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Prologue RONNIE KRAY’S BIG IDEA

One day in January 1985, the Liverpool Echo’s crime reporter Peter Trollope set out on an assignment far outside the Echo’s circulation area, driving 250 miles south to Parkhurst maximum security prison on the Isle of Wight to interview Reggie Kray.

Reggie and his identical twin Ronnie were crime bosses who once ruled London’s East End like Al Capone did the Chicago of the 1920s. As well as the most ruthless and cruel, they were the scariest of thugs with their barely distinguishable fleshy faces, genteel Cockney accents and fixed expressions of outrage that they could ever be suspected of wrongdoing.

Throughout the 1960s, their so-called ‘Firm’ carried on its multifarious trade of murder, armed robbery, extortion, arson and money-laundering with minimal interference from the police. The collapsing class barriers of that era allowed them to mingle with politicians and the aristocracy, be photographed by David Bailey and appear on television talk shows.

In 1969, the twins were finally collared for the murder of two of their own associates – Jack ‘The Hat’ McVitie, disembowelled with a carving knife, and George Cornell, shot down in a Bethnal Green pub called the Blind Beggar – and given identical life sentences. The schizophrenic sexual predator Ronnie was sent to Broadmoor psychiatric hospital, the marginally saner Reggie to Parkhurst, whose island location makes it Britain’s nearest equivalent to Alcatraz.

Peter Trollope had recently written a series of articles about heroin abuse on Merseyside, then so rife that babies were becoming addicted in the womb. An underworld contact of Trollope’s had sent the articles to Reggie Kray, who’d shown great interest in them and requested a meeting with their author.

It turned out that he’d been deeply stirred to read of Merseyside’s heroin problem and its prevalence among unemployed young men. Like many old-school villains, the Krays had abhorred drugs despite the vast profits to be made. ‘Anyone we caught dealing on our territory we would run out of London,’ he told Trollope. ‘Or break their legs or remove them.’

What was more, he had a plan to save those young Merseysiders from addiction. It was to get them into boxing as he and Ronnie had been as boys, creating the matching pair of lethal lightweights who’d preceded the criminal heavyweights.

With the resources available to him even as a ‘lifer’, he proposed to finance a boxing gym in Birkenhead, one of the worst addiction areas, and was offering the story to Trollope as an exclusive. ‘I want to show these kids another way,’ said this most unlikely of social reformers. ‘Boxing teaches you respect and discipline. You don’t need drugs. It keeps you fit and you’re able to take care of yourself.’

Far from showing reticence about his past, he looked back nostalgically to the Firm’s years as a branch office of the American Mafia and the dependability of its services, whether shooting, knifing or garrotting. ‘For us, the Mob were always in the background. They knew that if they wanted anything done in England, they could do it through the Krays.’

His outside contact had told him that as well as covering crime for the Liverpool Echo, his visitor wrote a weekly pop music column. It was in this context that he suddenly mentioned a name Trollope least expected to hear within the walls of Britain’s Alcatraz: Brian Epstein.

The Beatles’ manager, he said, had been a frequent guest at the lavish parties he and Ronnie used to throw in the Swinging Sixties for showbusiness chums like Frank Sinatra, Liza Minnelli, Dusty Springfield and Peter Sellers. And with their talent for sniffing out human frailty, the twins had recognised a victim as defenceless as any paying them protection in the East End.

They had first intended to exploit Brian’s homosexuality, then in its last days as a criminal offence. They’d acquired some photographs of him with another man that, if made public, would have destroyed him and irreparably tainted his cherished Beatles. Then Ronnie had come up with a more elaborate scenario designed to burnish their lustre as celebrities.

‘We ruled London, but we were looking for ways to expand,’ Reggie told Peter Trollope. ‘We’d heard that Epstein was in trouble. Ronnie had this idea that if we could get him to sign The Beatles over to us, that would have been a passport to worldwide fame.’

The plot was – for the Krays – unusually subtle. As they knew, Brian had a gambling addiction that had greatly worsened since The Beatles had stopped touring in order to concentrate on making albums, and so no longer needed his obsessive day-to-day care and attention.

To fill this void in his life, he haunted the chemin-de-fer table at Mayfair’s plush Clermont Club, regularly losing thousands of pounds in a sitting. The Clermont’s owner, John Aspinall, who was in the Krays’ pocket, had agreed to rig the ‘chemmy’ until Brian was so deeply in debt that he’d have no choice but to sell them John, Paul, George and Ringo.

In the end, though, they’d decided not to add Britain’s greatest national treasure to their portfolio of murder and mayhem, but to stick to what they knew. ‘We were just going to blackmail Epstein over the photographs,’ Reggie said, ‘but then he goes and dies…’

‘Going and dying’ sounded like something Brian had chosen to do solely to inconvenience them. But then came an elliptical reference to his particular way of going and dying: from an overdose of barbiturates, all alone at the seeming apogee of his success.

Reggie came as near as a Kray twin could to smiling over the inquest verdict of accidental death from an ‘incautious self-overdose’, observing sagely that ‘It’s easy to kill someone and make it look like an overdose.’

As he’d hinted earlier, when the twins were plotting to move in on The Beatles they’d known about Brian’s one great managerial misstep. Three years on, he still seemed to be trying to dull the memory of it with ever-increasing doses of drugs and alcohol.

The band’s conquest of America in 1964 had created a demand for themed merchandise that should have earned them millions. But Brian had failed to realise its potential and delegated the issuing of manufacturing licences to a group of young British entrepreneurs based in New York. Ninety per cent of the proceeds were to go to them and 10 per cent to him and The Beatles when it should have been the other way round.

