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      Getting to work was a two-bus journey, changing at Penny Lane before jumping off by Edge Hill, at the spaghetti-tangle of railway tracks. After skipping down the dark line-side slipway near the gasholders, Paul McCartney arrived, 8AM every weekday, at the Bridge Road factory of Massey & Coggins Ltd, armature winders and transformer manufacturers, where he imagined himself stepping up to executive status.1

      Christmas was past, and with it went the parcel deliveries. Jim made his mightiest effort to insist his son had to knuckle down. Paul said he already had a job, playing in a group, and they were beginning to go places, but Jim was steeled to resist. ‘You’ll never make a living in music – you’ve got to have something to fall back on’ and ‘This music thing is all right on the side but Paul, it will never last.’ He spoke from experience: he’d been in something like this position himself at the same age with Jim Mac’s Band, even playing the same kind of halls around Liverpool. No musician he knew had earned a living from it. Paul says Jim all but threw him out of the house, ordering him not to come home without a job.2

      So Paul went back to Renshaw Hall and did the jobless shuffle once again, a surname and number like twenty thousand others, from the scallies of 15 to the Scousers of 64, many seeking work, plenty hoping to dodge it.

      
         

        I went down to the Labour Exchange in me donkey jacket and jeans. The fellow sent me to an electrical engineers firm called Massey & Coggins. I told the boss I wanted a job. I wasn’t particular, I said I’d sweep the yard if he wanted. He asked me where I’d been educated and when I said Liverpool Institute he started making big plans.3

      

      The job came his way by chance, but if Paul’s aim was to get back at his dad by finding a position diametrically opposed to his talents, he couldn’t have arranged it better. Instead of something suited to his bright mind, artistic flair, neat handwriting, five O-Levels and English Lit A-Level, Paul remained resolutely manual, joining a factory that could have come straight out of I’m All Right Jack.* Mary would have been horrified. Dr McCartney was how she’d envisaged her eldest, and now here he was among the flat-capped working classes, punching the clock that counted down British industry’s date with oblivion. We’re All Wrong Jack is what it really was: post-war manufacturing was in terminal decline, buckling through under-investment and a bolshie workforce that rejected modernisation because it would do them out of a job.

      Jim Gilvey, Massey & Coggins’ then 39-year-old managing director, would never forget the arrival in his works office of Paul McCartney:

      
         

        I interviewed him. He was applying for a job as an electrical apprentice. He would have become an electrician after five years – in the spring of 1966. He never said ’owt to me about being a musician. He called me ‘Mr Gilvey’ and was a very polite young man. I said, ‘We’ll give you an opportunity, lad, and with your outlook on life you’ll go a long way.’4

      

      Employed against his own wishes maybe, Paul so quickly tapped into a keen, self-motivating attitude that he pictured himself an important man of business not many years from now.

      
         

        The group had got going again but I didn’t know if I wanted to go back full time… I imagined myself working my way up, being an executive if I tried hard.5

      

      While John, George and Pete enjoyed long days of leisure, the boss-to-be learned how to wind heavy coils for electric motors, ate jam butties, and played dinner-time football with other fellers ‘in a sort of prison exercise yard’.6 He made and drank a strong brew of tea in the union-negotiated breaks, smoked Woodbines, read the Daily Mirror, dashed for the gate when the afternoon hooter went and lived for the weekend and Friday’s wage packet (£7 10s, less tax and National Insurance). ‘He had to wear a blue boiler-suit and provide it himself,’ says Jim Gilvey. ‘We had a sort of canteen and all the workers were members of the ETU – the Electrical Trades Union.’

      Paul also braved endless jibes about his plentiful hair; and then, after letting out that he was a musician, had to suffer the nickname Mantovani. As boss of the transformer department, Ron Felton had to give Mantovani orders – you must do this, you can’t do that – and Paul surely bristled. ‘I never liked bosses,’ he reflected twenty-five years later, and as he only ever really had one, he probably meant Felton.7

      Though John also came under labour pressure, from Mimi, he was having none of it, and was genuinely shocked that Paul was prepared to brummer strive after everything they’d been through together.

      
         

        Paul would always give in to his dad. His dad told him to get a job and he fuckin’ dropped the group, saying, ‘I need a steady career!’ We couldn’t believe it.8

      

      Paul didn’t drop the Beatles, he just tried to accommodate them alongside the job. The Beatles began 1961 with three bookings a week for promoter Brian Kelly – usually at Litherland Town Hall, Aintree Institute, and Lathom Hall in Seaforth – and as these tended to revolve around weekends, working by day and playing by night caused Paul little problem. Such, anyway, was the adrenalin they generated, the Beatles could have lived without sleep.

      They weren’t the first Liverpool group back from Hamburg. Derry and the Seniors were, and they hadn’t exactly set the place alight. (The reverse is also true: they lost most of their equipment in the Top Ten Club fire.) By contrast, the Beatles’ return was no less explosive, locally, than the arrival of rock and roll itself in 1956. No one expected it, no one knew who they were or where they came from, they were just suddenly there, good beyond belief, and so exceptional that everything started to change because of them, and quickly.

      In seven extraordinary mach Schauing weeks at the Kaiserkeller the Beatles had doubled the vast amount of stage time already accrued at the Indra. In total, inside just fourteen weeks, they’d rocked Hamburg for about 415 hours – like 276 ninety-minute shows or 830 half-hours – and every night tried not to repeat themselves. No one stopped to realise it, and there was no way of knowing anyway, but the Beatles had to be the most experienced rock group in the world, not just Liverpool. And Hamburg didn’t only multiply their repertoire, it toughened their voices, seasoned their characters, enriched their personalities and strengthened their stamina. Four months earlier they would have struggled to play more than a couple of hours, now it was a piece of cake. All the same, witnesses say they played every show with total conviction, St Pauli in Liverpool. The effect was incredible.

      First sight of the new Beatles would stay lifelong-sharp in the memory. Wallasey rock guitarist Chris Huston was knocked sideways.

      
         

        When they came back from Germany it was like they knew something we didn’t. They had this arrogance. There was a definite difference: they had cockiness, confidence, a spring in their step, they knew more songs and they had different instruments. I asked John what it was like in Hamburg and he said, ‘Fookin’ great! They roll up the pavements in Liverpool at eleven, but in Hamburg they’re just rolling them out at midnight.’ But that didn’t answer what I saw, because Hamburg didn’t change anyone else the same way.9

      

      John McNally of the Searchers would remember:

      
         

        The Echo ad said ‘The Silver Beatles and the Searchers’ and we thought ‘Who the hell are the Silver Beatles?’ I got to St John’s Hall and the Beatles were there – they were in black leather jackets and black T-shirts, a real motley crew, and boots too. They had their amplifiers on chairs, which I’d never seen before – we put ours on the floor and so did everybody else. They did Chuck Berry stuff with lots of solos and they ran amok on stage. They were fantastic and it was definitely something new. McCartney played this old guitar, a Solid 7, and just mimed the rhythm – he only had four strings. It was the first time I ever heard a drummer playing fours on a bass drum. It was a wall of sound. And people just stopped and stood and watched. There was no way we could follow them with our tinny sound.10

      

