high standard, with three bedrooms and a dining- as well as a sitting-room. Its rear windows overlooked Mather Avenue’s police training school, whose extensive grounds lent a rather countrified atmosphere. The weekly rent was 26 shillings, or less than £1.50. A telephone was installed so that Mary could always be contacted by the health authority in an emergency. It was the only private phone in the street, so a constant stream of neighbours would always be dropping by to make calls, each leaving three old pennies in payment.

The police training school over the back garden wall did not take long to make its presence felt. On their first night in the house, Paul and Mike slept in twin beds in the large back bedroom. Next morning, they were awoken by dogs barking and what sounded like a gunshot. ‘We looked out, and there was a policeman running away from a big Alsatian like a wolf,’ Mike McCartney remembers. ‘He was turning and firing a gun at it, and we could see he had a big thick glove on. Bang, bang! went the gun, but it was firing blanks. They were training dogs to grab the arm of someone trying to escape and getting them used to the noise of guns. We thought it was a pretty exciting way to say “Hello”.’

The family saw 20 Forthlin Road as the start of a bright new era and refurbished it extensively, though there wasn’t much money to spare. For a sitting-room carpet, they could afford only runners

– narrow offcuts in different patterns – while the wallpaper was a selection of ‘roll-ends’ in various designs including silver-grey willow pattern. Mary couldn’t decide which paper she preferred, so the samples were hung together in a patchwork to help her make up her mind. Sadly, she never would.

After Michael’s birth, she had suffered from mastitis, an inflammation of the breast-tissue caused by breastfeeding. Recently, she had begun to feel similar pain, which at first she’d thought no more than heartburn and tried to treat with the indigestion remedy Bisodol. When that had no effect, she decided the menopause (in those days more delicately known as ‘the Change’) must be to blame. In the summer of 1956, 14-year-old Paul and 12-year-old Michael, as usual, went away to Boy Scout camp together. The weather was unusually cold and wet, and Mary told her clinic colleague Bella Johnson she was concerned they might be suffering under canvas. She was so worried that Bella’s daughter, Olive, offered to drive her to the camp to make sure they were all right.

They were quite all right, but Mary wasn’t: on the return journey to Liverpool she was in such pain that she had to lie down on the car’s back seat. When she got home, she went straight to bed. Trained nurse that she was, she already suspected the worst. ‘Oh, Olive,’ she whispered to her friend, ‘I don’t want to leave the boys just yet.’

The pain seemed to subside but, in a few days, came back worse than ever. Paul and Michael had by now returned from camp, with no idea anything was wrong, for Mary seemed her usual brisk, capable self – and, as everyone knew, nurses never got sick. The only giveaway was her sudden yearning for the Catholic faith she’d all but abandoned since her marriage. Michael was mystified one day to find her sitting on her bed weeping, holding a crucifix and a picture of a relative who’d recently become a priest.

Finally Jim persuaded her to use her contacts in the health service to get a quick appointment with a specialist. He diagnosed breast cancer and arranged for her immediate admission to Liverpool’s Northern Hospital. From her own medical training, Mary knew

he’d as good as pronounced a death sentence. Before leaving her precious new home – whose array of sitting-room wallpaper samples still awaited her decision – she cleaned it from top to bottom and washed and ironed all Jim’s and the boys’ clothes.

She was rushed straight into the operating theatre for a mastectomy, which wasn’t carried out: the cancer had spread too far. There was no hope. Paul and Michael hadn’t been told what was wrong with her, and now weren’t told she was dying. When Jim took them to see her in hospital, she did her best to be cheerful and reassuring, but Paul, the ever observant, saw blood on her bed-sheet and guessed the truth.

Mary received the last rites from a Catholic priest and asked for a rosary to be put around her wrist. Before she slipped into a coma, her last thoughts were of her sons and how she would have loved to see them grow up. She died on 31 October 1956, aged 47.

Suddenly Paul’s and Michael’s world no longer had its warm centre of hugs, nice meals, gentle fingers on their foreheads when they felt ill, thermometers comfortingly shaken and popped under their tongues. Everything the word ‘mum’ calls to mind – and that teenage boys still need as much as newborn infants – was gone, except for that last pile of lovingly laundered shirts and towels back at Forthlin Road.

For Jim McCartney, the blow was devastating. Mary had not only been the love of his life but its organiser. Outside of his beloved garden, he had always left domestic matters to her. Now he faced the task of caring for Paul and Michael and steering them through adolescence and its numerous problems – all without the second wage packet Mary had always provided. When the awful news was broken, Paul couldn’t help blurting out, ‘What are we going to do without her money?’

At first, Jim seemed unable to come to terms with his loss, sobbing that he wanted ‘to be with Mary’, almost as if he meant to end his own life, too. Men in that era, especially northern men, were not supposed to show emotion, and his sons had never known him other than totally composed behind his pipe.


‘That was the worst thing for me,’ Paul would remember. ‘Seeing my dad cry.’ But, grief-stricken though he was, the brown eyes shed no public tears. ‘I was determined not to let it affect me. I carried on. I learned to put a shell around me.’
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Puttin’ On the Style

Rock ‘n’ roll did many things for British boys when it burst on the unsuspecting 1950s. For Paul, it turned a shell into a suit of shiny armour.

Jim McCartney’s collapse was short-lived. After Mary’s funeral – the Catholic one she’d requested on her deathbed – Jim dried his eyes and buckled down to his new responsibilities. Since their mother’s death, Paul and Michael had been staying with their Auntie Gin and Uncle Harry in Huyton. When they returned to Forthlin Road, their dad seemed back to his old disciplined, understated self.

On his small salary, there was no question of employing a housekeeper. So, at the age of 55, he had to teach himself to cook and do all the other household jobs that men of his generation, especially in the north of England, regarded as ‘women’s work’. His sons pitched in to help like the Boy Scouts they were, Paul now the proud holder of a ‘bivouac badge’ for building a fire and cooking over it. Their plentiful uncles and aunts rallied round with frequent morale-boosting visits and invitations to meals, Every Tuesday, Gin and Millie would clean the house from top to bottom and have a hot dinner waiting when Paul and Mike came in from school.

The home Jim created was rough and ready, but never gloomy. ‘The house was full of laughter,’ Mike McCartney says. ‘There was always music playing – Dad with his records or on the piano, or

the relatives around for a sing-song. Dad could have his moments [of grieving for Mary] but Auntie Gin would be there, or someone else, and it’d soon be all right again.’

In the otherwise male atmosphere, Jim perpetuated Mary’s many hospital-inspired rules for hygiene and health – for example, only white tablecloths and towels because coloured ones got dirty without showing it. He also carried on her concern over her sons’ diet, urging them to eat healthily, with plenty of roughage, and inquiring every day whether their bowels were working satisfactorily. Unlike most bachelor establishments, too, the house always smelt of lavender, which Jim grew in the back garden, then rubbed between his fingers to unlock its scent.

Bereaved families often find a pet dog helps to ease the pain, but Paul and Mike had no need of that: the sound of barking from the nearby police training school went on almost around the clock. The wide grassy tract behind their house provided a constant spectacle of dogs being trained or stately police horses at exercise. There were regular public displays of horse-riding and obedience-trials, always culminating with the routine the boys had seen on their first morning – the pistol-firing fugitive pursued by an Alsatian, grabbed by his outsize glove and sent sprawling onto the grass. Paul and Mike would put chairs on the flat roof of their concrete garden shed and see the whole show for nothing. Paul particularly loved the vast chestnut police horses whose duties, in those riot-free days in Liverpool, were purely ceremonial. Watching them go through their dignified paces, he little dreamed of the thoroughbreds he himself would one day own and ride.