Realising his blunder, he’d started bypassing his New York partners and doing merchandising deals of his own from London for a more realistic percentage. Major US customers like the Macy and J. C. Penney department stores had been unable to tell whether his or the partners’ licences were the valid ones and, fearing legal repercussions if they made the wrong choice, had cancelled millions of dollars’ worth of orders.

As a result, some smaller manufacturers who’d turned over their whole production lines to Beatle guitars or cushions or bubblegum had faced financial ruin. The stress had given one of them a fatal heart attack and his son had publicly sworn revenge by taking out a contract on Brian.

Given the Krays’ Mafia connection, the job might well have been delegated to them. ‘But it wasn’t us,’ Reggie told Trollope, clearly signalling that it had been someone – and he knew who.

Sadly for the Liverpool Echo’s crime reporter, his reminiscing ended there, never to be continued in his wildly scrawled letters to Trollope about the boxing gym until the project faded away, nor with anyone else. He still had not named Brian’s supposed killer or killers when he died from cancer in 2000.





1 ‘EPPY’

There never was nor could be another pop manager like Brian Samuel Epstein, the young record-retailer from Liverpool with the uncertain smile who spun what has truly been called ‘the twentieth century’s greatest romance’.

Partly this is because there never could be other clients quite like The Beatles. When Brian took them on in 1962, his much-derided aim was to make them ‘bigger than Elvis Presley’, at that time the supreme pop superstar. It proved an uncharacteristic understatement: after only two years in his hands, they’d be bigger than any earthly instrument could measure.

Pop artists’ managers in Britain thus far had been a seedy bunch known to the public, if at all, for their ruthless exploitation and the defrauding of their naïve young charges. Brian was of an utterly different stamp, with his educated accent, punctilious good manners and belief in honouring agreements and giving value for money.

His achievement in a profession of which he had no previous experience, and for which no rulebook existed, remains jaw-dropping. A devout classical music fan, he was nonetheless solely responsible for a new genre of pop that was to change its course, and Britain’s international image, for ever – yet, disgracefully, earn him no public honour, nor even thanks.

After The Beatles, he signed up further young Liverpool talent, enough to constitute a ‘Mersey Sound’ and elevate him, aged twenty-nine, from manager into mogul: Gerry and the Pacemakers, Billy J. Kramer, Cilla Black, The Fourmost. At the Mersey Sound’s high-water mark, around 1963–64, there was seldom a week without one or more of his discoveries in the UK singles or album charts.

British pop during the class-bound early ’60s had been overwhelmingly blue collar, its name still besmirched by the antisocial behaviour its rowdier parent, rock ’n’ roll, had visited on the mid-’50s. Without adulterating the Beatles’ sound or their personalities in the slightest, Brian gave them an air of refinement they would keep even after prematurely losing him.

The cover of their debut album, Please Please Me, showed four hard-boiled Scousers whom the camera didn’t much love, grinning down from an anonymous balcony; on that of their second, With The Beatles, eight months later they’d become polo-necked, subtly lit and solemn like art students or denizens of the Parisian Left Bank. From then on, middle- and upper-class teenagers, the aristocracy, finally even royalty could be Beatlemaniacs too.

But to Brian The Beatles were always more than just a licence to print money; they were the children a homosexual man in the 1960s otherwise couldn’t hope for. Though less than six years older than Ringo, the eldest, he always referred to them collectively as ‘the boys’.

To them he was ‘Eppy’, a very Liverpool subversion of his executive airs (at times varied by crushing cruelty on John’s part). But their belief and trust in him were almost child-like; from first to last, they would sign any piece of paper he put in front of them usually without reading it.

His peak as what nowadays would be called an ‘influencer’ came in February 1964 when he took them to America to play to a nationwide television audience of 73 million. In that moment, a decade whose youthful creativity thus far had mainly been about cinema, the theatre and art, finally began to ‘swing’.

The numerous British bands fashioned in The Beatles’ image (i.e., the bespoke-suited, pixie-booted look decreed by Brian) poured across the Atlantic after them, a literal invasion that wiped out the whole existing generation of American popstars at a plectrum-stroke. Young musicians from coast to coast discarded their crewcuts and Bermuda shorts to form foursomes with Beatle fringes and Beatle suits, singing tough-tender Beatle harmonies in faux-Liverpudlian accents. Without ever knowing it, all of them, too, were Brian’s boys.

His vision was not all-encompassing. The master plan for the Beatles that he drew up initially took no account of John and Paul’s prolific songwriting genius – the sphere in which they were always bigger than Elvis – nor the speed at which it evolved from the simple crayoning of ‘Love Me Do’ and ‘She Loves You’ to masterpieces in oils like ‘Penny Lane’ and ‘A Day in the Life’.

Indeed, in that later period he became semi-detached from their music, leaving their inspirational producer, George Martin, to oversee its creative quantum leaps. Rather, he focused on what he felt was an almost sacred duty to supply their every need, gratify their slightest whims and otherwise maintain the invisible shield with which he prevented their terrifying fame from tearing them to pieces.

The pity was, he could never construct a similar shield around himself. For even at his golden zenith he had to endure the anti-Semitism that was then commonplace, sometimes naked but more often the stealthy British variety unnoticeable to anyone but the victim. And until the last weeks of his short life, he was forced to live outside the law in a lingering dark age where consensual sex between men, however private, was deemed ‘an act of gross indecency’ and punished by indecently long prison sentences with a maximum of life.