      The Beatles were a foursome for the first time. Stu was in Hamburg with Astrid, though due home soon, and Chas Newby was back in college, his two weeks in the Beatles at an end. Paul was on bass now… in a manner of speaking. He is remembered for playing his upside-down and broken-down Rosetti with the lead tucked into his pocket rather than plugged into an amplifier – miming – producing (at best) a few clicks picked up by the vocal microphone. When he did run the Rosetti through an amp it generated an unusual sound because Paul had fitted it with piano strings, three or four of them, snipped surreptitiously from someone’s upright with a pair of pliers. The Beatles’ overall noise was so loud that hardly anyone noticed the lack of bass. Of the few Beatles photos taken in this period, one (shot by his brother Mike) shows Paul not playing guitar at all but singing, or screaming, his eyes tight shut, his left hand clenched, his right hand gripping the microphone. Instrumentally, the Beatles’ raw power was coming from three players, not four.11

      Despite his double income, factory and stage, Paul didn’t buy the new guitar he and the Beatles so manifestly needed. After paying his dad £3-a-week housekeeping, he saved the surplus and said that, as he was only now completing payments for the Rosetti, he didn’t want to be saddled with another ‘drip’. The cost of his caution, and his reluctance to at least buy proper bass strings at Hessy’s, was pain, because – as Paul would remember – the piano strings would ‘make a nice sound… but kill the fingers’.12

      The front-of-house ‘mixing desk’ was a beast yet to be born: groups provided their own instruments and amps, and promoters hired the microphones and PA. Whenever possible, Pete put a mike close to the bass drum, or even inside it, to kick his four-in-the-bar boom to the distant corners of every dance hall. No one else drummed like this and he quickly had imitators. All the Beatles did. King-Size Taylor, hulking great leader of the Dominoes, had taken a strong dislike to the Beatles the previous May, when he’d spotted them taking down the words of the songs he was singing, but even he now had to admit there was no one else like them:

      
         

        They came back from Hamburg with a great attitude to playing rock and roll. They were total non-conformist. They were like rebels thrown in among the other groups. Lennon was the driving force – it was his arrogance, his outlook on everything, his drive, and of course his passion for what he was playing. I didn’t like the man, but that has nothing to do with it. He’d become quite dedicated in his own way. He also knew he was good at what he did. If he’d stayed behind in Hamburg and the others were playing in Liverpool without him, I say they’d have died a death.13

      

      Tony Sanders, drummer with Bootle group the Phantoms, was amazed that the Beatles smoked while playing – just one of many visible aspects of an apparent don’t-give-a-damn attitude. He says that when Paul sang Elvis’s Wooden Heart, Pete played the bass drum with his foot, hit the hi-hat with his right hand and smoked with his left. ‘We thought this was tremendous,’ Sanders says. ‘We were all smoking the next time we went on stage, but it didn’t go with our short haircuts and clean boy-next-door image.’14

      The Beatles were unknown around these parts, and as newspaper ads emphasised they were ‘from Hamburg’ so people continued to assume them to be German. It seemed to explain much: their different look, wild sound, strange or repellent name and a repertoire out of step with everyone else’s. By doing Wooden Heart the Beatles even seemed to confirm it. They came home from Germany with this Elvis exclusive – the film GI Blues, in which it featured, hadn’t yet come to Liverpool and Decca wasn’t issuing it as a 45 until February. ‘Here’s the new one by Elvis, it’s out in a few weeks,’ the Beatles would announce. They spoke like authentic Liverpudlians… and then Paul would sing the song’s German section like a native. ‘Paul was very Elvis-oriented,’ Bob Wooler said. ‘When Elvis did Wooden Heart he took a breath after “wood” and Paul did that too.’15

      All the groups raced to cover Elvis first, and the Beatles won again with Are You Lonesome Tonight. It came out in Britain on Friday 13 January and they did it the next night at Aintree Institute. Paul clasped the microphone and did his Elvis act, the great solo star crooning his new slow one. It was already going to pot when he went into the long spoken-word middle section about ‘all the world’s a stage’, which he’d crammed into his brain inside a few hours… and then John just stopped the group dead.

      Refusing to be involved in anything so corny, John completely took the piss out of Paul, ripping his close mate and bandmate to shreds in front of everyone. ‘They sent me up rotten,’ Paul says, ‘especially John. They all but laughed me off the stage.’ This was the way John dealt with things, and he also knew the Beatles must have a solid front line, not back a soloist. As he said, ‘Every group had a lead singer in a pink jacket singing Cliff Richard-type songs. We were the only group that didn’t… and that was how we broke through, by being different.’16 Another difference was that most groups used an echo unit (all the rage since the Shadows’ breakthrough) and the Beatles didn’t. In his December 1960 letter to Stu, George had said he was planning to buy one, but he hadn’t, and now they decided they wouldn’t.

      Bob Wooler had all this in mind when he wrote, some months later, of how the Beatles ‘exploded on a jaded scene’. He noted how they grabbed a wider audience than was usual, not just the 15- to 18-year-olds who went to jive dances, but men and women in their early twenties who’d loved rock and roll the first time around and watched helplessly as it was driven out of fashion. Wooler also registered, with understandable fascination, how the Beatles gave the appearance of being unconcerned what people thought about them – but then, paradoxically, always said ‘Thank you’. He liked the way they began most songs with a loud 1–2–3–4! No other group did this… at least, not until they started copying the Beatles. And Wooler also recorded how the Beatles were ‘unmindful of the uniformity of dress’ – although they wore leather jackets, tight jeans, black T-shirts, Twat ’ats (sometimes) and Texan cowboy boots, it was never questioned if one of them turned up in something different. They were, in a sense, uniformly scruffy when not uniformly dressed.17

      Wooler was central to the Beatles’ activities in this period. Although Allan Williams was out of hospital, the Top Ten Club fire effectively marked the end of his involvement with rock and roll. His time was consumed by the Jacaranda, the imminent opening of his Blue Angel night-club, and a concert promotion at St George’s Hall starring Cyril Stapleton’s Show Band – jazz, not rock. Though Wooler tried to stoke Williams’ interest, to drag him out to see the Beatles and the effect they were having on audiences, Williams didn’t go. He’d moved on. ‘I have a mind like a grasshopper,’ he says. ‘Once I’ve done a thing, I don’t go back.’18

      Everything experienced by the Beatles in 1960 happened because of Allan Williams; in 1961 it almost all happened without him. His role had been to light the blue touchpaper and withdraw. Though the Beatles’ first printed business cards announced that A. Williams had Sole Direction over them, two phone numbers were given: Jacaranda Enterprises’ new office at the Blue Angel and Pete Best’s house in West Derby, and it was Pete who handled the Beatles’ bookings, liaising mostly with Bob Wooler. Williams’ management of the Beatles, never defined or set down on paper, simply evaporated. In his place, John, Paul and George came to be more reliant on the Bests than they could ever have imagined. If Pete was busy or out, Mona handled the bookings; the Beatles’ amps and drums were kept at the Bests’ house; and (after a brief period when the Beatles used taxis to get around, spending as much as they earned) three Best family friends provided transport to ensure they and their equipment got to every date.

