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			Dedication

			To Alice Maconie

		

		
			Epigraphs

			‘The Beatles are the greatest cultural force we’ve ever had.’

			Steven Spielberg

			‘They were like the sun coming up on Easter morning.’

			John Updike

			‘I say in speeches that a plausible mission of artists is to make people appreciate being alive at least a little bit. I am then asked if I know of any artists who pulled that off. I reply, “The Beatles did.”’

			Kurt Vonnegut

			‘What The Beatles did can never be replaced or superseded. They gave art back to the people at a time when every thinking man had long ago decided that the people could never have art again.’

			Clive James

			<viii>‘The Beatles almost single-handedly rescued the western musical system.’

			Howard Goodall

			‘When I – a mixed-race boy, brought up in a rough, lower-middle-class London suburb after the war – dream of this group of friends and collaborators, The Beatles, they remind me of everything I love about Britain. That love is for the exhilarating, dissenting art that comes from its young people. When I think about The Beatles, which I do every day – I sit down and play one song all through in the morning, before starting work, to ignite my mood – I dream of magic, stardust and variety, of lightness, charm and joie de vivre. And I often wonder how this sunshine seemed to break out one fine day in the 1960s.’

			Hanif Kureishi

			‘Totally devoid of talent.’

			Noel Coward

			‘I suppose we’ll stay doing this sort of stuff for a couple of years. I mean, naturally we won’t be able to stay at this level. But we should have another two years at least, I think.’

			George Harrison, backstage, Doncaster 1963

		

		
			Introduction

			One afternoon in 2007, I was sitting in a dressing room at the Roundhouse in London interviewing Paul McCartney who was appearing there that night in a concert for the BBC. I’ve met Paul McCartney three times now I think, but I can barely remember anything about those meetings, a common syndrome among his many interviewers (Craig Brown notes that the same thing happens to the memories of people who met the late Queen Elizabeth II.) The details that adhere about these encounters are the odd ones; he offered me some chocolate Brazil nuts backstage in Manchester and was mildly, charmingly flirtatious with my co-presenter Elizabeth. The second occasion was in a studio in Broadcasting House and the only thing I remember is that he signed my copy of his new album without being asked, which I thought was both briskly efficient and genuinely sweet. Everyone’s going to ask aren’t they, and it saves all present an ‘eggy’ moment.

			But on that particular North London afternoon in 2007, it was all going so well that I decided to risk a few curveball questions working on the principle that every avenue of enquiry about The Beatles and their music, their friendships, feuds, songs, drums, hair, shoes and so on had been fastidiously and perhaps tediously (for him) trodden over a thousand times before by a thousand different, excitable and nervous interviewers.

			This is how I came to ask Paul McCartney if he’d ever thought he’d rather have been in Gerry and The Pacemakers?

			Let me try and explain what I meant by this. I was essaying the notion that maybe, just maybe, Paul could have enjoyed a lifetime of playing music, having hits, making a nice living, being loved far beyond their native Liverpool; all without the hassle, scrutiny and tragedy that has come with the territory of being a Beatle.

			I guess I was trying to be smart. I failed.

			Paul McCartney, one of the most musical human beings who has ever lived, one of the most significant cultural figures in history, looked at me as if I was demented – which I did feel a little – and said with a baffled but kindly smile ‘Stuart, you do know that I was in The Beatles, don’t you?’ I answered that I was well aware of that and somehow managed to steer the interview back on to saner, safer ground.

			I suppose, in part, this book is my way of saying sorry.

			When I mentioned to Hunter Davies, the only official Beatles biographer, that I was thinking of writing a ‘Beatles book’, he replied ‘Oh you absolutely should. There hasn’t been one for a good half hour.’

			There are over two thousand books about The Beatles. As well as the ones you might reasonably expect – the ones about their singles, albums, films and concerts – there are serious, scholarly books about their haircuts, their amplifiers, their use of language and grammar, book length accounts of their visits to Scandinavia, Ireland, Wales, Scotland, Bournemouth and Hull (among many other places) and, of course, the secret Soviet mind-control programme they were involved in.1 You can find Beatle books and films and essays to suit every taste; from brilliant, forensic histories like Mark Lewisohn’s The Beatles: All These Years: Tune In to parodies such as Paul is Undead: The British Zombie Invasion to the downright unhinged claiming The Beatles never existed. There is even a book about the books about The Beatles. It’s called The Beatles and the Historians by Erin Torkelson Weber and it’s really very good.

			So why another? It’s a good question.

			The honest, nearly complete answer is that, essentially, I really wanted to write a book about The Beatles. In early 2022, the year after both my parents passed away and the Covid pandemic had closed down our daily lives completely while the country and the world seemed to be circling downwards to Hades in a kind of death spiral of political chaos and chicanery and sleaze, Peter Jackson’s documentary series, Get Back, came along and made everything all right again.

			This is an exaggeration for effect, but not much. On the release of Jackson’s epic revisiting of the sessions and unused footage for what became the Let It Be album and Michael Lindsay-Hogg’s 1970 movie, millions of people all over the world seemed to let out an exhalation of relief, reminded joyously of the love and hope and burst of colour that The Beatles had gifted to the world. Jackson even rushed out a little ‘sneak peek’ montage at the height of the pandemic ‘to hopefully put a smile on your face in these rather bleak times’. I disagree with many of the biographer Philip Norman’s opinions, as expressed in his many Beatles books. But when he described them as ‘the most powerful engine for creating human happiness that the entertainment world has ever seen’, I think for once he got it about right.