The neutral term ‘gay’ had yet to come into general use. Most Britons employed the taunts of the homophobe: ‘pouf’, ‘nonce’, ‘pansy’, ‘arse-bandit’, ‘shirt-lifter’, but none so ubiquitous and venomous as ‘queer’, both as noun and adjective. Brian would have been amazed to see today’s LGBTQ community embrace the adjective as a proud cultural and artistic validation.

Him it condemned to a furtive parallel existence, racked by the dual guilt of betraying his old-school Jewish parents, as he saw it, and offending against the religion that always meant much to him. Adding immeasurably to that burden, a streak of masochism in an otherwise gentle and sensitive nature made him seek out younger straight men, usually in public spaces after dark, courting arrest, humiliation, robbery, beatings-up and blackmail.

John’s way of repudiating a middle-class suburban background was to pretend to be just the kind of street-corner hoodlum Brian found most fatally attractive. It was what had first drawn him to The Beatles and his obsession with John never went away, like scar tissue that could bleed afresh at any moment.

As he rose higher in the entertainment business, he met many major figures with discreet permanent gay relationships but, aside from a short-lived one during his teens, Brian was never so fortunate: the greater his success, the more reckless and joyless were his casual affairs and the more entrenched his delusion that his precious boys knew nothing about them.

Few twenty-first-century Beatles fans appreciate how short was their time together at the top – barely six years. By two thirds of the way through, they’d very obviously stopped being boys in any eyes but Brian’s.

In August 1967, his management contract with them was about to expire and, he believed, would not be renewed. He put on a brave show of acceptance that sooner or later they were bound to fly the steel-reinforced nest he had built for them.

When he died, mysteriously and alone, aged only thirty-two and at the height of the so-called Summer of Love, they had seemingly declared their independence by adopting a very different mentor, the Indian guru Maharishi Mahesh Yogi.

‘Then we’re fucked,’ John said when told the news – and they were.





2 ‘HELP ME, I AM LOST’

But for the whim of a racist mob, Brian would not have been born in Liverpool, to find his marvellous and tragic destiny there.

His paternal grandfather Isaac Epstein came to Britain from Lithuania in 1894, an 18-year-old Ashkenazi Jew, alone, penniless and speaking only Yiddish, but with a highly developed work ethic and iron determination to succeed.

Isaac found his way to Manchester’s Jewish quarter, where he worked in a draper’s shop owned by a couple named Joseph and Esther Hyman, in due course marrying their daughter, Dinah, with whom he had six children. By the age of twenty-three he’d moved his family thirty-four miles west to Liverpool and opened his own furniture shop at 80 Walton Road in the city’s Kirkdale district.

Before the Great War, Kirkdale’s mixed Irish, Welsh, German, Jewish and West Indian population had coexisted in harmony. All that changed in May 1915 when the Cunard liner Lusitania, en route from New York to Liverpool, was sighted by a German U-boat lurking off the Irish coast. A single torpedo sent the ship to the bottom in eighteen minutes and 1,198 of the 1,962 on board were lost.

The crew had included many Liverpudlians with relatives in Kirkdale and the tragedy set off a wave of violence against its German residents and looting of their businesses. The onslaught soon extended to any person or shop with a foreign-sounding name and there was widespread malicious rumour-mongering that this or that blameless tradesperson was a covert ‘Hun’. Many such victims were forced to place advertisements in the Liverpool Echo, protesting their Britishness to the marrow.

Although Isaac Epstein had held British nationality since 1904, he soon found his family and business threatened in this way. His pre-emptive Echo advert stood out from the others by offering a £50 reward – in those days the price of a small house – to ‘anyone giving information that will lead to the conviction of any person or persons who have circulated the untrue and slanderous statement that we are Germans’.

Whether or not anyone collected or was sued for slander is not recorded. However, not long afterwards, a furniture shop in Russian-Jewish ownership only a few doors from Isaac’s was attacked and looted but then the mob dispersed without so much as cracking a window pane on his premises.

None of Kirkdale’s traders received a penny in compensation for the damage to their property. Those who’d been burnt out were sent to temporary accommodation in Hawick, Scotland, where many chose to settle. Others moved elsewhere in England, sickened by the way their former neighbours and customers had treated them.

But as Isaac’s business was still intact, he stayed on – and so the grandson of whom he didn’t yet dream would one day be in exactly the right place at the right time.



Staying on didn’t mean standing still. After the war, Isaac purchased the shops on either side of him to create a continuous frontage, and expanded his stock from own-brand furniture to upholstery, household goods and ‘baby cars’ – Liverpool-ese for children’s strollers.

His further acquisition of numbers 70 to 72 Walton Road in 1929 brought him a small musical instrument dealer’s called North End Music Stores, known locally as ‘Nems’. In advertising his copious wares, Isaac could now list ‘pianos’ after ‘sideboards’.

His sons, Leslie and Harry Wolf, joined him in the business as was expected, although only the younger, Harry, showed any affinity with it and could tolerate their father’s despotic grip on its every department.

In 1933, the 29-year-old Harry married 18-year-old Malka Hyman, who coincidentally had the same surname as his mother, Dinah. These Hymans were also in furniture, a chisel-notch above the Epsteins as owners of the Sheffield Veneering Company, which manufactured living-room ‘suites’ of couch and twin armchairs with impressive titles such as ‘The Clarendon’.