Jim McCartney might be a humble cotton salesman who’d left school aged 14, but he had a capacious mind and memory and a thirst for knowledge he’d always striven to pass on to his sons. He prided himself on his vocabulary and religiously filled in the crossword puzzles in his morning Daily Express and evening Liverpool Echo. When an unfamiliar word cropped up, he’d send the boys to check its spelling in the multivolume Newnes Family Encyclopaedia, which for him represented the fount of all knowledge. Paul, as a

result, was the one in his class at the Inny who knew how to spell ‘phlegm’. His cousin, Bert Danher, caught the crossword bug from Jim sufficiently to become a puzzle-compiler in later life.

Jim was a treasury of proverbs and sayings, which in Liverpool can verge on the surreal: ‘There’s no hair on a seagull’s chest . . .’; ‘It’s imposausigable. . .’; ‘Put it there if it weighs a ton’ (shake hands); ‘You’re about as useful as a one-legged man in an arse-kicking contest’. If ever Paul or Mike wanted to postpone a boring task, their father’s response was always ‘D.I.N.’, for ‘Do it now’; if they were quarrelling, he’d tell them to ‘let it be’, or forget it. Another oft-repeated maxim summed up Jim’s whole civilised approach to life: ‘The two most important “-ations” in life are “toler-” and “moder-”.’

‘Dad was always encouraging us to make something of ourselves,’ Mike McCartney says. ‘That was his mantra – giving us the confidence to go out there and be something in that big old world.’

But even for a singular boy like Paul, the world of his boyhood seemed to hold little promise or excitement. Mid-Fifties Britain may have had a stability later generations would envy, but its downside was stifling dullness and predictability. The British had had quite enough excitement with the Second World War, and now wished only for everlasting peace to enjoy all the commodities that had lately come off the ration, like eggs, butter and sugar.

Youth had none of the power it would later enjoy – in fact, was barely recognised at all. Around the age of 16, boys turned into men and girls into women, dressing and talking like their parents, adopting the same values, seeking the same amusements, soon marrying and ‘settling down’ in their turn. Only university and college students, a tiny minority, were permitted any drawn-out transition from adolescence to maturity, albeit still in the same tweed jackets and frumpy frocks as their elders.

The war had made popular music a vital part of everyday life, but as yet it had no specific appeal to the young. The BBC’s Light Programme gave employment to dozens of dance orchestras and bands, all of whom performed live on-air, in programmes still with a wartime flavour: Calling All Forces, Workers’ Playtime, Music While

You Work. Record-sales were already big business: the New Musical Express had started a ‘Top 12’ chart in 1952 and extended it to a Top 20 in 1954. Every new song was also issued as sheet music so that it could be reproduced, Victorian-style, on parlour pianos at home.

The biggest hits were by American artistes like Guy Mitchell, Frankie Laine and Doris Day, though Sinatra-esque British crooners like Dennis Lotis and Dickie Valentine inspired large female followings. The songs – written by those mysterious ‘professionals’ for whom Jim McCartney had such respect – tended to be faux-Italian or -Irish ballads, themes from the newest Disney film or novelty numbers like ‘How Much Is That Doggie in the Window?’

A few successful vocalists came from Liverpool, notably Frankie Vaughan, Michael Holliday and Lita Roza. But, like the comedians for which the city was more famous – Robb Wilton, Tommy Handley, Arthur Askey – they were advised to lose their Scouse accents and never mention their birthplace in their acts. Showbusiness superstition held that anything glamorous or desirable had to come, or seem to come, from London. The last place it could conceivably come from was a sooty seaport on a muddy river, far away in the north-west.

Paul’s thirteenth birthday present from his father was a trumpet. The instrument with which Jim led his little dance band before the war still had greatest prestige on the bandstand, thanks to America’s Harry James and Britain’s Eddie Calvert, aka ‘the Man with the Golden Trumpet’. Calvert’s instrumental version of ‘Cherry Pink and Apple Blossom White’, from the film Underwater, had been number one in Britain’s new Top 20 for four weeks in 1955.

However, Jim had no idea of launching Paul on a musical career, even one as modest as his own had been. Rather, the trumpet would be a social asset in a city where much of the best entertainment took place in private homes. ‘If you can play something, son,’ he advised, ‘you’ll always get invited to parties.’



Rock ‘n’ roll first crept up on Britain in the dark. During mid-1955, showings of an American film called Blackboard Jungle caused

disturbances among young members of its audience that left a trail of wrecked cinemas across the country. This reaction was not to the film, which concerned delinquent high school students in New York, but to a song played over the opening credits, ‘Rock Around the Clock’ by Bill Haley and his Comets.

In hindsight, the record seems innocent enough, a conventional, intelligible tenor voice simply chanting the hours in the day when one can rock – i.e. dance. To adult British ears at the time, its slap-bass beat and braying saxophone were a din almost as destructively hideous as the recent war’s bombs. Indeed its consequences were to be almost as traumatic, and much longer lasting.

The war had not made Britain any less rigidly class-bound, and rock ‘n’ roll music initially affected only the working class. Its first enthusiasts, the instigators of those cinema riots, were Teddy boys: young men who defied the drab national dress code by sporting Edwardian-style velvet-collared jackets and narrow ‘drainpipe’ trousers, with accessories often including switchblade knives, razors, brass knuckles and bicycle chains. ‘Teds’ responding to rock ‘n’ roll awoke fears of a juvenile delinquency problem on the same scale as America’s, not to mention an older, darker fear of proletarian uprising.

But, as was soon apparent, the musical malignancy had spread much wider. ‘Rock Around the Clock’ went to number one in the new Top 20, and was followed by a string of further Bill Haley hits, all using ‘rock’ in the title and all unleashing further mayhem. When Haley visited Britain in 1956, arriving by ocean liner, he was greeted by crowds that even the young Queen would hardly attract. That was his big mistake. In total contrast with his music, he proved to be a chubby, benign-looking man with a kiss-curl plastered on his forehead and not the faintest whiff of danger or subversion. When, soon afterwards, his record-sales went into decline, Britain’s parents breathed a sigh of relief, thinking the crisis had passed.

But by now America had a new rock ‘n’ roller of a very different stamp. Like Bill Haley, the bizarrely-named Elvis Presley wore a

guitar but, unlike any vocalist – that is, any white vocalist – he used his body, especially his hips and buckling knees, to underline the amorous fervour of what he sang. He was, in other words, raw sex on crêpe soles. While Haley’s deleterious effect had largely been on males, Presley’s was overwhelmingly on females, rousing previously decorous, tight-corseted Fifties young womanhood to hysterical screams, reciprocal bodily writhings and an apparent common compulsion to tear the singer’s clothes from his back.

Presley’s ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, recorded in January 1956, was the first rock ‘n’ roll song truly reflecting the adolescent psyche in all its self-dramatisation and self-pity. Presley did not (and never would) follow Bill Haley’s example of meeting his British public, but film footage showed him to be the ultimate Teddy boy, with black backswept hair, brooding eyes, a top lip permanently curled as if in disdain for the entire adult world that hated, feared, mocked and execrated him. Over the next two years, he would enjoy a run of UK hits no other act would match until the following decade.

Paul was an instant convert to Elvis, hereafter known by Christian name alone. ‘I first saw his picture in a magazine – I think it was an ad for “Heartbreak Hotel” and I thought, “Wow! He’s so good looking . . . he’s perfect. The Messiah has arrived.”’ When thoughts of his mother began gnawing at him, ‘Hound Dog’, ‘Blue Suede Shoes’, ‘Teddy Bear’, or especially ‘All Shook Up’ (with its glorious – and prophetic – mumble of ‘Mm-hm-hm hm yay-yay-yeah’) were infallible balm.