      The main man to begin with was Frank Garner, aged 34. By day he was a journeyman bricklayer, for which he’d acquired an Austin A35 van; by night he was both an occasional doorman at the Casbah and a martial arts teacher. Pete said he’d become a judo green belt under Garner (though the other Beatles never believed it) and Neil Aspinall gained a green belt in ju-jitsu. The A35 was a bit cramped, so Garner usually drove only the gear while Aspinall or another Casbah member, David Hughes, ferried the group in one of their cars – earning the occasional pound for their trouble. Mostly they would leave the Beatles at the halls and fetch them later; Aspinall was particularly busy – he had an accountancy job in town and spent most evenings labouring over a correspondence course, aiming for bookkeeping qualifications.19

      Of course, there were also times when the drivers stayed to watch. David Hughes remembers the Beatles’ personalities during the period he drove them around at the start of 1961:

      
         

        George was a lovely guy, very friendly. Paul could play anything, not only the guitar but piano and other things. John was more standoffish – he was clever and quick-witted and he didn’t stand fools: you had to watch what you said to him or you’d get it back, and if he wanted to make a fool of you in front of others, he would. I grew up friends with Pete – we went to primary school together – but he could be a bit moody. We always called him The Moody One and he’d go off on his own a lot. Girls thought he was fantastic.20

      

      On Saturday 7 January, Neil Aspinall drove the Beatles to Aintree Institute for their first booking at this atmospheric upstairs hall not far from the Grand National racecourse; he was staggered by how, again, they scored a direct and instant impact on people who’d never heard of them and were expecting nothing out of the ordinary.

      
         

        All the people were there as normal and suddenly the Beatles came on and everybody who was anywhere in the hall, anyone who was dancing, stopped and came forward, straight to the front of the stage. They stood there with their mouths open. The Beatles caused a lot of trouble because all the Teds who’d brought their girls to the dance got very jealous, and then John did this big fucking wink, which really wound them all up.21

      

      John Lennon’s big wink was a new instrument in his stage armoury, transmitting maximum sarcasm and provocation in one move. It was a music-hall wink… a wink with inbuilt wind-up, with attitude, accompanied always by a sideways chasm in the mouth, a great gaping oval. It was seldom impotent, and if a fight wasn’t already in the air, this could kick one off – inciting tempests which to John, as blind as a bat, were but a violent blur. Tough nuts at Aintree Institute used as weapons any wooden chairs around the edge of the dance floor that weren’t bolted together, and some went up to the balcony and lobbed chairs down from there, causing mayhem. As ever, it was easier for the Beatles to get into venues than out, when Teds would be waiting. How handy it was to have martial arts skill to hand, as well as the promoter’s own bouncers – not that the Beatles couldn’t take care of themselves.22

      Considering the ever-present danger, they were assaulted surprisingly few times. It did happen, but only rarely. Paul was reliably effective in a role familiar and necessary from four years of Lennon friendship: pouring oil on his troubled waters, taking the heat out of his steam, pulling him – and often all of them – back from brinks to which they were so recklessly propelled. Danger in these halls also extended to girlfriends. When Cyn and Dot accompanied them, which wasn’t often, they had to keep the lowest of profiles and stay out of the toilets, where they could be trapped and scratched. If she had to speak, Cyn faked a Scouse accent, desperate at all costs to avoid coming across as posh, from Hoylake, which could warrant a beating. As she says, ‘One look in the wrong direction, at the wrong person, could and frequently did set off a chain reaction of events which would make your hair stand on end. It was like a time bomb.’23

      Bob Wooler staged the Aintree dances for Brian Kelly as he did in Seaforth and Litherland. (‘Come One, Come All, to Litherland Town Hall!’ was Wooler’s new calling phrase.) He was the benevolent besuited scout-leader with a twist, a master of the microphone who travelled by bus all over Merseyside with a hand-tooled wooden box full of 45s. Partial to a tot or two of Navy Rum, and smoking sixty a day, he worried how to encourage everyone to do their best, and how to make these groups of youths behave themselves on stage, respecting the audience as well as his meticulous handwritten schedules. In this regard, he had particular trouble with the Beatles, whose timekeeping was erratic at best. ‘The most unreliable was Paul McCartney,’ Wooler recalled. ‘He had the worst punctuality record, although he was not consistently late for engagements.’24

      Almost all of the Beatles’ bookings in this period were stage-managed by Wooler and he quickly got to know them well – while they in turn tried to find out about him, which wasn’t easy. He gave them prime position in every show, not the final spot but the middle one, around 9.30; people would be drifting off by 10.15 to catch the last bus home and the closing group generally played to a fraction of those who’d been in the hall earlier. When the Beatles were late, Wooler made them go on last; any grumbling towards Paul for causing this was simply part of the cut and thrust of being in a group.

      Through Wooler, the Beatles learned to prepare for a show quietly and in darkness, to stand behind curtains while he finished playing records and made his announcements. For them alone, to command everyone’s attention to something really special, Wooler played the opening cavalry-charge of Rossini’s William Tell Overture.25 Lifting the needle when the fanfare finished, he would announce It’s the Beatles! and they would pitch themselves into Good Golly Miss Molly or Long Tall Sally or What’d I Say or Red Sails In The Sunset. Wooler opened the curtains and there they’d be, blinking in the light and completely in command, rocking and stomping and thrilling.

      It was Wooler who broke the Beatles beyond Brian Kelly’s Beekay circuit. A new venue opened in January 1961 in Huyton, on the outskirts of Liverpool. Hambleton Hall was rented from the local council’s Parks & Gardens Committee… but there was nothing remotely recreational about the beat nights at this forbidding place. It was in the middle of a housing estate and gang fights always broke out. The promoter was a car salesman, Vic Anton, only 20 and an acquaintance of Brian Epstein, though Brian wasn’t involved in these promotions. Like everyone else, Anton hired Wooler as disc jockey, compere, bookings manager and stage manager, and Wooler aimed high – he lined up as many as six groups every Wednesday and Sunday night at ‘the Hive of Jive’. Admission was 2s 6d before 8PM, three bob after.

      One of Wooler’s many tasks for these promoters was to compose and place advertisements in the Echo. Editorially, Liverpool’s nightly newspaper didn’t go anywhere near the rock scene. Its journalists, mostly middle-aged men, knew nothing of it and wouldn’t have considered it worth covering. The only indication of activity was in the paid-for classifieds, where events were itemised in fascinating, amusing and illuminating detail. Everything still ran under the Jazz heading, but these ads, studied in hindsight, represent a daily bulletin of the beat, reflecting and responding instantly to the current pulse and temperature. They show who was playing where, which venues were opening and closing, which groups were forming and breaking up, and who was going off to play further afield and when they were coming home. And while the Teds at Aintree Institute lobbed chairs, Liverpool promoters lobbed text grenades at one another, small-print vendettas needled at five bob a line.26

      Ads in the Echo and in the north end local press provide black-and-white proof of the Beatles’ impact. From very soon after they started ripping into the Brian Kelly jive circuit, there was an increase in the number of promoters, venues and groups. Everyone and everything became noticeably busier in the first weeks of 1961, and this built month on month throughout the year and beyond. Having steadily gained momentum in the preceding two years, the Liverpool rock scene suddenly took a mighty leap. Bass player Johnny Gustafson, one of so many to benefit from the increased opportunities, summarises it succinctly: ‘The Beatles cracked Liverpool open, and the avalanche came after that.’27

      These ads also show that the Beatles went straight in at number 1. Their name was placed top almost without exception, sometimes in block capitals, centred, while the groups underneath were in upper and lower case. Wooler’s relish for alliteration and liberal use of eye-catching exclamation marks made them, in this first month alone, Dynamic, The Great! The Sensational! and, on the last day of the month, in one of his Hive of Jive ads, the Stupendous, Stompin’ Big Beat Beatles.