Harry’s bride was a young woman more suggestive of Delft china than teak or mahogany. The Hebrew word malka means queen, so from childhood she’d been called Queenie, in Britain a nickname usually connoting dig-in-the ribs cheeriness and gin on the breath. Nothing could have been further from her shy, fastidious nature.

Harry and Queenie’s first child was born in a private clinic in Rodney Street, Liverpool, on 19 September 1934. It being Yom Kippur, the Jewish Day of Atonement, added further to the joy and high expectations due a male firstborn.

Nineteen thirty-four was the height of the Depression, nowhere crueller than in Liverpool’s docks, where grey multitudes of cloth-capped men surrounded each ‘spike’ or hiring-point with the hopelessness of cattle in an abattoir and hungry children played barefoot in the streets.

But at 27 Anfield Road, Harry and Queenie’s substantial terrace house close to Liverpool FC’s Anfield stadium, all was comfort and security. There Brian spent his infancy in a glow of parental admiration and praise. The birth of a brother, Clive John, in 1936 did little to dim his lustre.

Physically he was like his father, dark-eyed and snub-nosed with wavy light-brown hair, but his temperament was his mother’s, especially in his love of refinement and innate sense of style. When I interviewed Queenie during the 1970s, she recalled how he’d come to her room as she got ready to go out for the evening and gravely confer with her about the dress and accessories she should choose.

In that pre-television age, he shared her passion for the cinema, Hollywood musicals above all. When she took him to see The Wizard of Oz, its theme song ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’ performed by the 17-year-old Judy Garland, so entranced him that for hours afterwards he could barely speak.

Isaac’s sister Stella, Brian’s great-aunt who regularly came to the house to look after him and Clive if their parents were going out, noticed how he’d try to make conversion appealing to her. ‘ “Tell me, Auntie,” he’d say, “How is Mrs So-and-so?” He was like a little old man.’

He was generally even-tempered but abnormally sensitive: if anything upset him, a deep blush would herald a furious tantrum for which, more often than not, he’d humbly apologise later.

Harry and Queenie were prominent and popular members of the largest Jewish community outside London, unfailing attendees at their local synagogue, Greenbank Park, and generous donors to its associated charities. Queenie maintained a kosher household, never serving meat with milk, keeping a separate set of plates, glasses and cutlery for festivals and high holidays like Passover and Rosh Hashana and cherishing the pre-Sabbath family ritual of Friday night dinner.

Harry was a man of strong faith but equally strong principles. Offered various prestigious honorary posts at Greenbank Park, he declined them on the grounds of not being ‘hundred per cent observant’ because he worked at the shop on Saturdays.

Socially sensitive Queenie preferred Brian not to mix with the children of I. Epstein employees but in Joe Flannery’s case it was unavoidable. Joe’s Liverpool-Irish father, Christopher, designed and made the bespoke furniture that remained Epstein’s core business. Isaac was a stickler for quality, demanding that the drawers in a chest of drawers open and close just as smoothly if inserted upside-down. Chris Flannery’s handiwork never failed this test.

Away from his workbench, the meticulous craftsman was a monster to his wife, Agnes, and their six children, a drunken wastrel, pub brawler, philanderer and wife-beater even during Agnes’s pregnancies. He was especially vile to Joe, his mild, serious third son, whom he derided as ‘a wet Nellie’ for not kicking a football around like other boys and requesting dancing shoes as a Christmas present. ‘He’d say, “We’re going to have to buy you a dress”,’ Joe told me in our many talks together. ‘And he’d make out that I wanted to molest my little brother, Peter, who I loved. “Don’t look at your brother like that!” he used to shout.’

There was something more than a business relationship between Harry Epstein and Flannery, with whom he’d occasionally sneak off to boxing-matches in central Liverpool without Queenie’s knowledge. And Agnes Flannery knew Queenie, by then the firm’s bookkeeper, since payments to her husband often fell into arrears and to keep her children fed she had to pursue them in person, feeling it more effective to do so at Queenie’s home than the shop. Joe would sometimes go with her and, while the two women conducted their business, he would act as three-years-younger Brian’s playmate-cum-minder.

He was dazzled by the quantity and expensiveness of Brian’s toys, all of lead or tin rather than the crude wooden ones his joiner father turned for him and his siblings. The latest was a model of the gold-encrusted State Coach recently seen passing through London in King George VI’s Coronation procession, with eight white horses ridden by four liveried grooms and an escort of mounted trumpeters and beplumed Household Cavalry.

‘It was like a piece of crown jewellery to me,’ Joe recalled, ‘but when I tried to play with it, Brian threw a moody and stamped on the horses’ legs until he’d broken them.’

One far-distant day, he would possess a still more wondrous toy that the whole world longed to play with. Only then, he’d be the one to get broken.



This roseate existence was interrupted by the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939 and Liverpool’s transformation from obscure north-western metropolis to frontline combatant. Its docks handled 90 per cent of the war materials and desperately needed food supplies coming into Britain from the US and was the main base for warships fighting the Battle of the Atlantic. In consequence it suffered German air raids second only to London’s with around 4,000 civilians killed and 10,000 homes reduced to rubble.

Brian and Clive were spared any such trauma for their father rented houses in the relative safety of North Wales first, and then Southport on the west Lancashire coast, where the family remained until the Liverpool Blitz was over.

Being thus uprooted then moved from one temporary junior school to another inevitably had a destabilising effect on Brian’s education. It would have mattered less if he’d made use of the intelligence and quick wits he clearly possessed. But by the age of ten he’d attended four nursery or prep schools, settled down at none of them and been expelled from two for inattentiveness and poor results.