			Rich and fulsome though all the quoted praise at the start of this book from those celebrated fans is, it might not go far enough. There is a strong case for saying that The Beatles re-shaped the world. Communism was doomed from the moment teenagers in Moscow, Prague and Budapest heard ‘She Loves You’. If this seems hyperbolic, maybe trust former Soviet president Mikhail Gorbachev: ‘More than any ideology, more than any religion, more than Vietnam or any war or nuclear bomb, the single most important reason for the diffusion of the Cold War was … The Beatles.’ Or perhaps this from one of his successors: ‘The Beatles brought a taste of freedom, a window on the world’ said one Vladimir Putin. What a pity he didn’t pay more attention to them.

			They changed the whole nature of masculinity and kept on changing it. Before The Beatles, men had never looked the way they did or sounded the way they did or spoke or sang about the things they did. As Jonathan Freedland pointed out when reviewing the Apple rooftop concert footage, ‘They look so current, so fresh – John wearing trainers, George in baseball boots – they seem like visitors from the future, emissaries from 2021 who have somehow landed in the world of Bedford vans, Charles Hawtrey and The Daily Sketch.’ They elevated popular culture as the pre-eminent mode of artistic endeavour, helping invent the modern world we live in. As the writer Peter Paphides put it, ‘For me, it’s like the greatest story ever told … We know it has everything in it. We know it has friendship, love, incredible music. The whole human condition is just encased in the story of The Beatles.’

			They did all this in many ways, and of course one important way was by making some great records. But The Beatles’ story is not just about music, imperishably great though that music is. It goes far beyond the famous songs and albums. It is a great British story, an absorbing epic replete with valour and tragedy, triumph and disaster that we talk about as we might World War II or the Canterbury Tales or the storied history of battles and royal houses. The Beatles’ narrative has both shaped and reflected the country and the world we live in today. Alongside Shakespeare they are the great British cultural export to the world, a world they changed and re-made in their own image in a blaze of creativity. But the four dominant personalities changed the world not in isolation but with a little help from their friends, the many and varied individuals that are the heart and spine of this story. This book tells The Beatles’ story, our story, through one hundred characters that comprise their dramatis personae.

			The Beatles’ story feels Shakespearean too in scope and range, a story with all the most compelling elements of the bard’s great narratives. Ambition, power, triumph, disaster, heartbreak, tragedy, drama, intrigue, lust and, above all, love. Here, then, you will find the Iagos, the Lady Macbeths, the Rosencrantz and Guildensterns, the Beatrice and Benedicks, and the four Antingonuses exiting, pursued by fans and flashbulbs and destiny.

			This book tells of the world that made them and the new world they made, via the kaleidoscopic cast of ‘supporting players’ and the varied lives that fell within their orbit, sometimes intimately and powerfully, sometimes tangentially but tantalisingly. Some of the major players and their stories offer real insights into the nature of politics, fame, class, sexuality, religion, race and more. Others are just endlessly, quirkily absorbing. As Jason Arkeny said of Ivor Arbiter, one of the many characters you will encounter in the next few hundred pages, he ‘was one of the enormous cast of characters who made a small but vital and enduring contribution to the saga of The Beatles’. And so, by extension, a contribution to the shape and history of the modern world. Music geeks who love intensive discussion of finger picking, tape loops, piccolo trumpets, even those infamous ‘aeolian cadences’ (and I am one of them) may find this short on musicological details. All of the above are discussed. But this book is really about art, class, sex, fashion, gender roles, politics, war, economics, race and more, because The Beatles’ story encompasses all of this.

			Paul McCartney has a song called ‘Early Days’ on his 2013 album, New, which speaks of his memories of just that – his teenage friendships with the other Beatles and the times they shared back then. It was inspired by a real incident as he has explained. ‘I was on holiday once and there was this little American girl on the beach. She says “Hi there. I’ve just been doing a Beatles appreciation class in school.” I said “Wow that’s great” and I think “I’ll be really cool here. I’ll tell her a little inside story.” So, I go on about how something happened and it was a fun story. And she looks at me, she says: “No, that’s not true. We covered that in The Beatles appreciation class.” I’m going: “Oh fuck! There’s no way out, man! They’re teaching this stuff now!”’

			When I mentioned Ian MacDonald’s magisterial analysis of The Beatles’ recorded canon, Revolution in the Head, to Paul McCartney that October day at the Roundhouse, even though it is generous and celebratory, especially towards him, he replied, a little steely, ‘He isn’t right about everything, you know.’ Similarly, George Harrison once dismissed a statement from the pre-eminent Beatle historian of our time, Mark Lewisohn, with a curt ‘You weren’t there.’ These are daunting admonitions for anyone who has the nerve, the chutzpah to write about The Beatles.

			So, let me say now that this is not, cannot be and is not intended to be, a definitive archaeological Beatle history. Clearly, I hope I’ve not got anything completely and utterly wrong. But what follows is personal, subjective and impressionistic (although I acknowledge that this might be what the combative Leeds United stalwart Billy Bremner called ‘getting your retaliation in first’).