      The man central to most of the spiky ads between promoters was Sam Leach, who’d launched Liverpool’s first regular rock dances in 1958. No longer the youngest operator (Dave Forshaw had that mantle, and Vic Anton was second), Leach remained the most eager and expansive. He didn’t promote at one hall, he was everywhere, and he liked to think big… though his grand ideas could lack sufficient planning. His was a Peter-to-Paul operation – groups might be paid for one show with the takings from another to come – and he regularly annoyed rivals by publicising something he couldn’t deliver, or by encroaching on their ideas or slogans. He upset Allan Williams by promoting at St George’s Hall with the words ‘Arts Ball’, and then upset both Williams and the Mardi Gras jazz club by staging a Mardi Gras Arts Ball. Angry responses were posted in the classifieds. These things happened too often to be coincidence but Leach just shrugged and raced on, always reaching for the next big one. His latest plan was to take over the name Cassanova Club and run rock nights in a ballroom in the middle of Liverpool… and the moment he saw the Beatles, in their Hambleton Hall debut on 25 January, Leach knew he’d found his headlining act.

      
         

        A friend told me about this fantastic new group. I got the bus there. It was a rough area – there were gangs around – and I paid my three shillings admission. Bob Wooler played the William Tell Overture, announced It’s the Beatles!, the curtains fell open and there they were. Even now, I can still feel the kick. You couldn’t mistake how good they were. Even the fighting stopped.

        Bob must have seen me because he posted bouncers around their dressing-room door so I couldn’t get to them, but three of them already worked for me and they let me through. The first thing I said to the Beatles was ‘You’re going to be as big as Elvis!’ Lennon looked up like I was mental and said, ‘We’ve got a right nutter here, Paul.’ Paul – who knew I was opening a club in town because he was always in the Jacaranda chasing my girls – said, ‘Yes, but I bet you’ve got some work for us, haven’t you, Mr Leach?’ I gave them twelve bookings that first night at £6 or more a time.28

      

      The Beatles seen by Sam Leach were a five-piece again. Stu arrived home about 15 January and took his place in the group a day or two later. Though he came back for another purpose, and had often written of his intention to pack up rocking, he wanted to carry on. Astrid paid for him to fly because he’d had tonsillitis and she didn’t want him making the long journey by train and boat; like George and John before him, he returned carrying his guitar and amp.29

      Stu’s days of standing with his back to the audience were past; while he liked to stand side-on, there was no pretence at hiding his guitar work. One year and all those Hamburg hours later, the Dean-like dude in dark glasses could play his bass – albeit not brilliantly and not well enough to please Paul. He didn’t welcome Stu’s return, even if it did mean he could stop fiddling with those odd bass notes and stick to miming with his broken guitar.

      Primarily, Stu was home because his temporary residence permit in Hamburg had elapsed, and because he was applying for a place on the Art Teacher’s Diploma course at Liverpool College of Art, to begin in September 1961 – in other words, to do his fifth and final year there after a twelve-month break. He set this in motion right away and was invited to interview on 23 February. He was going to be in Liverpool at least a month, and after all the years of sharing bedsit flats, lastly in Gambier Terrace, he returned to his family, who were now living in Liverpool. (The Sutcliffes moved from Huyton in autumn 1960 and were renting the ground-floor Flat A at 53 Ullet Road, by Sefton Park.)

      This was Stu and Astrid’s first separation, and though brief – she was coming to join him in Liverpool for two or three weeks at the start of February – he sent her long love letters…

      
         

        Tonight I play once more with the Beatles my beauty, and I will play in your jeans, and your blue pullover and your hempt and will close my eyes and think always of you. As I play, I think of the days that keep us apart.30

      

      … and realising his fiancée would struggle to comprehend the words, he drew a cartoon self-portrait: dark glasses, high collar, big hair, bigger guitar, hearts as crotchets, I LOVE ASTRID sung sweetly in a speech bubble and floated across Europe by air mail.

      Stu wasn’t the only one returning from Hamburg in January: Rory Storm and the Hurricanes headed back on the second day of the year. Their three months in St Pauli had in no sense galvanised them as it had the Beatles; the experience had soured after Rory broke the Kaiserkeller stage, and when they tried to open in another venue, on New Year’s Day, Bruno Koschmider instantly put an end to it, pointing to the exclusive contract they’d signed with him.31 As it took a while for their bookings to pick up, they all went on the dole. This meant declaring they’d no other income, though they did. A fair number of the Liverpool rockers took this risk – the so-called rock ’n’ dole – but not, it seems, the Beatles. They had no need. Ringo briefly, semi-seriously, looked around for a proper job, one that would enable him to earn by day, play by night and leave him free to go away when necessary, like back to Butlin’s or Hamburg. He thought about becoming a freelance hairdresser, and while he wondered how to make it happen, it didn’t.

      ‘Welcome home from continental tour’ an Echo classified announced on 6 January, advertising the Hurricanes’ re-emergence on a scene where they were no longer tops. Save for a few sporadic appearances in September 1960, they’d not played locally in seven months and momentum had been lost. The night before, Rory, Johnny and Ringo went to Litherland Town Hall and discovered the Beatles were still in their Kaiserkeller groove, setting a blistering pace. The Hurricanes’ mate and sometime roadie Dave ‘Jamo’ Jamieson remembers:

      
         

        The curtains opened, Paul went into Good Golly Miss Molly, the crowd rushed forward and that was it – the place just took off. The Beatles were in leathers and black T-shirts – they were rebels. Richy, Johnny and Rory never said anything about being overtaken, they didn’t say anything at all.32

      

      The two groups started to share the same bill – at Aintree on 21 January, at Litherland on the 26th – but no matter how much Rory leapt and jumped and climbed and combed there was no doubt who was the fairest of them all. Ringo often left the dressing-room to go out front and watch them:

      
         

        I just loved the way they played; I loved the songs, the attitude was great, and I knew they were a better band than the one I was in.33

      

      Plenty of onlookers – John, Paul and George among them – continued to revere Ringo’s rock-steady tempo in all styles, and his ability to play evenly with either hand, but Pete believed he now held the upper hand, and would later claim ‘Ringo… copied our [my] beat.’34

      The three Beatles saw a wider picture. There was no question Pete’s forceful four-in-the-bar drumming was one of the ingredients that ignited their explosion. But, as they’d quickly assessed in Hamburg, he was less convincing when they played anything that wasn’t meaty rock. The Wallasey singer-guitarist Jackie Lomax puts it bluntly when he says, ‘Pete could only play one drum beat, either slowed down or speeded up.’ And as John reflected: ‘We trained him to keep a stick going up and down four-in-the-bar, [but] he couldn’t do much else.’35

      Crucial too were the personality differences. No other group was close like the Beatles, three of whom functioned as intimate friends with their own shorthand language, humour and complexities. That heart and strength – John, Paul and George – went back to 1957–8 and advanced from there through a thousand shared experiences: they were mates, tight, fine-tuned to a frequency unfathomable to others, which was all right by them. Pete didn’t think this way and didn’t share their attitudes; to the three of them, quite simply, he wasn’t one of us, and they knew it now as surely as they knew it when they’d first met him at the Casbah in 1959, and when, out of sheer pragmatism, they turned to him as their last choice and grabbed him for Hamburg a year later. It was nothing to do with quality of character – Pete was ‘a good skin’, decent, well brought-up, hard to dislike – it was about fitting in, simple chemistry. ‘Pete was a bit slow,’ John said. ‘He was a harmless guy but he was not quick. All of us were quick minds and he never picked up on the idiom.’ Cynthia witnessed how three and one did not make four:

      
         

        Pete hardly ever spoke or showed any enthusiasm… he seemed to lack the sense of humour that was such an integral part of the boys’ make-up. He really didn’t gel with their characters right from the very start.36

      

      John, Paul and George saw Pete in the halls but rarely beyond. It was like Hamburg again: they said hello, did the show, then he’d go his own way while they stuck together and did something else as a threesome… or four, with Stu. There were plenty of exceptions, but this was the general way of things. And Pete’s onstage personality also presented difficulties. He’d settled into a role he hardly ever varied, booking after booking, night after night – playing with his head down, avoiding eye contact, not smiling, projecting the study in moody shyness he knew would win girls’ hearts. Fine, but it was bound to wear thin for the other Beatles. Sometimes they wanted to see a spark when they turned around, some vibrancy, emotion, an engagement of eyes or mind.

      ‘We were always going to dump him when we could find a decent drummer,’ John revealed a decade later. As it was, he, Paul and George lacked the courage of their convictions. They allowed themselves to grow comfortable with the way Pete, his mother and his friends efficiently ensured the smooth running of their group, so all they had to do was turn up and play. They didn’t want to deal with it, and they had no one to get rid of Pete for them the way they’d made Nigel Walley dump Eric Griffiths. They continued to grumble in private, but their failure to act meant that Pete’s position in the group settled and solidified, and the problem of what to do about it was swept under the carpet.

       

      The power of the Beatles’ performances and old-rock repertoire made them ‘explode on a jaded scene’, but those who saw them actually heard a broad variety of musical styles – country and western, rhythm and blues, instrumentals, tender ballads, standards and much more. Their set constantly evolved, and so great was its range that people never saw the same show twice. John, Paul and George were always fascinated by the pursuit of new sounds, and in 1961 this still meant American sounds. Absent from Liverpool for the last third of 1960, they spent winter days in Nems and other shops, crowded into the browseries, checking out what was happening across the Atlantic, and listening in particular to the labels that licensed excitement from the wonderful American independents.

      As Liverpool groups started to proliferate so competition for songs became more intense. Long Tall Sally and What’d I Say, two of the Beatles’ biggest weapons, were done by Rory Storm and Gerry and the Pacemakers respectively, and duplication could be awkward when groups shared a bill. The Beatles, John and Paul in particular, identified a challenge and turned it to their advantage. They decided to find obscure songs the other groups didn’t know, numbers they alone would do, to stay different and ahead of the pack.

      Their own Lennon-McCartney Originals would have achieved this for them, but they didn’t consider them up to scratch, not something to play in front of people – and on the odd occasion they did, they wouldn’t announce the songs as their own. So quiet did John and Paul keep the fact that they’d written anything, no one around the Beatles in 1961 (with the possible exception of Bob Wooler) was aware of it, and it appears they wrote no new numbers this year. The Lennon-McCartney partnership was lively in so many ways but as creating composers it was dormant.

      Paul’s labours at Massey & Coggins gave John plenty of solo time in the city in the early weeks of 1961, and it’s no coincidence that the important musical discoveries in this period, the key additions to the Beatles’ repertoire, were unearthed and sung by him – and that, as a consequence, he steered a shift in their musical direction.

      An early obscure find was You Don’t Understand Me by Bobby Freeman, an intense and dramatic ‘doo-wop’ number located on the B-side of a Parlophone 45.* John already liked Freeman’s Do You Want To Dance, though he didn’t perform it, and now he added You Don’t Understand Me to the Beatles’ set. There’s no recording of them playing it, but with this type of song and John’s kind of voice it must have been a show-stopping moment. It isn’t difficult to imagine John emulating and even improving on Freeman’s already meaningful vocal.

      They also performed Stay, by Maurice Williams, and New Orleans, by US Bonds – two current US hits issued in Britain by EMI on its newly acquired Top Rank label. In the same week the Beatles reassembled post-Hamburg, Jack Good lamented in Disc that these exciting black sounds from New York and Norfolk, Virginia, would ‘pass unnoticed in Britain’.37 They didn’t: they were minor hits, and the Beatles quickly had them in their set, self-arranged for exciting interaction between lead singer (John) and backing vocalists (Paul and George). New Orleans was a real stomper, with call and response vocals and a muddy production, and the Beatles generated great excitement with it, astonishing audiences when two, three or even four of them sang solo and in combinations. Other additions to the repertoire included Leave My Kitten Alone by Johnny Preston (a cover of Little Willie John) and the Olympics’ I Wish I Could Shimmy Like My Sister Kate. John sang these too, sometimes singing the repeated line ‘shimmy shimmy’ as ‘shitty shitty’. It was unheard of for an entertainer, of any kind, to swear on stage, a genuinely daring departure.*

      John also loved Corrine Corrina by Ray Peterson, an American hit on the New York label Dunes, unsuccessfully picked up for Britain by Decca’s London imprint. It was a new version of an old Joe Turner blues shouter, and though no producer was named on the label, ten years later John was delighted to find it was Phil Spector, working with an orchestra for the first time. It was songs like this, and the Drifters’ Save The Last Dance For Me (again sung by John), that presented particular challenges to Pete, numbers where four-in-the-bar just wouldn’t do.†

      It was also at this time that John discovered a record he would eulogise for the rest of his life, Angel Baby, by Rosie and the Originals. ‘It’s a beauty… I love this record so much!’ he raved on American radio a decade later; ‘This here is one of my all-time favourite songs; send my love to Rosie, wherever she may be,’ he enthused at the start of his extraordinary homage cover version in 1973.38 All these discoveries existed to John as sounds, as records – no image came with them except those formed in his head; anyone wanting more information might find it in the weekly music papers. He didn’t know Rosie Hamlin was a 15-year-old Mexican who wrote Angel Baby as a love poem and self-financed the recording she made with some schoolfriends in a converted airplane hangar in San Diego. Shocked to find it a US top ten hit within weeks, she had no idea it was also being heard six thousand miles away in England. Issued on the London label in the third week of January, it had no commercial impact, but its directness and unabashed simplicity had a profound effect and influence on John Lennon, touching a chord deep within him.

      In his mind, John would always associate Angel Baby with another vital discovery, perhaps because he found them on the same day or in the same shop. This was the Miracles’ Who’s Loving You. Following Barrett Strong’s Money (That’s What I Want), it was the second time John had been knocked out by a record from the Detroit label Tamla.