He also loved Little Richard, the first black rock ‘n’ roller, who combined a demented shriek with outrageous camp that went completely over most British heads. Though Paul’s voice was the lightest alto, he found he could do spot-on imitations of both the Presley mumble and the Richard scream. The crowd now gathered round him in the Inny playground not to hear a radio but a rock show.

Today, pop music is an unavoidable element of daily life, playing on perpetual loops in shops, offices, bars, restaurants and public spaces, buzzing in the earpieces of bus- and train-travellers,

thumping out of cars, ringing around construction sites, whispering inside lifts and tinkling down telephone lines. But in rock ‘n’ roll’s early days in Britain, it received public airing only in the disreputable haunts of Teddy boys – espresso bars, bikers’ cafes, pinball arcades and fairgrounds.

In America, it had received instant circulation via the country’s hundreds of commercial radio stations. But British radio was the monopoly of the traditionally stuffy, puritanical BBC which – with all those conventional bands and orchestras to protect – excluded it completely. Its sole mouthpiece was Radio Luxembourg, beamed from far away in mainland Europe, which operated a nightly English language service playing all the new American releases, somewhat blurred by intrusive French or Belgian voices and static.

Like most families in that pre-transistor era, the McCartneys had only one radio, a bulky, valve-operated apparatus housed in a wooden cabinet and known as a ‘wireless’. Unfortunately, this was sited immovably in the sitting-room, where Jim McCartney liked to play his kind of music on the gramophone during Luxembourg’s evening transmission hours. An inveterate handyman, Jim kept a drawer full of electronic oddments he thought ‘might come in useful someday’. One evening, he came up to Paul’s and Mike’s rooms – they’d stopped sharing by then – and presented each of them with a set of black Bakelite headphones.

‘There were wires disappearing through the floorboards to the radio below, so that we’d be able to listen to Radio Luxembourg in our bedrooms,’ Mike McCartney remembers. ‘So Dad would have his Mantovani downstairs while upstairs we’d have Elvis, Little Richard, Fats Domino and Chuck Berry . . . and our kid [Paul] would be singing along or trying to write down the lyrics. I sometimes think that if it hadn’t been for those Bakelite headphones, there wouldn’t have been any Beatles.’

Though the music no longer destroyed cinemas, the press kept up an unremitting tirade against it, supported by opportunistic politicians, teachers, clergy and ‘real’ musicians of Jim’s generation. Its lyrics, mostly nonsensical enough to have been written

by Lewis Carroll, were condemned as ‘obscene’ and its rhythm as ‘jungle-like’ – a racist allusion to its origins in black rhythm and blues. Rock ‘n’ roll singers were ridiculed as inarticulate morons, controlled by unscrupulous managers (all too true in most cases), whose fraudulence was summed up by their inability to play the guitars they flourished and spun about them. Every commentator agreed: it couldn’t be long before young people saw through the con-trick that was being perpetrated on them and the whole noisy nuisance blew over.

But there was no going back. Thanks to Elvis, and the Teds, British boys en masse had discovered something previously unknown in their stodgy, sleepy country, except to a tiny metropolitan elite. They had discovered style. So Paul joined the queue at Bioletti’s barber shop, beside the Penny Lane roundabout, waiting for his former boyish tousle to be shaped into a toppling Elvis quiff and combed back at the sides into the two interwoven rear flaps known as a ‘duck’s arse’, or DA. Unfortunately, like many another 14-year-old would-be Elvis, he spent his weekdays in a school uniform whose cap was designed to be worn squarely on the head, to the ruination of any coiffure let alone this springy, aerated one.

The Institute had a strict dress code, personally enforced by its headmaster, J. R. Edwards, popularly known as ‘the Baz’ (short for ‘bastard’). Nowhere was he more of a baz than over caps, which had to be worn at all times on pain of severe punishment. The only way Paul could do so without harming the precious cockade was to clamp his cap onto the back of his head like a Jewish yarmulka.

Grammar school boys, too, now craved the Teds’ drainpipe trousers that British parents hated almost as much as they did rock ‘n’ roll music. Even the easy-going Jim could not abide ‘drainies’ and insisted Paul’s dark grey school trousers should retain their billowy 24-inch cuffs (although in Jim’s own pre-Great War boyhood, every Englishman from the prime minister downwards had been slim-shanked).

Other boys were having furious arguments with their fathers on the subject – but not Paul. Few men’s outfitters yet sold tapered

trousers ready to wear; the usual thing was for an alterations tailor to ‘take in’ a conventional baggy pair. Paul had his school ones taken in a little at a time, first to 20 inches, then 18, then 16, so that Jim wouldn’t notice the erosion.

He found other ways of taking in his dad as well, without ever actually lying. ‘Near my house there was a tailor who’d do the job while you waited,’ Ian James remembers. ‘Paul used to leave for school wearing ordinary-width trousers, then have them altered at lunch-time. If Jim said anything about them when he got home, he’d say, “They’re the same pair you saw me go out in this morning.”’



Most days on his bus journey to school, Paul sat next to a fellow Institute pupil, a pale, solemn-looking boy named George Harrison who lived in Upton Green, Speke, not far from the McCartneys’ former home in Ardwick Road, and whose father, Harry, worked as a bus-driver for Liverpool Corporation. Often, when the number 86 stopped on Mather Avenue to pick up Paul, Mr Harrison would be behind the wheel, so he’d get a free ride.

George was a year his junior and in the class below his at the Inny, so during the day there was a wide social gap between them. But on the journey to and from school they could be friends. Paul was much impressed by an episode illustrative of their very different families. After some misdemeanour, George had received the Inny’s commonest corporal punishment, one or more strokes on the palm of the hand with a wooden ruler. ‘The teacher missed his hand and caught him on the wrist, and made a big red weal. The next day, his dad came to the school and punched the teacher on the nose. If I’d complained to my dad that I’d been beaten, he’d have said, “You probably deserved it.”’

After ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ came out, much of Paul and George’s conversation revolved around Elvis – his astounding voice, his amazing clothes, the guitar that seemed his indispensable accomplice in whipping up female frenzy. George revealed that his bus-driving dad had learned to play the guitar while serving in the Merchant Navy and that he himself now possessed one. Paul in

return made the rather less sensational announcement that he was learning the trumpet.

Out of school hours, his main friend continued to be Ian James. They were both good-looking, and both equally obsessed by their hair and clothes. Among the new records currently on Radio Luxembourg was ‘A White Sport Coat’, by the American country singer Marty Robbins (anglicised into ‘A White Sports Coat’ by Britain’s King Brothers). Paul had searched high and low for such a garment and finally found one in silver-flecked oatmeal, cut in daring Teddy boy ‘drape’ style with a flap on its breast pocket. Ian had a similar Elvis quiff and DA and a similar jacket in pale blue.

He also had access to a guitar just at this moment when the eyes of British boys were becoming riveted to the instrument. His grandfather had been bandmaster to the local Salvation Army in the Dingle and he’d grown up with a Spanish guitar around the house – then considered nothing but a background rhythm-maker. When the skiffle craze arrived, and Paul finally got a guitar of his own, Ian looked like his natural musical partner.

Skiffle derived from American folk music during the Great Depression when poor whites who couldn’t afford conventional instruments would improvise them from kitchen washboards, jugs, and kazoos. In its British reincarnation, it became a mash-up of blues, country, folk, jazz and spirituals – all genres about which most young Britons had little or no previous knowledge.