			Anyone looking for a debunking, Albert Goldman style, or a contrarian ‘hot take’ should look elsewhere. This is unashamedly a celebration of what, for me, is the greatest, most joyous and transcendent cultural force of the modern world and the people around them. But it is personal and idiosyncratic. It is not a canonical addition to the field of Beatle scholarship; not an academic text as much as a reflective, anecdotal one. It isn’t a work of reference. There are already fine examples of those. Neither is it exhaustive. There just wasn’t room, and I’ve never been one for completism for its own sake. If I could use one entry to make observations about another – Royston Ellis leading me to discussions of other poets in The Beatles’ story – then I did. I have only largely included those who were part of this great drama as it was being played out, i.e. between 1957 and 1970. That said, I have included three former Beatle drummers, simply because each of their stories is different and compelling in its own melancholy way, rather like Tolstoy’s unhappy families. Some entries included themselves by dint of their looming significance – Epstein, Yoko, George Martin – others because The Beatles connection, however slight, was delicious, like Buddy Dresner. Instead of a Beatles leviathan, I’ve tried to give a personal impression, some interesting thoughts, and maybe a fact or two, or details or musings that are not so common.

			I am roughly contemporary with The Beatles. I was born in the week they first went to Hamburg. Their faces and their music are some of the first things I can remember, at the very awakening of consciousness. Hearing ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’ as a toddler in my cousins Eileen and Elizabeth’s bedroom. I was taken to see them at the ABC cinema in Wigan in 1964 by my mum, and amongst a tranche of pictures I’ve found of that night (two shows, 6.30 and 8.30, we were at the early one as my mum was at the mill in the morning and, well I was just turned 4) I’m convinced I can see me and my mum. When I look at it now, that photograph, blurry little confused and elated me on my mum’s knee, her almost hypnotised gaze, the madness and delight from the girls around me, The Beatles on stage before me, it explains a lot.

			It explains, among other things, this book.

				
					1 They weren’t.

				

		

		
			Prologue

			1. Ivan Vaughan, Woolton, 1957

			‘To this very day, it still is a complete mystery to me that it happened at all. Would John and I have met some other way, if Ivan and I hadn’t gone to that fête?’

			Ask someone to picture Liverpool and they probably don’t imagine Woolton. Unfairly, Liverpool for some conjures either gritty urbanity or the grandly civic and proudly maritime; we think of The Docks and the Dingle, handsome cathedrals or cars ablaze in Toxteth, ocean liners and cheeky comics, a city like no other, feisty, funny, tough, tender. Woolton, though, is Liverpool at its most sweetly, prosaically suburban; leafy, charming, prosperous – at the time of writing, its three councillors are all Liberal Democrats. It was probably much the same in the summer of 1957.

			On a warm June day in 2024, as I walked up the gentle rise of Church Road, past the Simon Peter Centre and The Hub, turning left into the lychgate of St Peter’s Church, I felt a frisson, you might even call it a chill, as I considered the two schoolboys who had walked up this lane almost exactly sixty-eight years before. Had one of those Liverpool schoolboys, Ivan Vaughan, not been so gregariously likeable, the history of the twentieth century would have been different, and the lives of millions might have played out differently. Though we never knew him, we owe him a huge debt of gratitude.

			In his poem, ‘Musée De Beaux Arts’, W. H. Auden makes the brilliant ‘apercu’ that even the darkest tragedy plays out while elsewhere others are blithely, indifferently doing other things; Icarus falls from the sky while the farmer ploughs his field and his horse scratches its rump against a tree. As with tragedy, so with joy perhaps. This is how I feel about Woolton Village Fête, 7 July 1957. Pictures reveal it as an endearingly British and very 1950s kind of celebration, the nation then in microcosm. A parade with a lorry full of smiling Girl Guides, a fake blood donor ‘float’ with a body on a gurney, a rose queen, various Scouts. There was a police dog obedience exhibition, and perhaps some judging of prize marrows and drop scones. Meanwhile, somewhere just out of shot, two teenage Teddy Boys are now turning off Church Road and into the field to watch a local skiffle band. Ivan Vaughan is about to introduce 15-year-old Paul McCartney to 16-year-old John Lennon and the world will begin to shift on its axis.1

			Ivan Vaughan was born the same day as Paul McCartney and started at Liverpool Institute grammar school with him in September 1953. Vaughan was a pal of one John Lennon from Dovedale primary school and a sometime part of Lennon’s skiffle band on tea chest bass, inscribed with ‘Jive with Ive, The Ace on the Bass’. Future newsreader Peter Sissons, a classmate at the Institute, said Vaughan was ‘a complete original with an entirely distinctive sense of humour’ which perhaps explains how he came to be close friends with both John and Paul, and thus their Pandarus and go-between. As Paul reflected many years on, ‘To this very day, it still is a complete mystery to me that it happened at all. Would John and I have met some other way, if Ivan and I hadn’t gone to that fête?’

			Later, as The Beatles developed and their fame grew, Ivan entered academia – in fact, he warned Paul against going on the Johnny Gentle tour as it would harm his exam grades and future career – teaching psychology at Homerton College, Cambridge. He married a colleague from Homerton, Jan, a French lecturer and moved to London but never lost touch with his old friends, now known to the world as Lennon and McCartney. One night, Jan and Ivan were having supper at the Ashers’ when Paul mentioned a problem with a song he was writing: ‘He wanted a French first name and an adjective that rhymed with it,’ Jan told the Homerton College website in 2018. ‘My answer became “Michelle, ma belle, sont les mots qui vont très bien ensemble” … When I was in hospital after the birth of our son, Paul visited and left a pile of bank notes on my bed, much to the surprise of the nurses!’