      Who’s Loving You – and its A-side, Shop Around, which John also thought great – defines the moment when a new musical playground opened up for him and for the Beatles. A soulful singer and his supporting vocalists deliver a romantic song of melody and rhythm, a lyric that doesn’t just say ‘I love you’ but wraps the feeling inside a storyline, one that reached the tender core of a Lennon few saw. More than anything, he loved its sound, a style in America defined as rhythm and blues. Shop Around made the top of Billboard’s R&B chart, giving Tamla its first number 1 and million-seller.* John also loved the way Shop Around had a preliminary section that didn’t recur in the rest of the song, like the old 1920s numbers Julia taught him on banjo. He appreciated the name too, the Miracles; they were a group, like the Beatles. ‘Robinson’ was credited as composer on both sides of the record, but John had no way yet of realising this was also the singer, and that he’d turn out to be that forever hero William ‘Smokey’ Robinson.†

      It isn’t known if John added Who’s Loving You and Shop Around to the Beatles’ repertoire, but the songs lived within him regardless and enriched his personal tastes. R&B! He loved Elvis, Eddie, Chuck, Carl, Gene, Buddy, Little Richard, Jerry Lee and all the other great Fifties heroes (all R&B- or C&W-style rock and rollers), and now he loved this 1960s black pop music from the northern United States – and when he shared his passion with Paul and George, they loved it too… just as they were all gripped at this time by yet another momentous arrival in their lives: Will You Love Me Tomorrow by the Shirelles. This one record effectively launched the ‘girl-group sound’ – R&B with beat, rhythm, melody and harmony – and no musical force beyond rock and roll was ever as crucial to the Beatles’ development.

      The Shirelles were four 19-year-old black girls from Passaic High School in New Jersey who came under the wing of Florence Greenberg, the mother of one of their schoolfriends; Greenberg owned her own independent record label, Scepter, based ten miles from Passaic, in New York City. The tapestry of the American music business was already enhanced beyond measure by the creative partnership of blacks and Jews, and a bright new chapter opened with Will You Love Me Tomorrow, the greatest teenage love song of the period and the first record by a black female group to top the US charts.*

      Greenberg ran Scepter Records from an office at 1650 Broadway and West 51st Street. Her choice as Scepter’s in-house producer was Luther Dixon, aged 29, a black singer-songwriter-arranger; Will You Love Me Tomorrow was written by a composer partnership new to those who studied record labels: the husband-and-wife pairing of Gerry Goffin and Carole King, 21 and 18, words and music respectively. They numbered among an array of talented young songwriting teams who arrived each day at the same building to work for the publishing company Aldon Music. Each pairing – and a piano – were squeezed into neighbouring cubicles in a modern Tin Pan Alley scenario, a Teen Pan Alley. Almost all the songs that lit up the first half of the twentieth century were written in similar circumstances twenty-three blocks south of here – tunes for musicals, films, dance fads and hits; now they were being written for seven-inch vinyl discs and the teenagers who bought them.

      At 1650 Broadway – and in offices at the Brill Building across and further up Broadway at 1619† – it seemed everyone was the child or grandchild of European Jews. There was Goffin and King, Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, Burt Bacharach and Hal David, Barry Mann and Cynthia Weil, Doc Pomus and Mort Shuman, Jeff Barry and Ellie Greenwich, and Neil Sedaka and Howie Greenfield, writing songs for producers like Phil Spector and Jerry Wexler. Sedaka sang the numbers he and Greenfield wrote (he was near the top of the charts at this time with Calendar Girl), but otherwise the pairings created an array of classy compositions for different performers. Often these were black girl-groups, urban teenagers who’d honed their voices and harmonies by singing gospel music in church. And they were girls singing to girls, a revolutionary departure in pop music.

      Gender didn’t stop the Beatles (or other Liverpool groups) singing these numbers – a good song was a good song and that was enough for them. John grabbed Will You Love Me Tomorrow and Paul and George took the backing vocals, and while there’s no recording of them doing it, several say it had extraordinary power and tenderness, like another To Know Her Is To Love Her. To the Beatles, to John and Paul especially, the composer credit Goffin-King would become nothing less than a trademark of quality, sufficient in itself to make them listen to or buy a record, and rarely were they disappointed.

      Then they flipped the record over and discovered the B-side, a song called Boys. This wasn’t Goffin and King’s work but almost entirely the creation of Luther Dixon, who co-wrote, arranged and produced. Dixon was the creator of the Shirelles sound that the Beatles loved, another name for them to sleuth on record labels. Will You Love Me Tomorrow works beautifully with strings, Boys is big-beat R&B, the backing singers upfront. That’s how the Beatles did it. John sang lead and Paul and George gave full support, the two of them leaning into each other at the microphone, laughing and harmonising bop-shoo-op-abop-bop-shoo-op into one another’s faces, or sometimes, on appropriate occasions, bobwooler-abob-bobwooler. If they realised it was a girls’ song about boys, it didn’t matter. While several Liverpool groups did Will You Love Me Tomorrow, the Beatles were one of only three to sing Boys. King-Size Taylor and the Dominoes did it, and so did Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, where it became the latest speciality number in Ringo’s popular nightly Starrtime! spot – and he didn’t change the gender either.39

      No such sounds were being made in Britain, where, by definition, everything was smaller-scale. There were no black songwriters or producers, no independent companies releasing pop records, and the business was fixated on Cliff Richard and the Shadows and Adam Faith. Cliff was the golden boy – his every record in the top ten, several reaching number 1. The Beatles had a collective attitude about him – which meant they had John’s attitude. The Shadows were OK to listen to, samey but good, but Cliff was loathed. They felt he was safe, Establishment, and that his recordings were gutless; they didn’t like his phoney American accent and the way he sang words like doggone. They didn’t like the way his mouth was loosely open in almost every photo – top lip curled, bottom lip sagging, like the old Elvis – while at the same time he exuded a squeaky-clean lifestyle. These traits were about to be featured in a big film, the first lavish widescreen Technicolor British pop movie, a modern 1960s film. The title wasn’t decided yet, the NME reported, but Cliff had ‘already approved his role, that of a youth club leader’. This was one film the Beatles would not be rushing to see. ‘We’ve always hated him,’ John said of Cliff in 1963, with a degree of outspokenness that shocked. ‘He was everything we hated in pop.’40

      The British music business very much liked clean-cut Cliff, and also the emergence of Adam Faith as the teenagers’ spokesman, both of whom helped push British record sales up to £15 million in 1960, yet another 10 per cent annual increase. The fact that Faith spoke with clarity and intelligence on Face To Face, BBC-tv’s penetrative interview programme, came as a shock to an adult population that considered all teenage entertainers pimply, gormless, illiterate and manipulated… in short, The Great Unwashed.41 This was the Parnes legacy, and Larry at this time was undergoing a culling of his ‘stable’ – many of his young boys were set free in spring 1961, Johnny Gentle and Duffy Power among them, and Parnes exercised more restraint in his selection of new ones. His main signing of 1961 was a 17-year-old he auditioned while on a visit to South Africa, a singer-guitarist Parnes brought back to Kensington and whose name he didn’t have to concoct because it was already Dickie Loader.

      The biggest star in Britain throughout 1961 was Elvis. The post-army Presley was scaling heights far greater than those reached in his first flush. Decca, handling the RCA catalogue, experienced astonishing, record-breaking sales with several successive Elvis 45s. Advance orders for It’s Now Or Never were 355,000, making it the first record to enter the chart at number 1, and the numbers were higher still for Are You Lonesome Tonight and Wooden Heart. Elvis had a virtual monopoly on the top of the British charts, spending seventeen weeks there between November 1960 and April 1961.