Its biggest, in fact only, star was Lonnie Donegan – like Paul, of mixed Irish and Scots origins – who had previously played banjo with Chris Barber’s jazz band. In 1956, Donegan and a rhythm section from the Barber band recorded a skiffle version of ‘Rock Island Line’ by the blues giant (and convicted killer) Huddie ‘Lead Belly’ Ledbetter. Its subject matter, railroad-tolls on Rock Island, Illinois, could hardly have been more mundane, but that word ‘rock’, in any context, now set schoolboy hormones aflame. ‘Rock Island Line’ went to number eight in Britain and also became a hit across the Atlantic, an unprecedented example of British musicians selling Americana back to the Americans.


Skiffle offered the romance of America – chiefly represented by freight trains, penitentiaries and chain-gangs – but without the taint of sex and Teddy boy violence attached to rock ‘n’ roll. The BBC relented so far as to put on a radio programme called Saturday Skiffle Club and an early-evening TV show especially for teenagers titled like a train, the Six-Five Special, with skiffle theme music. Whereas rock ‘n’ roll was an unknowable alchemy created by incomprehensible beings, skiffle could be played by anyone with a cheap acoustic guitar and mastery of the three simple chords of 12-bar blues. Its other essential instruments were literally home-made: ‘basses’ improvised from resonant empty boxes, broom-handles and bits of string, and serrated kitchen washboards, scrubbed with fingers capped by steel thimbles to create a scratchy, frenetic percussion.

The effect was galvanising on bashful British boys with no previous musical leanings who, hitherto, would rather have committed hara-kiri than get up in public and sing. All over the country, juvenile skiffle groups sprang – or, rather, strummed – into life under exotically homespun names, like the Vipers, the Nomads, the Hobos, the Streamliners and the Sapphires. The guitar rocketed even further in popularity, so much so that at one point a national shortage was declared.

In November 1956, when Lonnie Donegan appeared at Liverpool’s Empire Theatre, Paul was in the audience. Before the show, he hung around the Empire stage-door, hoping for a glimpse of Donegan arriving for rehearsal. Some local factory hands had sneaked out of work with the same idea; Donegan paused to talk to them and on learning they’d gone AWOL he wrote a note to their foreman, asking that they shouldn’t be penalised because of him. Paul had expected metaphorical stars to be as cold and distant as the real thing, and Donegan’s friendliness and graciousness to those fans made a profound impression on him.

By now, the ‘King of Skiffle’ had dropped all 1930s-hobo visuals from his act, performing the ragged-arsed repertoire of Lead Belly and Woody Guthrie in black tie, with a tuxedoed trio that included a virtuoso electric guitarist, Denny Wright. That touch

of sophistication was Paul’s Damascene moment; from then on, he burned to play a guitar and sing – an impossibility with a trumpet. So after the Donegan show, he asked his dad if he could swap his birthday present for a guitar. To Jim McCartney, as to all musicians of his generation, rock ‘n’ roll and skiffle were undifferentiated cacophony. But, remembering how his own dad, the brass band E-flat tuba man, had once ridiculed his love of jazz and swing, he resolved to be tolerant. So Paul returned the trumpet to Rushworth and Draper’s music store and in its place selected a Zenith acoustic guitar with f-holes and a red sunburst finish, price £15.

For instruction he turned to Ian James, who now owned a superior Rex model with a cutaway body, for reaching the tinkliest treble notes at the bottom of the fretboard. Ian showed him the first basic one-finger chords, G and G7, and how to tune the Zenith – which, with his natural musical ear, presented no problem. To begin with he played as Ian did, with his guitar-neck pointing leftwards, but found it extremely awkward and laborious. Then he happened to see a picture of the American country star Slim Whitman, a ‘leftie’ like himself, and realised he should be holding his guitar the other way around, fingering the fretboard with his right hand and strumming with his left. That, of course, put the bottom string where the top one ought to be, so he had to remove all six and put them into reverse order. The white scratch plate – over which the strummer’s hand slides after each stroke – proved too firmly screwed in place to be switched over, so it had to be left upside-down.

All this was less than a month after Mary’s death. And for Paul, in his buttoned-up grief, the Zenith came as salvation with six strings. He played it at every possible moment, even when sitting on the toilet, both the inside and outside ones. ‘It became an obsession . . . took over his whole life,’ remembers Mike McCartney. ‘It came along at just the right moment and became his escape.’

He also began to sing as he played, not mimicking Elvis or Little Richard now, but in his real voice. This was high and pure, like no one currently in the charts or anywhere in popular music except

perhaps the jazz singer Mel Tormé, though he found he could give it a sandpapery rock ‘n’ roll edge.

And he’d already written – or, as his dad would say, made up – a song. Called ‘I Lost My Little Girl’, it seemed to be in the usual idiom of teenage heartbreak, but actually was a way of channelling his grief over his mother’s death. It revolved around chords Ian James had taught him, G, G7 and C, and Ian was one of the first people he played it to, in his bedroom at Forthlin Road. ‘I was really impressed,’ James remembers. ‘I’d always thought all songwriters were old blokes on Tin Pan Alley. That was something no one else I knew would have thought of doing.’

Despite his obsession with his guitar, he kept up his interest in the piano, now suddenly the least cool of instruments. He had often asked his father to teach him, but Jim, modest and self-deprecating as ever, insisted he could only learn ‘properly’ by finding a teacher and going through all the groundwork he had shirked as a small boy. Remembering the camphor-scented old lady teachers he’d so disliked then, Paul made sure he had lessons from a man this time, and started on a back-to-basics course, determined to be able to read music at the end of it. But he felt no more interested now than he had at the age of eight – and, meantime, songs kept coming into his mind for which he could always find the piano-chords by instinct. ‘Something was making me make it up,’ he would recall, ‘whether I knew how to do it or not.’

Rock ‘n’ roll films, too, were now coming from America and finding their way to Merseyside cinemas. They were a genre known as ‘exploitation movies’, hastily put out to catch the craze before its universally-predicted demise. Most were cheap black and white affairs, with feeble plots and cliché characters, serving only as a showcase for the music acts involved. But The Girl Can’t Help It, filmed in colour and CinemaScope and on general release all over Britain in the summer of 1957, was like no exploitation movie before.

Intended primarily as a vehicle for the monumentally-endowed Jayne Mansfield, it was a satire on rock ‘n’ roll, with in-performance

appearances by Little Richard, Fats Domino, the Platters and Freddie Bell and the Bell Boys. It had all the sexiness for which the music was condemned, but wrapped in witty double entendre, verbal and visual, that went completely over the censors’ heads. In its most famous scene, Little Richard shrieked the title song in voice-over as Mansfield sashayed down a street, making men’s spectacles shatter in their frames and milk spurt orgasmically from bottles.

The film’s performance sequences included two instant rock ‘n’ roll classics. One was ‘Be-Bop-A-Lula’ by Gene Vincent and His Blue Caps, the first rock band whose sidemen were as young and hip, in their blue ‘cheesecutter’ caps, as the lead singer. The other was ‘Twenty Flight Rock’ by Eddie Cochran, an Elvis lookalike with a white sports coat, a red guitar – and a novel line in humour and self-mockery. His girlfriend lived on the top floor, the elevator was broken, so he had to walk up 20 flights and his feet were killing him.

Paul and Ian James were among the first in line to see The Girl Can’t Help It. Afterwards, Ian bought the single of ‘Twenty Flight Rock’ from Currys in Elliott Street, playing it over and over again until he’d worked out its guitar chords and Paul had managed to decipher and write down all its words. ‘After a couple of run-throughs, he got it,’ James remembers. ‘He was Eddie Cochran.’