			For a while, Vaughan was on the payroll of Apple, charged with setting up one of the most fascinating but ultimately vainglorious Beatle endeavours; the Apple School, an attempt at a progressive educational establishment heavy on the lively arts, low on discipline and ultimately a non-starter. Vaughan was coaxed out of his job as an educational psychologist for this, but he was wise enough to ask for ten grand in his bank account first. In 1977, he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease and forced into early retirement. He featured in a BBC documentary in 1984 presented by Jonathan Miller about his search for a cure and a book, Ivan: Living with Parkinson’s Disease, followed. He died of pneumonia in 1993, his death affecting Paul profoundly. He wrote the poem ‘Ivan’ about him in McCartney’s book, Blackbird Singing. One verse refers to ‘Cranlock naval/Cranlock pie’, an opaque, Goonish private joke the pair shared which would still reduce them to paroxysms of laughter decades later. It remains a mystery to the rest of us.

			Back on that sweltering summer’s day in 1957, after watching The Quarrymen’s first set at the fête, Ivan took Paul into the Scout hut to meet a boozy Lennon. McCartney eventually plucked up the courage to ask for a go on Lennon’s guitar. He tuned it, something Lennon couldn’t do, and played Eddie Cochrane’s ‘Twenty Flight Rock’ and ‘Be-Bop-A-Lula’. ‘It was uncanny,’ recalled Quarryman Eric Griffiths, ‘he had such confidence; he gave a performance. It was so natural.’

			John Lennon years later recalled his own reaction: ‘I thought if I take him on, what will happen?’

			What happened was pretty much everything imaginable, including this book, all thanks to Ivan Vaughan.

				
					1  It’s a globally significant moment of course but also of personal, practical importance for many of us. The musician Gary Kemp, of huge success with Spandau Ballet and beyond, once said to me that his wife had been surprised at finding him tearful at that point in a Beatles bio when John and Paul meet. When she looked surprised at his emotional state he pointed out, ‘If John Lennon and Paul McCartney hadn’t met, we wouldn’t be living in this house.’

			

		

		
			Part One

			BEFORE THE BEATLES

			2. Julia Lennon

			‘Ocean child, calls me …’

			She played the banjo and the ukulele and did the housework with woollen knickers on her head. She loved pranks and practical jokes and would put tea or other random ingredients in a stew on a whim. McCartney said of her that ‘she was beautiful, lively, gay in the old sense of the word’. When she first met Pete Shotton, John’s schoolfriend, she stroked his waist and cooed ‘Ooh, what lovely slim hips you have.’ Julia Lennon, nee Stanley, was many things depending on your point of view – saint, sweetheart, muse, flibbertigibbet – but she was never anything as quotidian and prosaic as a mum, which is why she haunted her only son’s psyche all his short, crowded life.

			Aside from the fact that they were five not six, the Stanley sisters were the Mitfords of Wavertree, a Scouse counterpart to those famed aristocratic siblings, striking young women alternately imperious, idiosyncratic, beguiling, talented. Julia was their Jessica, rebellious, musical, the ‘red sheep’ of the family. She was their father George’s favourite even when she turned up, defiantly waving a certificate, announcing that she had married an erratically employed ‘entertainer’ called Freddie Lennon. They’d met in Sefton Park where she told the dapper young five-foot-three scally that he looked silly in his bowler hat, which he reportedly promptly skimmed into the lake. Later, they married, and a little later still, they had a child called John.

			This much is certain. But the details of the seventeen years that Julia and John Lennon were together on the earth are both as fixed as scripture and contested as the Apocrypha. John Winston Lennon was not born during an air raid, as is often claimed, but on a rare quiet day in the middle of the Liverpool blitz; Wednesday, 9 October 1940. Julia’s sister, Mimi, was present at the birth and fell in love with him immediately. No one was sure where the father was, possibly at sea. He sent money for some year and a half, but that stopped when he jumped ship and spent three months in jail in New York.

			During this time, Julia took up with a Welsh soldier and became pregnant. She didn’t divorce the absent Freddie, though, although there was understandably a ‘scene’ when he returned eighteen months later. Her family, not keen to take on a new child, the new baby, Victoria, was adopted. A year later Julia became involved with 41-year-old Bobby Dykins, an elegant wine steward at the (then) classy Adelphi Hotel in town. When it was found that the six-year-old John was sharing a bed with Julia and Dykins in their tiny flat, social services and Aunt Mimi intervened and John was taken to live with his aunt and uncle in ‘the Mendips’, as the suburban villa on Menlove Avenue was rather grandly known.

			John may have thought Dykins ‘a little waiter with a nervous cough and thinning margarine coloured hair’ dubbing him ‘Twitchy’, but as he entered his teens he was a regular visitor to their flat, presumably to be with his mother who he was growing close to again. In her turn, Julia would often come around to visit Mimi and John at the Mendips. About 10 p.m. on the night of 15 July 1958, Julia was leaving after passing on the news that, with Dykins having lost his job after an arrest for drunk driving, John might have to spend less time with them and more time at home at Mimi’s Mendips.

			After saying goodbye to a friend of John’s, Nigel Whalley, who’d called by to see John who was out, she walked a little way with him before she seems to have cut through the hedges screening off the old tram tracks and stepped out on to the road. She was struck and killed instantly by a Standard Vanguard saloon driven by a 24-year-old learner driver called Eric Clague. Apart from Clague, Whalley was the only witness to what happened; even then, he saw nothing but heard the thud of impact, running to Julia who lay in the road.

			John maintained throughout his life that Clague had been drinking and speeding, but at the inquest he was acquitted of all charges by the jury – unsurprisingly perhaps given that he was an off-duty police officer. At the verdict, Mimi Smith screamed ‘Murderer!’ adding later, ‘The coroner seemed to be bending over backwards to help this man who’d killed Julia.’ In time, Clague resigned from the force and became a postman. In 1964, his beat included Forthlin Road, and he regularly delivered sacks of fan mail to the McCartney home. He remained anonymous until a Sunday Mirror reporter tracked him down in 1998. ‘I have been haunted by this for all these years,’ he said.