That year, 1944, Harry brought his family back to Liverpool, to the handsome five-bedroom house he’d had built on Queens Drive in the upmarket Childwall district. Brian was enrolled at Liverpool College, the city’s top fee-paying school.

At the end of his first year, the headmaster asked his parents to remove him for surreptitiously doing ‘a dirty drawing’ during a mathematics class. According to Brian it had been a design for a pretend-theatre programme, legitimately adorned with the figures of dancing girls. But privately the head told Queenie he’d turned out to be ‘a problem child’ without giving any further detail.

Some fathers might have protested this was grossly unfair but Harry Epstein had too much respect for authority in any form. Brian was never to forget the cheek-burning shame of sitting on the sofa in the living-room of his new family home and hearing angry words from his father that seemed to write him off for ever: ‘I don’t know what we’re going to do with you.’

He told his mother the real problem at Liverpool College had been anti-Semitism – a bizarre notion just after a war that had been fought at huge cost to save Europe’s Jews from annihilation by Hitler. Even so, most British people saw nothing wrong in using epithets like ‘Jewboy’ and ‘Yid’ or telling jokes about rabbis and circumcision in supposedly Jewish accents (‘Vat you vant?’) or mimicking supposed Jewish avarice by waving their fingers as if counting money. Queenie guessed it must have been the same at previous schools where he’d seemed to do so badly.

The only solution seemed to be a school that catered for Jewish boys yet provided a secular education approximating to Liverpool College’s. The nearest his parents could find was a boarding school named Beaconsfield in Kent, more than 200 miles to the south. Still chastened by the scene with Harry, Brian agreed to give it a try.

Beaconsfield’s Judaism was in the lowest possible key: learning Hebrew was not on the curriculum, most of the staff were Christian and the school synagogue’s services were conducted half in English. Brian was not to be completely isolated there. His brother Clive insisted on following him – much to Queenie’s distress at having both of them so far away – and they soon made friends with another Liverpool boy named Malcolm Shifrin, likewise the son of furniture dealers.

In mid-twentieth-century Britain, no institution was unhealthier than the average boys’ private boarding school whose pupils could quite legally be kept starving, freezing and terrified on the Victorian principle that it was character-building. With many of them at the onset of puberty, claustrophobically confined together for months on end, homoeroticism was almost an extra school rule: big boys molested small ones while housemasters predated as they pleased.

Thanks to Beaconsfield’s religious underpinning, it practised zero-tolerance of boy-on-boy sex, albeit by methods somewhat recalling the French Revolution. In Brian’s first term, two who had been caught masturbating each other were ritualistically paraded in the headmaster’s study in front of their dormitory-mates, Brian included, as the head caned them on their bare behinds.

Corporal punishment for the most trivial offences was a part of everyday life, but there was a weird culture of boys showing off and comparing their welts and bruises – even a certain prestige in possessing the bloodiest examples.

The majority passed through this seedy vestibule to sex, where punishment coexisted with titillation, and shame and bravado were one, without serious long-term effects. Clive Epstein was to do so, but not his brother.



Brian’s two years at Beaconsfield brought out talents that had previously gone unnoticed, especially for art and design and acting. Although indifferent to games, he asked Harry and Queenie if he could have horse-riding lessons, a costly ‘extra’ of which they expected he would soon tire. Instead, it became such a passion that when he won a prize for art, he chose a book called Equitation. His indulgent parents bought him a horse named Amber, which was stabled in Liverpool (no easy matter) while he was away at school.

He also joined the school choir, much to Clive’s surprise as he’d never heard him sing other than in synagogue. In fact, he had an attractive tenor voice, though he was never to do anything further with it.

However, his previous disrupted school career meant that his marks in class and examinations remained consistently poor whereas his studious, hard-working younger brother invariably did well. It deepened the feeling that gnawed at him of being, in his own words, ‘a failure, dullard and inferior person’.

What might be termed his horsey period did not affect his precocious love of grown-up luxury and glamour. During the school holidays, his greatest treat was to be taken out to dinner at Liverpool’s splendiferous Adelphi Hotel in Ranelagh Place with its Art Nouveau vestibule and pillared Palm Court modelled on the one that had gone down with the Titanic.

One such evening at the Adelphi, he unexpectedly met an old acquaintance but not as another diner. His former playmate-cum-minder Joe Flannery, now a very tall sixteen-year-old, was training to be a commis waiter in the hotel’s French restaurant and one of the team serving the Epsteins.

Joe was so excited to see them that he forgot his professional formality, but was brought up short by Brian’s guarded response. ‘[He] said, “Please don’t stand at the table talking to me because my mother doesn’t like it.” I was so embarrassed,’ Joe told me in the 1980s, still wincing at the memory.

Harry and Queenie could easily have afforded continental holidays but preferred old-fashioned British seaside resorts like Llandudno in North Wales or St Annes on Lancashire’s Fylde coast despite their chronically unpredictable weather. One summer in Llandudno when the rain poured down, Queenie took Brian to a matinee concert by the Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra. From that moment, he loved and wanted to learn about classical music.

Another year in St Annes, his parents struck up a friendship with Geraldo, one of that era’s most famous big band leaders and radio celebrities. During the Epsteins’ visit, Geraldo had to make a record in Blackpool and invited them along to watch.

Queenie told how Brian sat spellbound as the red light went on for silence – doubtless supposing this would be his one and only visit to a recording-studio and that he’d better make the most of it.