At the beginning of July 1957, Lonnie Donegan was in the charts yet again with a double-sided hit, ‘Gamblin’ Man’ and ‘Puttin’ On the Style’. Skiffle groups had started up all over Liverpool, but none so far had attempted to recruit Paul, and he seemed in no hurry to join one.

Two boys he knew at the Inny, Ivan Vaughan and Len Garry, were sharing the role of tea chest bassist in a group called the Quarrymen. ‘Ivy’, a formidably bright ‘A’ streamer, was his special friend: they shared the same sense of humour and the same birthday, 18 June. And it so happened that Ivan’s home in Vale Road, Woolton, backed on to that of the Quarrymen’s leader, John Lennon, with whom he was equally good friends.


On 6 July, the Quarrymen were to play at a garden fete organised by Woolton’s parish church, St Peter’s. Ivan suggested Paul should come along and he’d introduce him to John with a view to his possibly joining the line-up. Paul agreed, but asked Ian James to meet him there, thinking there might be places for both of them in the group – and also for a bit of protection.
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‘Chalkandcheese!’

He already knew John Lennon by sight; with homes only a quarter of a mile apart, they could hardly miss each other. But until now, the age gap between them had ruled out any socialising. Paul was only just 15 while John was three months shy of 17. Although still at school – just – he looked like a Teddy boy and displayed all the touchy aggression that went with it. ‘This Ted would get on the bus,’ Paul was later to remember. ‘I wouldn’t stare at him too hard in case he hit me.’

St Peter’s church fete seemed the least likely rendezvous with such a hard case. It was an event organised mainly for children, with its fancy dress procession, turn-outs by local Scouts, Girl Guides and Brownies and ceremonial crowning of a juvenile ‘Rose Queen’. Its chief musical attraction was the 25-piece military band of the Cheshire Yeomanry, but a skiffle group had been added to the programme to attract the parish’s teenaged element. The Quarrymen got the gig because, unlikely as it might seem, their leader had once attended the church’s Sunday school and sung in its choir.

Though the summer of 1957 was a gloriously hot, sunny one in Britain, Saturday, 6 July, turned out cloudy and humid. Paul arrived for the rendezvous by bike, wearing his silver-flecked oatmeal jacket and the narrowest black drainies he’d yet smuggled past his father. He later admitted he was thinking less about meeting John Lennon than his chances of picking up a girl afterwards.


Despite its closeness to the city, Woolton had some of the atmosphere of a country village. The neo-Gothic sandstone church stood on a hill, its 90-foot bell-tower crowned with four pinnacles said to be the highest point in Liverpool. The weathered headstones in its churchyard included one commemorating various members of a local family, among them:



ELEANOR RIGBY . . .
THE BELOVED WIFE OF THOMAS WOODS
. . . DIED 10TH OCTOBER, 1939, AGED 44 YEARS



Behind the church was a sloping field, littered with all the innocent paraphernalia of an English garden fete: stalls selling home-made cakes, jams and knitted tea-cosies, and amusements like quoits, skittles and ‘shilling-in-the-bucket’. Near the bottom was a makeshift stage on which the Quarrymen performed two sets, bookending a display by the City of Liverpool Police dogs – the same that the McCartney brothers could hear in the training college over their back garden fence.

Now at last Paul could inspect the tough guy of the 86 bus at leisure without fear of reprisals. He wore a plaid shirt and jeans, and played an undersized, steel-strung Spanish guitar, nowhere near as impressive as Paul’s own cello-style Zenith. Under the toppling Elvis quiff, his wide-set eyes stared challengingly at his juvenile audience, as if he’d gladly have picked a fight with any one of them. Unlike most skiffle vocalists, he didn’t try to sound American, but sang in a Liverpool accent whose thin yet resonant tone burned like acid through the ambient sounds of children’s voices, clinking teacups and birdsong.

The Quarrymen were better-equipped than many skiffle groups, having, in addition to the requisite washboard and tea chest bass, a second guitarist, a banjo-player and a drummer with a full, though undersized, kit. They did all the skiffle standards, including a version of ‘Puttin’ On the Style’ even more uproarious than Lonnie Donegan’s original. But their front man seemed always to

be prodding them towards rock ‘n’ roll. Among his repertoire was ‘Come Go With Me’, a recent hit by an American doo-wop group the Del-Vikings, in which he twisted the doo-wop lyric into skiffleese: ‘Come, come, come, come and go with me . . . down to the Penitentiar-ee’.

After their second set, the group retired to the Church Hall, where they were also to play at a dance that evening. A few minutes later, Ivy Vaughan brought Paul in to meet John.

For someone without Paul’s instinctive showmanship, the encounter might well have led nowhere. He had only Ivy for backup – Ian James hadn’t yet arrived – while John was surrounded by fellow musicians who were almost all close cronies: washboard-player Pete Shotton, bassist Len Garry, guitarist Eric Griffiths, banjoist Rod Davis, drummer Colin Hanton and the group’s manager, Nigel Walley.

There were introductions, as stiffly formal as only teenagers know how. ‘John was always reserved, he never made the first move,’ Colin Hanton remembers. ‘People had to come to him.’

Paul broke the ice by picking up one of the group’s two guitars – whether John’s or Eric Griffiths’s no one now remembers – and launching into Eddie Cochran’s ‘Twenty Flight Rock’ in a perfect facsimile of Cochran’s voice with its Elvis quiver and softened r’s: ‘We-e-e-e-ll, I gotta gal with a wecord machine . . . When it comes to wockin’ she’s the queen . . .’ To sing and play the slap-bass rhythm simultaneously was impressive enough, never mind for a left-hander on a right-handed instrument.

‘He gave a great performance – showing off, really, but not in a big-headed way,’ Colin Hanton says. ‘And you could see John thinking “Yes, you’ll do.”’

The Quarrymen’s leader, in fact, had a rather shaming handicap. ‘John found it really hard to play the guitar at first,’ Hanton continues. ‘His guitar was tuned for banjo chords [i.e. using only four strings] and he found it really hard to figure out guitar chords. In fact, I believe he was thinking of ditching the guitar, so when Paul turned up and played “Twenty Flight Rock” with all those six-string

chords . . . well, that was it. John wanted to learn everything he could from him.’

Paul had something else to show in that perfectly judged ‘not big-headed’ way of his. Standing at the Church Hall’s old upright piano, an instrument hitherto never resonating to anything stronger than ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’, he began pounding out the rolling bass boogie of Jerry Lee Lewis’s ‘Whole Lot of Shakin’ Goin’ On’.

The last of John’s reserve melted and he joined Paul at the keyboard, revealing himself a fellow piano enthusiast in a guitar-mad world. These close quarters also revealed that, in defiance of the fete’s strict teetotalism, he’d managed to get hold of some beer. ‘I remember John leaning over,’ Paul says, ‘contributing a deft right hand to the upper octaves and surprising me with his beery breath.’

Soon afterwards, Ian James turned up and everyone went to a nearby coffee bar. ‘I seem to recall the Quarrymen being told their appearance at the dance that night had been cancelled,’ James says. ‘So I decided to go home.’

The dance appearance wasn’t cancelled, and Paul hung out with the Quarrymen until early evening, getting a first flavour of what hanging out with John could mean. First they went to a pub where no one but the drummer, Colin Hanton, was old enough to be served alcohol and Paul had to lie that he was aged 18 along with the others. Then they received word that some tough Teds from Garston were coming over to Woolton, thirsting for skiffle-players’ blood. Having set out that day to attend a church fete, Paul felt he’d ended up ‘in Mafia land’.