			‘It was the worst thing that ever happened to me,’ said John years later. ‘I thought, fuck it fuck it fuck it, that’s really fucked everything now … Twitchy took it worse than me. Then he said, “Who’s going to look after the kids?” and I hated him. Bloody selfishness. We got a taxi over to Sefton General where she was lying dead. I didn’t want to see her. I talked hysterically to the taxi driver all the way, ranted on and on, the way you do. The taxi driver just grunted now and again. I refused to go in … I lost her twice … once when I moved in with my auntie. And once again at 17 when she actually physically died. That was very traumatic for me. It made me very, very bitter.’

			In the coming years, as they moved away from conventional pop structures and subject matters, and conscious perhaps that their own lives and stories were becoming the stuff of myth, both McCartney and Lennon wrote beautiful late period paeans to their mothers. But it’s not quite that straightforward in John’s case. ‘Ocean Child’, one of the dreamy epithets he applies to Julia in the 1968 song, is the Kanji translation of Yoko. For the adult Lennon, lost mother and new lover were becoming one.

			Lennon wrote several songs about his Julia. Critical consensus tends to have it that the best, by which they mean the rawest, starkest and thus supposedly most ‘authentic’, are ‘Mother’ and ‘My Mummy’s Dead’ from his Plastic Ono Band album. For me, ‘Julia’, written during the Rishikesh retreat in India where Donovan taught them to finger pick, is vastly superior. The chordal movement is delicately lovely and mysterious – I remember playing it continually in my bedroom in Wigan, my cheap Woolworths guitar and battered Complete Beatles songbook on my knee – but the vocal melody, as in ‘I Am the Walrus’ and many Lennon songs, is monotone and largely unchanging. Here though, this merely serves to heighten the mood of forlorn sweetness and loss. It is the only Beatles song that features just John and was the last track recorded for The Beatles White Album of 1968, perhaps the strangest, most dazzling tour de force in the history of pop.

			In a parallel universe, one of the ones that many physicists think exist in multiplicity, Eric Clague swerves to avoid Julia Lennon that summer evening in suburban Liverpool, and on the same kind of night in New York, Mark Chapman abandons his dreadful mission to hunt down her son. Both grow old, mother and child, through the long decades.

			But had the first not come to pass, would the second? The world where Julia Lennon makes it safely to the other side of Menlove Avenue is perhaps a world where The Beatles never happened.

			3. Mimi Smith

			‘My dear boy, you are not the second Messiah.’

			If Julia was Jessica, then Mary Elizabeth Stanley, ‘Aunt Mimi’, was Deborah ‘Debo’ Mitford perhaps, the least shocking, most straightforward of those famed sisters, with something of the Duchess about her, though in Mimi’s case not literally. Both were also devoted to the upkeep and propriety of their respective homes. The Mendips was no Chatsworth House, but it was a solid, respectable middle-class home and, despite his later cynicism, a strong, moulding influence on the young John Lennon.

			Like all the Stanley sisters, the eldest, Mimi, was striking looking ‘with fine cheekbones like a Cherokee,’ as Philip Norman put it in Beatles biography Shout, a little weirdly. She was surprisingly sympathetic to her flighty younger sister’s dilemma when Julia decided she couldn’t handle both her seven-year-old son and a new relationship: ‘Julia had met someone else with whom she had a chance of happiness and no man wants another man’s child.1 That’s when I said I wanted to bring John to Menlove Avenue to live with George and me. I wouldn’t even let him risk being hurt or feeling he was in the way. I made up my mind that I would be the one to give him what every child has a right to, a safe and happy home life.’

			You arrive at that home today via a minibus that picks you up at Liverpool’s South Parkway station courtesy of the National Trust who now own it. The first time I made the trip, perhaps more attuned to the nuances of British housing than the Argentinian couple and the earnestly studious German girl with notebook and Lennon ‘NHS’ glasses, it was immediately obvious that 251 Menlove Avenue was a much more affluent residence than Paul’s neat little council house, and certainly far posher than the Harrisons’ terrace in Speke with a chicken run by the front door, or Ringo’s in the notorious ‘Welsh streets’ of the Dingle. Built in 1933, it was a relatively new, smart mock Tudor villa with seven rooms including a ‘morning room’ and bells in the kitchen to summon any ‘live in’ servants. Here, John became close to his Uncle George, an unassuming dairy farmer who would often quietly support him against the diatribes of Mimi. George taught him to ride a bike, put him to bed with kisses and bought him a mouth organ which he carried everywhere. Not long after George’s devastating sudden death from a haemorrhage, John obtained his first guitar, after some ‘soft soaping’, as she put it – the Gallotone Champion famously ‘guaranteed not to split’. It was a turning point for Mimi, for John, and for the rest of us.

			When she met the other young Beatles-to-be, Mimi disliked George for his thick Scouse accent and Teddy Boy stylings and she patronised Paul, announcing with a sneer on his every arrival ‘Your little friend is here.’ For his part though, Paul seems to have admired her: ‘She struck me as being an honest woman who looked after John’s interests and would take the mickey but … I never minded it … in fact I think she quite liked me.’ Though they would often harmonise in the Mendips porch area with its tiled floor, leaded glass and grand acoustics, only ‘I’ll Get You’ and ‘Please Please Me’ were actually written there, which was why the National Trust initially felt it not as historically significant as Paul’s home on Forthlin Road.