      All this was in spite of his films – suddenly the cornerstone of his career – receiving less than great reviews. The parent-friendly musical comedy GI Blues was followed by the more-serious Flaming Star in which Elvis played a half-breed American Indian. Asked if Elvis would reject an unsuitable project, his manager Colonel Parker replied, ‘For the 500,000 dollars a picture they’re paying him, plus 5000 dollars a day overtime, they’re going to offer Elvis a bad script?’42 Yes, they were, and these movies and the songs that came with them were beginning to drive his original fans mad with frustration. The Beatles liked Elvis’s new records enough to sing them, but knew they were second rate compared to Heartbreak Hotel and Mystery Train. As usual, Jack Good spoke for them. Having reluctantly yet constructively panned Elvis’s films, and also been disappointed by the records which (bafflingly to him) were selling more than ever, Good wrote his hero an open letter in Disc.

      
         

        Now that your mission of converting the squares is well and truly accomplished, how about making a few sides for us? Some real, low-down, raunchy, scraunchy rhythm and blues, Floyd Cramer knocking the guts out of the old piano, and D. J. Fontana beating the hide out of his drum kit, and then some uptempo screaming – big dramatic stuff?43

      

      As far as Good was concerned, one of the best records of 1961 was a George Martin production, the atmospheric West Indian folk song Long Time Boy, by Nadia Cattouse, who hailed from British Honduras. Good called it ‘the most magical record I have heard for months… this could be sensational’ – but it didn’t sell enough to chart. It did underline how EMI always provided the funds for its label chiefs to record the artists and songs of their choosing, no matter how commercially viable they might be. Though George envied the unfailing hit-making machine of Cliff and the Shadows enjoyed by his colleague Norrie Paramor, and couldn’t match the high profile of Norman Newell, he was nonetheless shaping a successful and fascinating production line… and he was able to lay claim to one of the five singles picked for US release in 1960 by EMI’s own company, Capitol – selections made in Hollywood by Dave Dexter, Jr. None made the charts, which was no surprise given Capitol’s supremely brazen refusal to put any promotional effort behind them. While George didn’t always agree on policy with his A&R colleagues, they were united in deploring Capitol’s corporate behaviour – and none would forgive or forget it.44

      This was, though, a breakthrough period in George Martin’s career, when his chart successes became regular. The ballad singer Matt Monro arrived as an artist of quality with Portrait Of My Love, and when this peaked at 3 on the NME chart (13 January 1961) it was one of two Martin productions in the same top ten. The other was the comedy duet Goodness Gracious Me! by an Indian-accented Peter Sellers and the Italian actress Sophia Loren, whose face and figure adorned many a boy’s bedroom wall. This also peaked at 3 on the chart, earned a silver disc, and – with its appealing ‘boom-boody-boom’ lyric and wobbleboard flexing – captured the enduring imagination of the British public.45

      Produced with energy and style, Goodness Gracious Me! epitomised George’s passion for creating a sound picture, with enough qualities to sustain a comedy record through repeated plays. An LP followed, Peter And Sophia, his third album with Sellers in as many years, and it seemed at last that George had found someone with whom to make fine records and regular hits… until Sellers announced he wasn’t going to do any more because he wanted to concentrate on films.46 This was the frustration of working with artists who weren’t merely singers, as he’d found before with the young rock star Jim Dale. George Martin badly needed a hit act happy to stick to records.

      Still, Matt Monro was one, and George quickly found the makings of a second. He’d discovered Monro when in need of a Sinatra-like voice for Songs For Swingin’ Sellers; during the recording of Peter And Sophia, needing a 1920s-style jazz band, he made the acquaintance of nine intemperate and wittily unconventional young men calling themselves the Temperance Seven. Once the dust had settled he offered them a Parlophone contract and booked them into EMI Number 2 studio on 16 February 1961 to cut their first single; a month later, You’re Driving Me Crazy was heading for the charts. So much were these activities becoming George’s trademark they earned him an NME feature headlined IT’S FUN TO MAKE LAUGHTER RECORDS… and this was because of one further such hit, scored with the British remake of Mr Custer.47 The original, a novelty song by Larry Verne, made number 1 on the Billboard US Hot 100 in October 1960, so George rush-produced a nearly identical cover featuring the popular little comedian Charlie Drake. It made the NME top ten.

      Brian Epstein stuck his neck out for Parlophone’s Mr Custer. It was something he did on occasion, laying out large sums of money to monopolise local possession of a particular record, so that Nems was the only place people could buy it. It was business and it was a hunch, a gamble. Brian liked gambling. One of the few outside activities he shared with his father was going to the races at Haydock Park (not far from Liverpool) and staking moderately large sums on the horses. Winning was thrilling and losing a danger he was prepared to face, as he was in his private life. In business, Brian had hunches based on market research and market feel. While Nems had a good staff, Brian didn’t delegate the job of buying stock, which was the main game; such activities brought him into regular contact with John Mair, north of England salesman for the record distribution firm Lugton’s. As Mair remembers:

      
         

        Brian asked, ‘How many copies of the new Charlie Drake single Mr Custer do you have?’ I said, ‘A couple of hundred,’ and he replied, ‘I’ll have them all.’ I couldn’t do that because I also had to supply other shops, but he said, ‘Well you can only sell them once, John, and I’m willing to buy them.’ So I sold them all to him, at which point he remarked, ‘Now everyone in Liverpool who wants this record will have to come here, because EMI in Manchester tell me no one else has any.’ Sure enough, every other shop I serviced that day was asking me if I had it. By taste, Brian wasn’t really into pop music at this time but because he made a living from it he needed to know.

        I knew Brian well. He actually offered me a job at one stage. His staff were wary, calling him ‘Mr Brian’, but I wasn’t afraid: I thought he was a character. He could wither you with a glance and be extremely arrogant – an absolute shit if he wanted to be – but he was an entirely new kind of retailer. He spoke differently, dressed differently and was obviously set on building a business. He wasn’t going to be content with two shops in the middle of Liverpool.48

      

      By the end of January, the Beatles were playing seven bookings a week and life had become much more hectic – especially for Paul, because while the others could lie in bed until the afternoons he had to be at the factory every morning, Monday to Friday. Seven bookings in the first half of the month were followed by thirteen in the second – everything was already accelerating. The Beatles’ fee, ranging from £6 to £8 10s per booking, was much more than anyone else earned: few other groups were paid more than £2 and played once or twice a week, so in the table of income the Beatles were easily toppermost. All these engagements were in the north end, which was fine for Pete, but John, Paul, George and Stu had to make a crosstown bus journey or two (usually to the Best house) before going on stage – it was like playing away all the time, and they only saw these places in the dark.