After making such an impression, he might have been expected to go onstage with the Quarrymen at St Peter’s Church Hall that very night. But John was in two minds about recruiting someone whose superior musicianship would inevitably overshadow him, maybe even pose a threat to his leadership. ‘I’d been kingpin up to then,’ he would later recall. ‘The decision was whether to keep me strong or make the group stronger.’

Walking home later, he asked washboard-player Pete Shotton,

his closest crony, whether Paul should be let in, and Shotton emphatically voted yes. They agreed that the next one of them to see Paul would extend a formal invitation.

This didn’t happen until a couple of weeks later, when Shotton came out of his family’s house in Vale Road to see Paul cycling by. ‘He stopped and we passed the time of day, chatted for a while, then I suddenly remembered what John and I had decided,’ Shot-ton recalls. ‘I said, “Oh, by the way Paul, do you want to join the band?” He thought for a moment, very casually, then said “Okay”, jumped on his bike and rode off.’



In reality John Lennon was not the hard case he seemed, still less the ‘working-class hero’ he would one day style himself. His father Alfred, a ship’s steward, had disappeared when John was seven and his mother, Julia, unable to cope, had given him over to her childless older sister, Mary, known as Mimi. He had grown up in Mimi’s spotless Woolton home, provided with every comfort but ruled by his aunt’s strict discipline and rigid social snobbery. Almost everything he did, or would ever do, was a kick against that repressive middle-class milieu.

He early proved himself a gifted boy, with the same talent for art and writing as Paul. The difference in John’s case was his extreme short-sightedness, for which he was prescribed powerful spectacles he hated and refused to wear. The challenging stare he turned on the world was actually his constant effort to bring it into focus. His myopia largely accounted for the surreal quality of his pictures and prose and his compulsion to turn every other word into a pun.

He had attended Dovedale Primary School, near Penny Lane, then gone on to Quarry Bank High School, a grammar school of the same aspirational stamp as Liverpool Institute. There, abetted by Pete Shotton, he had been a notorious rebel and subversive, doing no work and running out reams of highly creative stories and cartoons lampooning his teachers.

Though his mother had given him away to her sister, she

remained a powerful presence in his life, living not far from Aunt Mimi’s with a man friend by whom she had two further children. In contrast with her brisk older sister, Julia Lennon was glamorous and high-spirited, an accomplished amateur entertainer who could sing and play the banjo and ukulele. When John became smitten by Elvis and rock ‘n’ roll, Julia bought him a guitar and taught him his first chords, albeit only the four-string banjo kind. It was enough for him to form the Quarrymen, initially from among his classmates at Quarry Bank High School, taking the name from the school song in which the students hymned themselves as ‘Quarry men, strong before our birth’.

By the time John met Paul, his guitar and rock ‘n’ roll were all he cared about. He had just crowned his school career by failing his GCE O-Level exams in every subject, and was about to embark on a form of higher education at that time easily available to such academic non-achievers. That September, he was to begin a course at Liverpool College of Art.

As things turned out, almost three months passed before Paul took his place among the Quarrymen. He had other commitments for the rest of his school holidays, including Boy Scout camp with Mike in the Peak District of Derbyshire and a week at Butlin’s holiday camp in Filey, Yorkshire: the boys’ first time back at Butlin’s since their mother’s death.

As a result, he missed the Quarrymen’s August debut at a Liverpool cellar club called the Cavern, at that time an enclave of traditional jazz. Skiffle was seen as a branch of jazz, and so tolerated at the Cavern, but rock ‘n’ roll was banned. When John started up Elvis’s ‘Don’t Be Cruel’, he was passed a note from the manager, Alan Sytner, ordering him to ‘cut out the bloody rock’.

At Butlin’s in Filey, one of the entertainments team, known as Redcoats, was Paul and Michael’s cousin by marriage, an ebullient, mustachioed man named Mike Robbins. During their stay, one of Robbins’s duties was emceeing the camp’s leg of a national talent contest, sponsored by the People newspaper and offering ‘cash prizes of over £5000’. Paul, who had his guitar with him as always,

entered himself and Michael as ‘The McCartney Brothers’, modelled on America’s close-harmony Everly Brothers, Phil and Don.

The effect was rather spoiled by the younger McCartney Brother, who’d broken his arm at Boy Scout camp just before coming on holiday, and still wore it in a bulky sling. The pair did the Everlys’ hit ‘Bye Bye Love’, then Paul soloed on Little Richard’s ‘Long Tall Sally’. They were under the contest’s age-limit, and even their Redcoat relative couldn’t save them from being disqualified. As a consolation, they came offstage to discover they’d acquired a fan, a girl named Angela from Hull. It wasn’t Paul she turned out to fancy, however, but his wounded sibling.

Thus his first paid appearance with the Quarrymen didn’t come until 18 October, when they played at the New Clubmoor Hall, Norris Green. Alas, nothing could have been less like his impressive display at the Woolton fete. John had granted him a solo instrumental spot, Arthur Smith’s ‘Guitar Boogie’, a seeming doddle for someone who could simultaneously play and sing ‘Twenty Flight Rock’. But midway through, he suffered an attack of sticky fingers and messed it up completely.

The Quarrymen at this point were getting two or three gigs a week if they were lucky, in one or other of the numerous urban villages that make up greater Liverpool. They travelled by double-decker bus, their guitars and washboard on their knees and Colin Hanton’s drum-kit packed into the luggage-recess under the stairs.

The venue would be some municipal or church hall where, more than likely, Paul’s father had fronted the Jim Mac Jazz Band 30 years earlier. The promoter was invariably a middle-aged man, with slicked-back hair and too-strong aftershave, who hated all young people’s music and was simply cashing in on the brief time it surely now had left. The Quarrymen seldom received more than a couple of pounds between them, grudgingly counted out in half-crowns, shillings, pennies and even halfpennies. Some promoters gave them schoolmasterly written reports on their performance; all were vigilant for any excuse to cut their fee or withhold it altogether.


Their audience would be teenage girls in mumsy-looking full-skirted dresses and cardigans, with waved or ‘home-permed’ hair, jiving with boys still mostly wearing nothing more adventurous than blazers and grey flannels. Dancers and musicians alike kept a weather eye on the door in case the dreaded Garston Teds should suddenly arrive like drunken cowboys riding in to shoot up Dodge City. There were also occasional engagements at golf clubs, factory socials, private parties (no fee but free beer and food) and, once, at an abattoir.

After the show, a selection of their female followers would be usually waiting, game for a snog, a grope or, on very lucky nights, a ‘knee-trembler’ up against a wall. There were never enough for John, whose sexual appetite seemed insatiable and who boasted of having once masturbated nine times in a single day (so failing to win a bet with Pete Shotton that he could reach double figures).

John led the Quarrymen not only onstage but also in regular masturbation sessions, usually at Nigel Walley’s house, in which Paul was now included. They would settle themselves in armchairs, put out the lights and each would wank independently, encouraging himself and his neighbours by calling out the names of sex-goddesses like Gina Lollobrigida or Brigitte Bardot. Often at the crucial moment, John would spoil the mood by shouting ‘Winston Churchill!’



‘When Paul joined the band, things changed . . . but it wasn’t an overnight change,’ Colin Hanton remembers. ‘Paul was shrewd. He realised from the start that John liked to think of himself as the dominant force, but he needed Paul to teach him proper guitar chords, which was the way in to playing more rock ‘n’ roll material. He recognised John was the power in the group and that the best way to take him on was to do it subtly.’