			Mimi always seemed less elated by the band’s success than, for instance, the Harrisons. But she did join them on the Australian and Far East section of the 1964 tour, where the enormous crowds treated Mimi to her own bijou Beatlemania. In Hong Kong, she was mobbed and police had to clear a path for her shouting ‘John Mama! John Mama!’ But after the chaos and crowds of Adelaide and New Zealand, she was happy to fly home to Woolton.

			When life at Mendips, with its constant, besieging stream of invasive and light-fingered ‘fans’ became unbearable, she moved south to a six-bedroomed bungalow, Harbour View, that John had bought on the Dorset peninsula Sandbanks, home to some of the world’s most expensive residences as well as, at different times, Liam Gallagher, Rick Stein, J. R. R. Tolkien and the founder of Topps Tiles. John would sometimes escape there when the pressures of London and The Beatles grew too great, visiting incognito and according to Mimi he’d ‘turn cartwheels on the beach’. When the Sandbanks ferryman recognised him and tipped off the press to Mimi’s annoyance, John was sanguine, ‘Ah, he probably got a fiver for it.’

			After the dissolution of the band, in 1971 a freelance writer called Alana Nash from Kentucky, whose ‘entrée’ was a solitary postcard reply from Mimi received at the height of Beatlemania, turned up unannounced on her doorstep directed there by a mechanic from the corner garage. She told the ‘Meet The Beatles For Real’ blog of her meeting with Mimi, ‘She peered around the door the way women in Hitchcock films do just before they become victims. I quickly dredged up the ancient postcard.’ This, remarkably, was enough to gain her access to Mrs Smith’s home for the next few hours, during which some revealing moments emerged. Mimi pooh-poohed John’s repeated claims of a desperately unhappy childhood as ‘fantastic stories … it’s true that his mother wasn’t there and there was no father around but my husband and I gave him a wonderful home’. She also disparaged his credentials as an urban guerrilla, despite the Che Guevara look he was then sporting. ‘Don’t talk to me of such things! I know that boy. He doesn’t know what he’s saying. It’s all an act. If there was a revolution John would be first in the queue to run! Why, he’s scared to death of things like that. That’s Yoko talking not John.’

			In his post-Beatles thirties, John’s still-strong relationship with Mimi was largely conducted via phone. He would ring once or twice a week, talk current affairs and be chastised for whatever controversial new utterance or activity he was involved in. She told Nash, ‘Every time John does something bad and gets his picture in the papers, he rings me up to smooth me over. See that new colour television? It was a Christmas present, but he had it delivered early. A big present arrives every time he’s been naughty.’ He also became surprisingly nostalgic for his youth and old haunts, asking for trinkets, photos and school reports and anything bearing the motto of his Quarry Bank alma mater ‘Ex hoc metallo virtutem’ (‘From this metal, virtue’).

			In response to one such communication from John containing a request about some family genealogy, Mimi seems to have seen red, replying in the form of a taped message ‘Now, you needn’t, for a start, send any B.S. genealogist down here, giving him a fine old holiday tramping around graveyards. What a good old time he must have had! This thing must have cost you a fortune …’ She goes on to berate him about his politics – ‘What’s this rubbish you’re talking about? You wouldn’t mind donating your money to a real socialist government? For heaven’s sake. Use Your Nut. There’s no such thing.’ She also disparaged his sour attitude towards his band mates, ‘And you say The Beatles were dumb. They may have been … but in many respects, they could’ve taught you a thing or two. The first thing they did was to make their parents secure. Forever.’ There is a section about his self-regard that recalls The Life of Brian; ‘My dear boy, you are not the second Messiah. You are never likely to be. And that’s the way you’re behaving these last few years. Would you please understand that you are a speck in the ocean.’

			Perhaps in the end, this was Mimi’s uniquely bracing take; one that might have become more profound and useful had Lennon lived longer. She ‘knew that boy’ and saw through the protective superstructure of arrogance and sarcasm to see a bewildered five-year-old whose mummy abandoned him, a complicated teenager whose mother was killed, an angry young man with the world at his feet. For a while.

			Mimi was listening to the World Service in bed at Harbour View when she heard her little boy had been shot dead. He had rung her the night before, excited to be coming to Dorset and to see Mimi soon for the first time in ten years. Mimi lived a further eleven years and died in 1991. The next year, Harbour View was demolished and a new house called, almost inevitably, Imagine, developed on the site. It was last sold in 2021 for eight million pounds.

			4. Harry Graves

			‘I learned gentleness from Harry.’

			When Ringo Starr was just three, and still Richie Starkey, his parents split up. His father, also named Ritchie, offered little in the way of support, leaving wife and son on the breadline. Then, when the lad from the Dingle was 11, his hard-working mum, Elsie, met a man from Romford called Harry Graves. Though an offcomer from the dark heart of the mistrusted south, neighbours and workmates warmed to this sweet, genial man. He had a good voice, much enjoyed in pub singalongs and he introduced young Ritchie to the jazz songbook of Sarah Vaughan, Billy Eckstine, Cole Porter and Johnny Mercer.

			At 13, soon after Elsie and Harry were married, Ringo contracted pleurisy and was to spend most of the next two years in Heswall Children’s Hospital. ‘He made me laugh, he bought me DC comics, he was great with music, he was a really sweet guy, all animals and children loved him … I learned gentleness from Harry.’ To cheer the sickly Ritchie up, Harry enrolled him in the Arsenal supporters club. Harry himself was a fanatical West Ham fan but Arsenal were more famed and successful (Manchester United were the glamour team of the early Fifties but even a man from Essex knew better than to enrol a Scouser into a Manc fan club).