By now he had embarked on the long preparation for his bar mitzvah, the ceremony in which every 13-year-old Jewish boy officially becomes a man. He was deep into it before he realised he was studying the wrong section of the Torah, from which he’d have to read aloud on the big day. He went to a rabbi in Liverpool for catch-up coaching and was soon on the right page, showing that he could do anything if he put his mind to it. His bar mitzvah service at Greenbank Park synagogue went off without a hitch: he was word-perfect in all his responses and read immaculately from the Torah.

Afterwards there was a lavish reception for a hundred people back at 197 Queens Drive, Brian using his flair for acting in his speech of thanks to Harry and Queenie. His aunt Stella’s husband, Meier – a lawyer, so no pushover – thought his performance ‘very competent… I got the strong impression that he had a degree of refinement and culture which was unusual in a boy of his age, and a good deal of self-assurance. It did occur to me that he was going places even then.’



With the end of his time at Beaconsfield approaching, he sat the Common Entrance, the examination necessary to complete his schooling at one of Britain’s historic academies that are not ‘common’ any more than they merit their designation as ‘public’.

The three leading public schools in his parents’ sights were Repton, Rugby or Clifton, but a mediocre exam result got him only to Clayesmore, a much smaller and less exalted one near Blandford Forum in Dorset.

His first term did not go well. Although there was no anti-Semitism, overtly at least, he was subjected to merciless bullying by his schoolfellows, and what set him apart was not his Jewishness but his dislike of sports. ‘As soon as he got there, he started grumbling,’ Queenie said. ‘Oh, those grumbles of his were enormous.’

Yet he soon found himself warming to the place. Its ideas were progressive for that era and it allowed its pupils an unusual degree of freedom and nonconformity. Its alumnae included impressive names from the two fields that most interested Brian, the painter and war artist Edward Ardizzone, and George Devine, the director and founder of London’s Old Vic Theatre School.

Brian’s interest in art was encouraged, his paintings were praised and he sold several to members of the teaching staff. This implanted a new feeling of confidence, reflected in his much-improved classwork. He even got into football and long-distance running, which did wonders for his standing in the school community. He would later call this ‘perhaps the only content period in my life’.

It was not to last. His parents had never been comfortable with Clayesmore’s being a ‘minor’ public school and in his third term his father persuaded the headmaster of an indisputably major one, Wrekin College in Shropshire, to grant him an interview. Deploying his usual maturity and charm, he was admitted on the spot.

Yet this first real success of his life brought him no satisfaction. ‘Now for Wrekin I hate,’ he wrote in his diary. ‘I go there only for my parents’ pleasure.’

However Wrekin offered a range of activities and facilities he found impossible to resist. He continued to paint in oils and watercolour, to general acclaim, and branched out into sculpture. There was a theatre group which he joined and soon effectively took over by producing the school play, a costume drama about Christopher Columbus. In its small, cardboard-daggered way, it exhibited all the qualities of the impresario to come: painstaking organisation, meticulous attention to detail, skill in motivating and handling people.

His mother recalled how he also took the lead role, although a fit of bashfulness prevented him from letting her and Harry know beforehand or even when they arrived at the school to see it. ‘We had no idea,’ Queenie said, ‘until we saw him up there on the stage.’

Like Beaconsfield, Wrekin maintained a ceaseless watch for ‘funny business’ among the boys, albeit without the same ritual chastising of offenders. Throughout Brian’s two years there, he never fell under the slightest suspicion of such behaviour, in fact he was one of the ostentatiously macho set, to be seen at mealtimes ogling the younger women on the catering staff. ‘He never struck me as being anything other than someone interested in the female body,’ a fellow ogler recalls.

His days were filled with wholesome activity of every kind. He joined the school’s Combined Cadet Force, which conditioned boys for a career in one or other of the armed services, took an interest in Roman Catholicism, with which Judaism has much in common, and played rugby well enough to get into the First XV. In a team photograph after the winning of some clearly important trophy, he is the tallest and toughest-looking one. When in due course Clive came to join him, he was a significant enough figure to prevent his ‘minor’, in public school jargon, from being bullied or baited.

Yet he would recall this as the time when ‘loneliness entered my life to stick’ and it became a daily ordeal to walk to the refectory to tea by himself ‘while the other boys passed by laughing and joking in twos and fours’.

His parents were hugely relieved that he seemed to have settled down at last and be reconciled to his proper future as a first son, which was to complete his education, then join his grandfather and father in the family firm, get married and have children. Meanwhile he was writing in his diary: ‘Help me, I am lost. Help me, I am lost.’

Harry and Queenie were used to his letters from Wrekin being hearteningly about scoring tries or drilling with the CCF, so were dumbfounded by the one that arrived during the summer term of 1950. It informed them that he’d come top of his class in art and design and wanted to leave school and become a dress designer.

That the usual term was ‘couturier’ brought Harry little consolation. To him it suggested everything that was frilly, perfumed and precious and he shuddered to think what the furniture trade and Greenbank Park synagogue would make of this terrible metamorphosis in his rugger-playing son.

Queenie was more sympathetic, recalling how even as a toddler Brian had had an instinctive sense of which clothes and accessories suited her best. But Harry’s flat refusal to underwrite such folly was final. His alternative plea to be allowed to go to art college received equally short shrift from his father.

He was allowed to leave Wrekin with no academic qualifications; otherwise, filial duty was unrelenting. That September, just after his sixteenth birthday, he started work at I. Epstein and Sons.