Nothing could be done about those group-members who, possessing only the rudimentary musical talent of skifflers, were an obstacle to any meaningful further development into rock ‘n’ roll. Pete Shotton and his washboard were the most glaring example

but, as John’s partner-in-crime since toddlerhood, Pete’s position was unassailable.

Nigel Walley was another Lennon childhood friend; originally the group’s bass-player, now their manager, sending handwritten letters to potential bookers and giving out business cards (‘The Quarrymen – Open for Engagements’) yet still receiving a musician’s share of their earnings. Paul suggested that Nigel’s cut might be reduced to something more like a manager’s 10 per cent but when John seemed unreceptive to the idea, he said nothing more about it. ‘In those days, Paul was keen not to overstep the mark with John,’ Colin Hanton says. ‘I mean, he was the new boy and he had to be careful.’

In many ways, Paul and John were not the total opposites they appeared. Both had the same passion for rock ‘n’ roll and ambition to play it to the same standard as their American heroes. Both were artistic, bookish, fond of language and addicted to cartooning; both had the same sense of humour, nourished by the aural anarchy of Spike Milligan and Peter Sellers on BBC radio’s Goon Show, although John’s was ruthlessly cruel while Paul’s was subtler and kindlier.

Paul’s most immediate effect on the Quarrymen was in their presentation. ‘You could see he had this show business side to him,’ Colin Hanton says, ‘while John just lived for the music.’ The group had always worn what they liked onstage, but now John accepted Paul’s suggestion of a uniform: black trousers, white Western-style shirts and black bootlace ties.

On 23 November, they had a return booking at the New Club-moor Hall, where Paul had previously mucked up ‘Guitar Boogie’. He was determined to cut a better figure this time. ‘He had this sort of oatmeal jacket – he’d worn it to the Woolton fete – and he let it be known to John that when we did the gig, he was going to wear the jacket,’ Hanton remembers. ‘So the gig got nearer and then one day John turned up and he had got a cream jacket that was lighter than Paul’s. It was John’s way of saying “Hey, I’m cooler than you.”’


That night, a photograph was taken of the Quarrymen onstage that would be endlessly reproduced in years to come. John is singing lead, with Paul apparently harmonising. They are the only two in the line-up wearing jackets. The others strum and plunk away in shirtsleeves, unaware that an officer class has been born.

With Paul’s arrival, rehearsals became more frequent – and more serious. Mostly they took place at his house which, in itself, gave him a certain air of authority. With Jim McCartney banished to the kitchen, the tiny sitting-room at 20 Forthlin Road took on the appearance of a serious band room. Not wanting Mike to be left out, his father had got him a banjo first, then a full-size drum-kit in pale blue, which he set about mastering with his usual exuberance. Considerate as always, Paul would always go outside to check that the noise wasn’t audible beyond a couple of houses’ radius. However, the break in Mike’s arm had left it permanently weakened, and he was never a threat to the Quarrymen’s existing drummer, Colin Hanton.

The welcome was more uncertain when John called a rehearsal at his Aunt Mimi’s house in Menlove Avenue, Woolton. Mimi had always been bitterly hostile to his music, refusing even to have a piano in the house because it would remind her of vulgar pubs. She could not see – nor, in fairness, could anyone her age – how skiffle might ever lead to a worthwhile career. ‘The guitar’s all very well, John,’ she famously advised him, ‘but you’ll never make a living from it.’

These visits showed Paul the full panoply of middle-class gentility in which John had been raised. Mimi’s 1930s semi-detached villa had a name, ‘Mendips’, rather than just a number; the interior resembled a miniature stately home with its grandly-named ‘morning room’, faux Tudor beams, stained glass windows and ceremonial displays of Spode and Royal Worcester china-ware. Some of the rooms even had bells with which, in pre-war times, the householder would ring for a maid.

The very name ‘Mimi’ to Paul suggested a Noel Coward world of fur stoles and long cigarette-holders (though her real name was

Mary, like his late mother’s, and she too had once been a nurse). Mimi, for her part, regarded everyone John brought home as a potential bad influence, to be set alongside her special bête noire, Pete Shotton. Paul fell into this category simply because he’d once lived in the social no-go area of Speke. ‘When I caught sight of him, when John brought him home for the first time, I thought “Oh-ho, look what the cat’s dragged in,”’ Mimi later recalled. ‘He seemed so much younger than John – and John was always picking up waifs and strays. I thought “Here we go again, John Lennon . . . another Shotton.”’

Even Paul’s immaculate manners could not thaw her. ‘Oh, yes, he was well-mannered – too well-mannered. He was what we call in Liverpool “talking posh” and I thought he was taking the mickey out of me. I thought “He’s a snake-charmer all right,” John’s little friend, Mr Charming. I wasn’t falling for it. After he’d gone, I said to John, “What are you doing with him? He’s younger than you . . . and he’s from Speke!”’

After that, when Paul appeared, she would always tell John sarcastically that his ‘little friend’ was here. ‘I used to tease John by saying “chalk and cheese”, meaning how different they were,’ she remembered, ‘and John would start hurling himself around the room like a wild dervish shouting “Chalkandcheese! Chalkandcheese!” with this stupid grin on his face.’

By far the Quarrymen’s jolliest rehearsals were at the home of John’s mother, Julia, on the Springwood estate, a couple of miles from Menlove Avenue, where she lived with her man friend, head waiter John Dykins, and their two small daughters. There John’s group could always count on a welcome from the vivacious, auburn-haired woman who was just about his only grown-up ally.

Julia and John had lived apart for so many years that she’d become more like his older sister than his mother. Her comfortable, chaotic house in Blomfield Road was his bolt-hole whenever the wax-polished perfection of ‘Mendips’ and Aunt Mimi’s anti-rock ‘n’ roll diatribes became too much for him. That Mimi called it witheringly ‘the House of Sin’ only added to its allure.


At Julia’s, they tried rehearsing in different rooms, but found their puny acoustic instruments rang out loudest in the tiled bathroom – still more so if they stood together inside the actual tub. Julia made no objection to this hijacking of facilities which her small daughters, Julia junior and Jacqueline, made doubly essential. Even if she happened to be bathing the little girls together, she’d hustle them out of the tub and empty it so that the Quarrymen could climb in. When Paul joined, he was made as welcome as the others, and thought Julia ‘gorgeous’. Often, after he’d left, she would shake her head sadly. ‘Poor boy,’ she’d say. ‘Losing his mother like that . . .’ He soon wouldn’t be the only one.



The main change to the Quarrymen that Paul got past John, early in 1958, was George Harrison.

Over the past year, he had become not just friendly but friends with the Institute boy in the class below his who shared his daily bus journey to school and his obsession with guitars and rock ‘n’ roll. George was only 14, and looked even younger in his Inny uniform, but he passed all Paul’s exacting tests of personality: he was thoughtful, observant, dryly humorous and a quiet rebel against authority in any form. Outside school hours, he dressed at the height of fashion: Italian-style high-buttoning suits, cuffless trousers and pointed shoes known as winkle-pickers because they looked sharp enough to pick the meat from that tiny, convoluted shellfish.

Paul and George were close enough to have been on a camping holiday together to the faraway south of England, carrying only a small backpack each, hitching rides and living on tinned spaghetti and creamed rice. One truck that picked them up had no passenger seat so George had to perch on the gearbox cover while Paul sat on the battery. They hadn’t gone far when Paul let out a cry of agony. The battery had connected with the metal zips on his jeans’ back-pockets, searing two zipper-shaped scorch marks into his buttocks.