			At Christmas 1956, Harry travelled back to Romford to see his parents and while there, his dad James told him that a local dance band were selling a drum kit; long an item of mystical allure to young Ritchie. Harry’s offer of ten pounds was accepted and so, via the Central and Circle line, and then steam train to Lime Street, Ringo Starr’s first drum kit arrived in the Dingle on Boxing Day 1956, into a freezing cold back bedroom above a row of outside lavatories.

			By 1968, when Hunter Davies visited them, the Graves were now ensconced in a posh bungalow in leafy Woolton. They’d been helped to find it by Ringo’s old neighbour and early girlfriend Marie Maguire, who taught him to read. The walls, Davies noted, were festooned with gold discs and they were clearly enormously, touchingly proud. Ringo’s biological dad was, at the time, a window cleaner in Crewe and wanted nothing to do with his rich and famous son. But Elsie and Harry, like all the Beatle guardians except perhaps John’s Aunt Mimi, were delighted with their son’s success. Elsie enthused ‘I think the biggest thrill was going down to the Palladium that first time sitting in the audience and listening to all the London people cheering. Course the two film premieres were nice and the civic reception in Liverpool. They were all lovely. Everything was.’2

			Harry added ‘I think I prefer their earlier music best, the rock ’n’ roll stuff. But they’ve got to change, haven’t they? You’ve got to in this business. You’ve got to listen to the tunes properly now more than once.’ Harry gave up his painting job for Liverpool council in 1965 at the age of 51. ‘Ritchie was on at me for a long time to retire but I didn’t think I should. Then one day one of his mates saw me up a forty-foot ladder in the snow painting a council house and he forced me to give up. Sometimes I go around the corporation sites if I’m passing. I look up at the lads and they all shout down at me. I shout back “that’s how it goes lads … keep the brush going!”’

			Those of us who’ve been and are stepdads will take something particularly special from Ringo’s origin story. Without Harry’s kindness and gentleness, his support and encouragement, we might never have got the Ringo who made the world happy with a toss of his head. Harry lugged those drums from Romford to Liverpool, he cannot have imagined what it would lead to.

			5. Jim McCartney

			‘Couldn’t you sing “She loves you, yes, yes, yes?”’

			Thirty-nine was late for a working man to be still a bachelor back in 1941. Perhaps it was the Depression, then the threat of war, or the precarious work situation; perhaps his glamorous role as leader of the Jim Mac Jazz Band brought enough female attention to keep him occupied. Whatever the reason, cotton salesman Jim McCartney was almost 40 when he proposed to Mary Mohin, a pretty nurse who he’d met at his sister’s house in Huyton. Neighbour Bella Johnson said of her, ‘She was a beautiful person; it came from something deep inside her … Jim adored her.’ She thought him ‘utterly charming and uncomplicated’.

			When not selling cotton, Jim loved to play music. Despite setbacks, such as smashing an ear falling off a wall at the age of 10 and then having to abandon the trumpet when he lost his teeth, he was a decent, enthusiastic piano player. When the McCartneys ended up at Forthlin Road, in a council house that came with Mary’s job as a midwife, his son Paul learned his first chords on the living room piano, bought from the North End Music Stores (NEMS) run by Harry Epstein, father of Brian.

			At the age of just 46 in 1956, Mary developed breast cancer. The day she was due to have a mastectomy operation, she cleaned the McCartney house and laid her two sons’ school clothes out, ready for the next day, saying, ‘Now everything’s ready for them in case I don’t come back.’ Mary died on 31 October 1956. Her last words to her sister, Dill, were, ‘I would love to have seen the boys growing up.’

			Jim was left a widower in his early fifties on modest wages, having to learn to cook and sew, wash and iron – baffling mysteries for most working-class northern men of the time – and bringing up two boisterous young lads, although with the support of the redoubtable aunties, Millie and Jin,3 and the rest of the McCartney clan. Mike, Paul’s brother, reflected ‘We both owe him a lot. He’s a very good man and he’s a very stubborn man. It would have been easy for him to have gone off with other birds when Mum died or have gone out getting drunk every night but he didn’t. He stayed home and looked after us.’ Ian Leslie, in his book John and Paul, reflects beautifully on how the boys must have felt: ‘Paul lived inside the ordinary miracle of a loving family and like everyone else who does so, took it for granted. Until it was taken away.’

			Jim smoothed his sons’ passage into adulthood. He wired the downstairs ‘radiogram’ to their bedrooms so that the boys could have rock and roll ‘on tap’, early and surely supremely formative exposure to Little Richard, Buddy Holly and Elvis. When Paul became a rock and roller himself, not without Jim’s misgivings, he was the first of the Beatle parents to investigate the lunchtime sessions at The Cavern. ‘You should have been paid danger money to go down there,’ was his verdict. But soon he would drop by regularly in his own lunchtime from Hannay’s, dropping off something for Paul and Mike’s tea while he was still hard at work. All Jim’s support soon paid off. One night at Forthlin Road, Paul and John were completing a song they had begun in a Newcastle hotel room on tour and, as McCartney has often recounted, ‘We played it to my dad and he said, “That’s very nice, son, but there’s enough of these Americanisms around. Couldn’t you sing, ‘She loves you, yes! yes! yes!’” At which point we collapsed in a heap and said, “No, Dad, you don’t quite get it!”’