3 ‘FORWARD, BRIAN’

On his first morning, a woman came into the shop in search of a cheap mirror. He was told to serve her – ‘Forward, Brian’, the traditional command that would have been used – and in a few minutes convinced her that what she really needed was a table costing £12, equivalent to about £200 today.

He proved himself a born salesman, courteous without being crawly, persistent without being pushy, somehow able to make every sale feel like the most laudable good sense on the purchaser’s part. Even as a sixteen-year-old, he gave tone to the place with his faultless attire and grooming and a voice that after three public schools was as cultured as a BBC newsreader’s with the faintest touch of Liverpool around the edges.

Nor was the job such a blow to his proud artistic spirit. It was in its way as satisfying as painting a picture or moulding a piece of sculpture to arrange goods to look their most enticing around the shop or in its windows along Walton Road. And at long last, he was doing something that didn’t disappoint or puzzle or exasperate but actually pleased his father.

His grandfather less so. At the age of seventy-four, Isaac Epstein still exerted absolute control over the business he’d founded at the turn of the century and still ran in much the same way. But Brian had all kinds of new ideas about presentation, culled from glossy magazines and Liverpool’s three major department stores, and began putting them into effect with all the impatience and tactlessness of youth.

When dressing a window with a dining table and matching chairs, he arranged the chairs as if for a dinner party with some of their backs facing the street. Isaac was outraged by this casual disregard of a tradition dating back before the Great War: in I. Epstein windows, chairs of whatever kind had always stood in a row, all facing forward. Brian argued that his way was ‘more natural’, doubtless with the furious blush that always came at moments of stress.

Such aesthetic clashes became so frequent that Harry thought it best to get him out of Isaac’s way for a while and arranged for him to spend six months with a national retailer, the Times Furnishing Company, based at its Lord Street branch in the city centre.

There his efficiency and people skills soon made an impression and the reports back to his father were consistently favourable. When his time there ended, the management presented him with an expensive Parker pen and pencil set (the same pen he would one day lend Paul McCartney to sign The Beatles’ first contract with him).

His standing in the family firm greatly improved when Harry persuaded Isaac to open a new shop in Hoylake on the Cheshire Wirral aimed at a more sophisticated clientele than Walton Road’s. It was named Clarendon Furnishing, a subtle upgrading from mere ‘furniture’; Brian was made its manager and allowed to order the very latest in conical basketwork chairs, pastel-coloured tables with splayed legs and curtains patterned with Picasso-esque faces.

He decided it must have a grand celebrity opening and, rather than the usual civic dignitary, he chose Muriel Levy, aka ‘Auntie Muriel’, one of the presenters of BBC Radio’s Children’s Hour, fondly remembered from his own wartime childhood. His tracing of her agent, negotiation of her fee, arrangement of her journey to Liverpool and assiduous care of her during her stay were his first steps as an impresario, every one sure-footed. And under his management, the new venture was a huge success.

He’d never paid much attention to North End Music Stores – aka ‘Nems’ – the little musical instrument dealership his grandfather had taken over during the expansionist 1920s. But in 1951, the decision was taken to extend its stock from pianos and the occasional triangle to gramophones and records. Brian was the obvious choice to manage it in tandem with Clarendon Furnishings.

He dutifully stocked it with all the current, predominantly American pop hits like Nat ‘King’ Cole’s ‘Too Young’, Patti Page’s ‘Tennessee Waltz’, Johnnie Ray’s ‘Cry’, Rosemary Clooney’s ‘Come-On-A-My House’ and Frankie Laine’s ‘Jezebel’.

But his heart belonged to classical music. He had an extensive collection of recordings by the world’s greatest opera singers and many symphonies, all housed in a cabinet specially made for him by his Sheffield Veneering Company relations, that none of his family was allowed to touch. With his former Beaconsfield classmate Malcolm Shifrin, he was an ardent supporter of the Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra, an ensemble then – and still – equal to London’s best.

‘Brian’s knowledge of music really was impressive,’ Shifrin recalled. ‘So it was too of related arts, like ballet. And he always seemed to know people behind the scenes – John Pritchard, the Phil’s conductor, was a personal friend of his.’

Outwardly he personified what used to be called ‘an eligible bachelor’ with his good looks, elegance, intelligence and charm. Knowing his shyness, Queenie steered him towards a succession of suitable young women from her wide social circle with marriage and grandchildren ever in mind. He asked them out willingly enough, but never sought to repeat the date.

Some consolation was that he showed no sign of wanting to leave home as most young men his age would have done, but seemed content to remain at 197 Queens Drive, seemingly now at peace with his father and, as ever, his mother’s trusty adviser on clothes and accessories.

One day in Walton Road he bumped into Joe Flannery, whom he’d last encountered as an over-talkative waiter in the Adelphi Hotel’s French restaurant and whose family home turned out to be in City Road, only a few minutes’ walk from I. Epstein’s. With the social barrier of the Adelphi removed, the two began what was at first a casual friendship, meeting for coffee, going to the cinema, their common obsession, or browsing in Crease’s record shop, Nems’s chief local competitor, in County Road.

To three-years-older Joe, Brian was still the boy whose pampered existence he’d once briefly shared. As he told me, ‘I used to lie awake at night, thinking about that lovely Coronation coach he’d trodden to bits rather than let me play with it.’

Joe’s home life was still unremittingly hard, under the sway of a brutal father – I. Epstein’s star cabinetmaker – who constantly mocked and reviled him for being ‘different’ from other young men without ever giving it its terrible name.