They got as far south as Paignton in Devon, where they slept rough on the beach, then hitched back up to North Wales, hoping to make contact with Paul’s cousin, Mike Robbins, who now worked at the Butlin’s holiday camp in Pwllheli. They couldn’t get into the camp, so moved on to Chepstow, by now so impoverished that they had to ask the local police to lend them a cell for the night. Denied even this, they ended up sleeping on a wooden bench at the town’s football ground.

Paul had long marked down George as a potential Quarryman. He now owned a magnificent Hofner President guitar – worth several weeks’ of his bus-driver father’s salary – on which he was doggedly decoding the solos and riffs on American records that most British boy guitarists still found impenetrable. The Quarrymen’s numbers were by now drastically reduced. Ivan Vaughan, despite his ebullient slogan ‘Jive with Ive the Ace on the bass’, had left to concentrate on his academic studies, as had banjo-player Rod Davis. Peter Shotton, the least musical of them all, had taken the hint when John broke his washboard over his head, and was now a cadet at the police academy in Mather Avenue whose training-field backed on to the McCartney home. But the third guitarist’s place, behind John and Paul, was still filled by John’s old school friend, Eric Griffiths.

Paul made John aware of George with the same subtlety that he acclimatised his father to new pairs of tapered trousers. George would turn up at Quarrymen gigs, seeming more faithful follower than potential recruit. Between times, Paul enthused to John about his school friend’s prowess at ‘single-string stuff’, pointing out that to be taken seriously as a rock ‘n’ roll band they needed a proper lead guitarist, like Cliff Gallup in Gene Vincent’s Blue Caps, rather than just their present collective skiffle strum. The problem was that George was two and a half years John’s junior and, even when togged up in his sharpest box jacket and winkle-pickers, still looked absurdly young. To John, he became ‘that bloody kid, hanging around all the time’ – a view which would take many years to change.


In the end, musicianship won the day. George knew how to play a new American instrumental hit, Bill Justis’s ‘Raunchy’ (a word which nobody in Britain then realised meant ‘sexy’). John was so impressed that he made him play it again and again like a serious-faced wind-up toy. So Eric Griffiths was unceremoniously dumped, and ‘the bloody kid’ – or, more importantly, his Hofner President guitar – was in.



John, too, had been trying to write songs, but with the same conviction as Paul and his father: that it was an art which could only be properly practised by ‘professionals’. Then both at once had their minds changed by an American rock ‘n’ roll act named after insects. These were the Crickets, a four-man group who scored a string of British hits from late 1957 into 1958. Their 21-year-old leader, Buddy Holly, not only sang in a unique stuttery, hiccuppy voice but also played heavily electrified lead guitar and wrote or co-wrote most of their material.

Holly came as a godsend to the Quarrymen, as to every other skiffle group struggling with the transition to rock ‘n’ roll. For all its thrilling novelty, his sound was built around basic guitar chords and simple sequences that they already knew. He recorded both with the Crickets and as a solo artist, which made him unusually prolific; within a few months, he’d given his British pupils a whole repertoire.

Biographical information about American music stars was scarce, and for some time almost nothing was known about Holly, not even his colour. Surprisingly, he turned out to be white, a gangling Texan who played a solid-body Fender Stratocaster more like a space ship than a guitar and wore thick black horn-rimmed glasses. With that, the schoolboy stigma of wearing glasses – which made John Lennon prefer to blunder around in a half-blind state – was wiped away. John immediately acquired some Holly-style horn-rims and, in Paul’s words, ‘saw the world’. But he wouldn’t wear even those onstage or in public.

Both of them loved Holly’s music: the guitar that could conjure

such drama from its simple chords, the stuttery voice that was so easy to copy, the experiments with echo, multitracking and instrumentation never heard in rock ‘n’ roll before. But what fascinated them most was the idea of Holly as a songwriter. Here was no jaded middle-aged hack, rhyming ‘moon’ and ‘June’ in a Tin Pan Alley garret, but someone young and cool, turning out songs for his own band to play, each one more innovative and exciting than the last.

Summer 1958 brought Buddy Holly’s barnstorming ‘Rave On’ – and a further sign of the Quarrymen’s increased professionalism since Paul’s arrival. Until then, they’d had no means of preserving their music so that they could listen to themselves at leisure and pick up mistakes. Other groups owned tape recorders and sent out tapes to prospective bookers. But the bulky reel-to-reel recorders of 1958 were hugely expensive. On their £2 gigs, the Quarrymen couldn’t dream of such a luxury.

Then John heard about a Liverpool electrical retailer named Percy Phillips who operated a private recording studio not far from the city centre. Anyone could book time there and then get their recording made into a disc – a far more impressive calling-card than a tape.

The Quarrymen had recently lost another member when tea chest bassist Len Garry contracted a near-fatal case of meningitis and had to spend many weeks in hospital. That gave Paul a further opportunity to modernise the line-up by bringing in his Institute classmate John Duff Lowe, a former chorister at Liverpool Cathedral, who could play Jerry Lee Lewis-style arpeggios on the piano. So for their recording debut with Percy Phillips – John, Paul and George, plus pianist Lowe and drummer Colin Hanton – the Quarrymen were a rock band at last.

Phillips’s studio was the sitting-room of his Victorian terrace house in Kensington, a Liverpool district named after the Royal London borough. As an A-side, the Quarrymen chose ‘That’ll Be the Day’, the Crickets’ first and greatest hit, with John singing Buddy Holly’s lead vocal, Paul and George on harmonies and

George replicating – more or less – Holly’s jangly solo guitar. The B-side was one of Paul’s solo-written songs, ‘In Spite of All the Danger’, inspired by Elvis Presley’s ‘Tryin’ to Get to You’, which he’d heard at Boy Scout camp. Actually, it was a remarkably authentic-sounding Country and Western ballad featuring the already perfect vinaigrette harmony of Lennon and McCartney, with a rather shaky counter-harmony by George.

For eleven shillings and sixpence (about 67p) the Quarrymen received one ten-inch aluminium and acetate disc. Their name did not appear on its yellow ‘Kensington’ label: only the song-titles and composing credits, handwritten by Paul. ‘In Spite of All the Danger’ was credited to ‘McCartney–Harrison’ in recognition of the guitar fills George had contributed.

They couldn’t afford to have copies made, so had to share that one disc on a rota-system, each keeping it for a week to play to family and friends, then surrendering it to the next in line. However, when it reached pianist John Duff Lowe, he failed to pass it on, nobody else claimed their turn, and Lowe drifted out of the band soon afterwards still with it in his possession. When it resurfaced 23 years later, it would be rated the world’s most valuable record.

Among the surviving participants there’s some dispute about the exact date of the recording, but a plaque on Percy Phillips’s old house, 38 Kensington, states it to have been 14 July 1958. If that is true, it had the most ghastly of sequels. The very next day, John’s mother, Julia, was killed by a speeding car as she crossed the road a few yards from Aunt Mimi’s front gate.

A cinema film about the young John, Nowhere Boy, released in 2009, showed him reacting to Julia’s death like a typical, uncontrolled twenty-first-century adolescent, first punching Paul in the mouth, then clinging to him and sobbing hysterically on his shoulder. In reality, British boys in the 1950s, whatever their background, were still ruled by the Victorian code of the stiff upper lip. As devastated as John was, he kept his grief as secret as Paul had after Mary McCartney’s death two years earlier.


But their empathy now had an extra, sad dimension. In future, after they’d become the world’s darlings, they would sometimes drop their guard, discuss their common loss and allow the tears to harmonise in their eyes.
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