      Paul had a fair knowledge of the north end but the others didn’t – to them it could have been some other town entirely, not their Liverpool. The Irish Catholic population was concentrated here, reflected in the more adenoidal accent, the real Scouse, and what Bob Wooler called the apocopated pronunciation. He didn’t speak like this and neither did the Beatles, but they met it every night now and, as skilled comic impersonators, quickly wove it into the fabric of their humour. They especially loved girls’ chatter, elongated vowels spoken sing-song-high through the roof of the mouth. Sing Searchin’, Paul, for Chris and Val! Paul and John slipped into these Scouse imitations for years to come, always with happy affection.*

      The north end was also hard. No part of Liverpool was free from violence, and they’d all had tough experiences in places like the Dingle, Toxteth, Garston and Speke – everywhere, actually – but here they had to be ever mindful of the roughnecks’ strict territorial mentality. One night towards the end of January, some Seaforth Teds managed to isolate Stu at Lathom Hall and inflict a bad beating. He was only just home from Hamburg but here he was, right in the thick of it, picked on because he was smaller, or puny, or clever, or not from the local area, or wore dark glasses, or dressed differently, or because some Ted’s girl sighed when he crooned Love Me Tender. Any reason would do. When word reached the others that Stu was in trouble, they flew to the rescue. Pete says it happened backstage: ‘John and I piled in and managed to stop it, and in the ensuing scrap John broke his finger.’49

      Neil Aspinall related it a little differently:

      
         

        I wasn’t there, because I’d dropped them off and gone home to do my correspondence course. But when I went back to pick them up they said, ‘There’s been a fight in the bogs.’ John had broken a finger, Pete had a black eye, Paul had been dancing around and Stuart had been kicked in the head. It was Liverpool, one of those ‘lucky we got away with it’ situations. Apparently Stu had been trapped in the toilets by some Teds because their girls had been screaming, and John had probably done one of his big fucking winks. They didn’t go to hospital.50

      

      It might have been, as Neil reflected, just one of those Liverpool situations, but that didn’t comfort Millie Sutcliffe. She was traumatised when Stuart returned to Ullet Road battered and bleeding. He refused to let her summon a doctor right away, but she prevailed in the morning – the medical opinion was that no obvious damage had been done and a couple of days’ bed-rest would see him right.51 Stu ignored the advice and was back on stage a few hours later, alongside John who played guitar with the middle finger of his right hand in a splint.

      The damage was already receding when Astrid arrived. She’d shown Stuart her Hamburg, he would show her his Liverpool, and they would walk it dressed in each other’s clothes. The plan was that she would stay with Stuart and his family, but such was Millie’s hatred of Germans, and upset that Stuart was engaged to one, it was a disaster. ‘I didn’t know what it was at the time,’ says Astrid, ‘but I came to think it was a mixture of jealousy, anti-German feeling, and a triumphant attitude she had about the war. She wanted to have Stuart to herself, not share him. She never said she hated me but there was always a horrible politeness, and I could feel the horribleness inside. I felt uncomfortable whenever I was in her company.’52

      The situation quickly broke down. Stuart told his mother he and Astrid intended to sleep together and she forbade it. In 1961, very few mothers would have said otherwise, but events here became overheated. As Allan Williams remembers, ‘Stuart and Astrid arrived at our house [58 Huskisson Street] at midnight and she was crying her eyes out. We let them stay with us, and they slept together. Astrid was a very lovely, gentle person and she got on well straight away with Beryl. I think we turned what was a nasty experience for them into a pleasant one.’53

      Astrid saw plenty of the Beatles over the next two or three weeks. She still couldn’t understand what they were saying, but enjoyed the vitality of their company and darting about Liverpool with them in buses and cars, or squeezed inside Frank Garner’s little A35, or packed into a decrepit but bigger old van Neil Aspinall was able to borrow from a contact. As Astrid remembers:

      
         

        I went with them to Litherland Town Hall and all those places they played. Neil drove the van and we all jumped in the back, between the guitars and the amplifiers. When we went around corners we’d all be leaning over. We were happy when the journey was over because we could all get out and stretch our legs. I remember it as a very happy time, being together with Stuart.

      

      They were the coolest couple in town. Stuart had become accustomed to people’s stares for a while, but it was as nothing compared to the looks he and Astrid got together. Swapping clothes in Liverpool in 1961 was bold beyond belief. Chris Huston saw them ‘dressed alike in black leather – they clearly belonged together’. At the start of 1960, Stuart had sold his painting to John Moores; now he had a much more valuable prize and enjoyed exhibiting her to friends. Meeting in the Jacaranda, Bill Harry found them both ‘white as a sheet and dressed in black’. Stuart struck Bill as more intense than ever, discussing philosophy and reading Kierkegaard. Rod Murray couldn’t have been happier for his best friend. ‘Astrid was very pretty and really avant-garde. She and Stuart looked exotic in their black leather and he was obviously happy. I thought, “What a lucky guy.”’54

      Astrid’s visit was a reminder to the Beatles, not that they needed one, of the possibility of a return Hamburg booking. If the document is to be believed, Peter Eckhorn had scribbled an agreement on 30 November 1960 saying they could come back to play his Top Ten Club in April, for a one-month season extendable to two at his discretion. Deported a few hours after that was written, Paul and Pete were instructed they had to appeal within thirty days to stand any chance of ever being re-admitted into Germany. It was a process they began late, in the first week of the year. Realising the deadline would be expired by the time their appeal reached Hamburg, they misrepresented the deportation date, giving it as 5 December, and hoped the Germans wouldn’t notice. Not a good start.

      Finding some unused pages in the back of an old Liverpool Institute exercise book, Paul drafted a statement which politely insisted that deportation for his and Pete’s silly act of burning a rubber in the Bambi Kino passageway was a punishment disproportionate to the crime. Not that it was a rubber at all.

      
         

        Whilst packing my belongings, I found a box of damp matches. I went out into the dark, bare corridor and began to test some matches there. I was followed by Best, who took some of my matches and lit them. We noticed a bit of cord nailed to the wall, and somehow the dry old cording and the matches suggested the burning of the cording…55

      

      Like the letter sent to ‘Mr Low’ when the drummerless and directionless Quarrymen had wanted work – nine months earlier – Paul rationed truth and gave free rein to a vivid imagination: the cord was three centimetres wide and 150 centimetres long. A subsequent line – ‘Neither of us drink alcohol’ – was something Bruno Koschmider, a few waiters and the odd thousand Grosse Freiheit revellers would have remembered differently.

      Although Allan Williams’ link with the Beatles was diminishing, he was committed to helping them get back to Hamburg. He asked his secretary to restructure Paul’s words into formal statements, one each for Paul and Pete, which she then typed and sent with covering letters to Herr Knoop, the chief officer of the aliens police. His office received the documents on 12 January, days after the deadline; Paul and Pete would be requiring leniency from a bureaucratic German official known to have none. Knoop is remembered in Hamburg as a vicious man, possibly an old Nazi, who’d lost an arm in the war and didn’t view the antics of indisciplined, immature Englishmen very kindly.

      Peter Eckhorn was in Liverpool for a few days in mid-January, keen to conduct business with Allan Williams and check out some of the groups. He met the Beatles, and, if it wasn’t already agreed, set April as the optimum month for their return. He reminded Pete and Paul of the administrative hurdles they had to overcome if they wanted to play in his club; in an undated letter sent to Eckhorn a little later, Paul reported that Knoop hadn’t replied to their appeal and they’d no idea what to do next.56 Meanwhile, John knew that unless he could lift the restriction on his passport, he also would be going nowhere. Limited to six months from 15 August 1960, it was set to expire on 15 February and its extension (while he remained under 21) was in doubt. As usual, left to their own devices, the Beatles bordered on clueless. On top of all that, while sending off his semi-fictional appeal to Knoop, Paul had started work at Massey & Coggins. Even assuming he could get the restriction overturned, the only way he’d be free to return to Hamburg would be to quit the factory and forgo his aspiration of rising through the ranks to executive level.

      This apparent dichotomy was highlighted on Thursday 9 February 1961, when the Beatles made their first appearance at the Cavern, the cellar jazz club in Mathew Street. John, Paul and George hadn’t been back since the Quarry Men last played here in spring 1958, when, as John remembered it, they’d
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