			That was in 1963 when The Beatles were now approaching escape velocity. The year after, the Hard Day’s Night premiere fell on the eve of Jim’s 61st birthday and at the after-show party at the Dorchester Hotel Paul announced ‘Happy Birthday, Dad,’ and handed him a painting of a horse prompting Jim to mull, ‘It’s very nice but couldn’t he have done better than that?’ Then Paul revealed that the painting was of a racehorse called Drake’s Drum which he’d bought for his father for a grand. ‘You silly bugger!’ said a delighted Jim. The horse went on to win the race before the Grand National at Aintree, later being retired by Paul to High Park Farm, Paul’s place on the Mull of Kintyre.

			The same year, he married again to Angela Williams,4 a young widow twenty-eight years his junior with a five-year-old daughter, Ruth, who he later legally adopted. Jim retired from his £10-a-week job at the Cotton Exchange and he and his new family moved into Rembrandt, a house bought by Paul in Heswall on the Wirral. It was here, playing the piano with Ruth, that Paul found the sheet music to the song, ‘Golden Slumbers Kiss Your Eyes’, a setting of a 1599 poem by Thomas Dekker. ‘I can’t read music … so I just started playing my own tune to it. I liked the words so I kept them, and it fitted with another bit of song I had … it’s very possible that I’d been feeling down in London. I was back in the solace of family and Liverpool, and what with The Beatles’ troubles down south, I was likely thinking, “Wouldn’t it be nice to get home and have that comfortable feeling again?”’

			Jim passed away in 1976 while Paul was on tour with Wings in Europe. Angie told Mike McCartney that just before he died, he said ‘I’ll be with Mary soon.’ Their old home, 20 Forthlin Road, Allerton, is now also a National Trust property. Every time I visit, there comes a point, in the tiny kitchen perhaps, or in the boys’ bedrooms where they listened to Elvis on the headphones Jim wired up, where I feel overcome. It’s not just the historical significance of the modest house. It’s the emotional heft. This is one of the most important houses in Britain, and it is a neat, compact council house, not a castle built for a baron or an earl, but for working-class people, public servants and their families, so clearly full of love and laughter, good times and sad times, and music.

			Above the front door, the wooden plaque makes no mention of The Beatles. It simply states ‘the proud family home of the McCartney family; Jim, Mary, Paul and Mike’.

			6. Mike McCartney

			‘It’s like if Rembrandt’s kid brother was in the corner.’

			I have met many people (in Liverpool pubs, usually) who’ve claimed to be related to a Beatle; folk who have assured me that their dad is Ringo’s second cousin or that their wife is John’s step-niece. Mike McCartney is that rarity though; someone who deliberately tried to hide that he had a Beatle for a brother.

			Mike McCartney’s first love was art and photography but thwarted in his ambition to go to art school he became first a tailor then a hairdresser. And also The Beatles’ earliest photographer. He told the Guardian’s Henry Yates in 2021, ‘I didn’t intend to pick up a camera. I’d been practising on drums that had fallen off the back of a lorry into our house … But when I was 13, I broke my arm at Scout camp, so Pete Best got the job in our kid’s group. That’s when I started taking photos on the family box camera … I would go everywhere with The Beatles. I was part of the act. It’s like if Rembrandt’s kid brother was in the corner with a pad and paper, sketching his older brother. I was lucky – you couldn’t have had a better group to practise on, could you?’ Brian Epstein called him Flash Harry for his constant snapping, and his moody monochrome shots of Paul and John at Forthlin Road have become ‘iconic’, to use that poor abused word correctly.5

			In 1962, just after The Beatles released their first single, the younger McCartney appeared in a sketch at the Merseyside Arts Festival with Roger McGough, teacher and nascent poet, and a Post Office engineer called John Gorman. The sketch was a hit and the three decided to stick together as a quirky comedic/poetic trio called The Scaffold, turning professional the following year. By now, Mike’s little brother Paul was so well known that Mike did not want to appear to be trading on his sibling’s newfound fame and so he changed his name to, a sly nod here, Mike McGear.

			The Scaffold became an entertainment fixture of the late 1960s and early 1970s. They were TV regulars, usually in their trademark white suits, and provided the theme tune to the hit Scouse TV comedy, The Liver Birds. Their debut single (produced by one George Martin) was 1966’s ‘Two Days Monday’ but their first hit was Mike’s own ‘Thank You Very Much’, inspired by the refrain he had chanted down the phone to ‘Our Kid’ after the latter had bought him a Nikon camera. In 1968, they had the Christmas UK Number 1 with ‘Lily The Pink’, inescapable on radio and TV, although many of the audience who watched and heard and bought may have been unaware that the tall long-haired one was Paul McCartney’s brother. (They may though have recognised him the next year when he was Paul’s best man at Marylebone Register Office, very delayed on the train from Liverpool and having to fight through the enormous crowd.)

			Paul produced the McGough and McGear album as well as the 1974 Scaffold reunion hit, ‘Liverpool Lou’. Their closeness (and that of the McCartneys in general) was sometimes mocked by John (‘Paul liked it with daddy and the brother … and obviously missed his mother’) but this would seem to speak more to Lennon’s own inner issues and insecurities. Perhaps he was jealous of the warmth of 20 Forthlin Road, where he was a constant visitor, a home that Mike has done much to help in the restoration of, including sourcing exactly the right brick-effect wallpaper from Sanderson’s of Loughborough.

			Appearing on Saturday Superstore in 1982, a caller asks Mike if he has ever played on a Beatle recording session and he remembers delightedly, ‘Yes … somebody must have it on camera, maybe Mike Lindsay-Hogg … they were filming at Savile Row … and I came in … I had a new leather coat on, I was showing it off … and I was playing the piano with the lid closed (I thought this is satirical … this is funny) and the camera came round to me and Billy Preston … and someone must have that somewhere.’

			Someone did
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