In fact he was deeply confused about his sexuality, and now discovered he wasn’t the only one. ‘Brian was obviously desperate to talk to someone and he started telling me about some of the things he’d gone through at school that his parents had no idea about.’

Joe Flannery was the first to realise that Brian’s poise and sophistication went no deeper than the veneers on the furniture he sold. ‘He was a very unhappy boy and I could see he needed a kind of affection he couldn’t get from his family.’



In 1952, aged eighteen, Brian began the two years’ compulsory national service that continued long after the Second World War with adolescence on one side and adulthood on the other, the ‘teenager’ a species as yet unknown.

He hoped to join the Royal Air Force for its lingering Battle of Britain glamour but was absorbed into the vast standing army whose main function by this time seemed to be providing radio comedians with easy laughs.

For most new ‘squaddies’ the weeks of basic training, designed to eradicate every trace of individualism and instil zombie-like obedience, were a living nightmare. Brian had already experienced some of their rigours in the Combined Cadet Force, to say nothing of three boarding schools, so couldn’t have been as traumatised as some of his fellow inductees.

He applied for training as an officer, which would have entitled him to private living quarters and a batman (i.e., valet) but was turned down without taking the exhaustive leadership tests. Instead, he was put into the 100 per cent glamour-free Royal Army Service Corps, which generally organises and supplies military operations rather than participating in them.

The British army of that era was notorious for giving its personnel jobs for which they were laughably unfitted, but Brian’s as a ‘documentation clerk’, dealing with reams of paperwork, suited him perfectly and would prove to be useful training for the future he didn’t dream of.

He might have been posted to Kenya or Cyprus, the two chronic trouble spots in Britain’s fading empire, but was sent first to a camp near Taunton – not far from his alma mater, Clayesmore School – then to Regents Park Barracks in London.

It seemed in every way what soldiers called ‘a cushy billet’. Work in the clerical office ended at 6 p.m. and after that his time was his own. The stark Victorian barracks in Albany Street were within walking distance or the West End’s cinemas and theatres and, since his clerical duties included the issuing of leave-passes, he could authorise himself to get back to Liverpool whenever he chose.

He was required to spend only minimal time on the parade ground, much to his drill sergeant’s relief for he seemed unable to tell right from left and several times wrecked otherwise perfect marching displays by wheeling in the wrong direction. Once, he managed to fall over while standing on parade, a spectacle usually associated with busby-wearing Grenadier Guardsmen in the summer heat of a royal Trooping the Colour ceremony.

His higher social class than most of his fellow recruits mattered little in his office environment and only once did his well-to-do background stand out. Queenie kept him so well supplied with pocket money that he didn’t bother to draw his army pay until an irate regimental sergeant major ordered him to do so on pain of being put ‘on a charge’.

Soldiering in London brought homosexuality into the open as much as it dared to be. Around the barracks Brian continually heard talk of ‘queers’ or ‘arse-bandits’, always in tones of deepest revulsion, and how there were pubs and clubs where they congregated in defiance of the law and common decency, but it never occurred to him to investigate the matter for himself.

At nineteen, he’d not yet had any kind of sexual encounter with another male – indeed, he would later claim to have still been ignorant of the facts of life. However, London taught him that, far from being isolated rarities, there were homosexuals everywhere and special signs by which one could recognise them, of which the hating hetero world remained totally unaware.

He learned, too, that the law’s retribution made no allowance for a person’s value to society. In the year of his enlistment, Alan Turing, the Second World War’s codebreaking genius, was convicted of the same ‘gross indecency’ as Oscar Wilde half a century earlier. Opting for so-called chemical castration rather than prison, Turing was subjected to the same hormonal ‘cure’ with its horrible side-effects that the Nazis had been developing in Buchenwald concentration camp. Two years later, in the midst of pioneering work on computers, he would take his own life.

Brian soon came to loathe the army for its sclerotic bureaucracy and the nonsensical activities it invented for its men in the absence of any real purpose, such as scrubbing floors with toothbrushes or whitewashing coal.

Once, aboard a late train back from Liverpool, the prospect of returning to duty so horrified him that he paced its corridors fretfully for almost the entire journey, only returning to his (first class) compartment just before arrival at Euston, to find that all the personal possessions he’d left there had been stolen.

Off-duty and freed from drab khaki, he adopted the civilian look favoured by junior lieutenants: a camelhair ‘British Warm’ topcoat and a pinstriped suit from Gieves, the military tailor, narrow-trousered, slant-pocketed, set off by a tightly rolled umbrella and a bowler hat. In this guise he regularly made use of the Naval and Military Club in Piccadilly – nicknamed ‘The In and Out’ after the gateposts to its driveway –without ever being challenged.

One day he returned to Albany Barracks from an outing, wearing his posh civvies and in a chauffeur-driven car. A sentry who didn’t know him came to attention and saluted while a sergeant who did was standing nearby. With that, the game of looking like an officer turned into the serious military crime of impersonating one.

Normally he could have expected to be court-martialled and spend some time in an army ‘glasshouse’, but instead he was confined to barracks for a week, then put through a series of medical and psychiatric tests suggesting something rather more serious than receiving undeserved salutes.

All three of Britain’s armed services in those days banned homosexuals as morally corrupting as well as too feeble to do any real fighting. Brian was evidently thought to have sneaked in under the net. He was pronounced ‘psychologically unfit’ for soldiering and discharged after serving less than half of his two-year term without being shown the medical report that had damned him.

In a surreal postscript, the army provided a glowing reference, describing him as ‘a conscientious and hard-working clerk who uses his initiative and can in every respect
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