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DEDICATION

For Lily of Allerton










EPIGRAPH

Baby, let me be your lovin’ teddy bear.

Put a chain around my neck and lead me anywhere.

Oh, let me be your teddy bear.

—ELVIS PRESLEY

I wonder what the future holds

Now that I’m fast and fancy free.

Have I destroyed my happiness

Cutting down my family tree?

—MAL EVANS
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FOREWORD

BY GARY EVANS

This book is the product of decades of toil. It would not have been possible without the initial determination of my father, Mal Evans, to capture the Beatles’ story as it unfolded before him. He knew, even in his earliest days as a bouncer at the Cavern Club door, that the boys were something special. As he traveled with them across the whole of England and, eventually, the world, he recorded his memories in the pages of his diaries and filled up notebooks with his drawings and recollections, all the while taking thousands of candid photographs and saving ephemera of all shapes and sizes—a receipt here, a scrap of lyrics there.

When my dad sat down to compose his memoir for Grosset and Dunlap in 1975, he realized the difficulty inherent in taking up a pen to capture his thoughts. Fortunately, he was aided by a stenographer, who transcribed his words to the letter, and by the sage advice of Ringo Starr: “If you don’t tell the truth,” he told my dad, then “don’t bother doing it.” And so, Dad did.

On January 4, 1976, when he simply couldn’t stomach the act of living another day, my father orchestrated his own demise in a Los Angeles duplex. He left behind the fruits of decades of collecting, along with a full draft of his memoir, which he planned to call Living the Beatles’ Legend: 200 Miles to Go. He had even gone so far as to plot out the book’s illustrations, with the assistance of a friend who had served as an art director, and mocked up a couple of cover ideas.

My dad’s death threw all this into disarray. For a time, Grosset and Dunlap made various attempts at publishing Living the Beatles’ Legend, but my mother, Lily, understandably distraught over her estranged husband’s tragic death, simply wanted his collection to be returned to our family back in England, so that we could sort things out for ourselves. As we later learned, in the days after my father died in Los Angeles, Grosset and Dunlap transported the materials from L.A. to New York City, eventually placing them in a storage room in the basement of the New York Life Building.

And that’s where they sat for more than a dozen years, to be rescued from the garbage heap only by the quick thinking of Leena Kutti, a temporary worker who discovered my dad’s materials—along with the diaries, the photographs, and the memoir—recognizing she was in the presence of a most unusual archive. When her efforts to raise the alarm with the publishing house fell on deaf ears, Kutti took it upon herself to march uptown to the Dakota, where she left a note for Yoko Ono, one of the few genuine heroes in the strange progress of my father’s artifacts. In short order, Yoko alerted Neil Aspinall, my dad’s counterpart during the Beatles years. With the assistance of some shrewd Apple lawyering, Neil saw to it that the collection was finally delivered to our family home in 1988.

For several years, my dad’s manuscripts and memorabilia were stored in our attic. I would periodically dip into them and reacquaint myself with the person whom I had lost when I was fourteen years old. Thumbing through the materials reminded me why I loved my father so dearly, in spite of the flaws that drove him away from us and led to his death at age forty. Over the years, my family has struggled with the idea of sharing Mal’s story. Then, in 2004, a forger created an international sensation when he claimed to possess Dad’s collection in a suitcase full of artifacts he had discovered in an Australian flea market. The news was quickly picked up and shared across the globe with much fanfare before it was proven to be a hoax.

To stem the ensuing confusion, my mum and I consented to a 2005 interview with the Sunday Times Magazine, even going so far as to allow the publication of a few excerpts from my dad’s diaries. The tide began to change for us in July 2018, when I decided to follow in my father’s, and the Beatles’, footsteps and retrace the famous “Mad Day Out” photo session on its fiftieth anniversary. I was joined that day by my good friend, actor and playwright Nik Wood-Jones. Along the way, we had the remarkable good fortune to cross paths with filmmaker and Beatles aficionado Simon Weitzman, who was on a similar mission.

As my friendship with Simon developed, I confided in him about the ongoing challenge of sharing my dad’s story with the world. He assured me that he knew just the guy to make it happen. Through Simon, I met Ken Womack via Zoom in 2020, during the first few months of the Covid-19 pandemic. Ken had already authored several books about the Beatles, but more important, Simon trusted him implicitly. Almost as soon as we began working together, I knew that Ken was the right collaborator to tell my dad’s story with the historical integrity it required. Over the years, I have come to understand the ways in which Beatles fans the world over adore “Big Mal,” and to his credit, Ken has been able to honor that connection while also mining the truth of my dad’s life, warts and all.

Working with our friends at HarperCollins, we are proud to share the present book with you—a full-length biography detailing my dad’s life with (and without) the Beatles. A second, even more richly illustrated book will follow in which we provide readers with highlights from my dad’s collection, including the manuscripts he compiled, the contents of his diaries, numerous drawings and other ephemera, along with a vast selection of unpublished photographs from our family archives and from his Beatle years.

The present effort simply wouldn’t have been possible without the saving graces of people like Leena Kutti, Yoko Ono, Neil Aspinall, Simon Weitzman, and Nik Wood-Jones. And now, thanks to Ken, readers will be able to experience my dad’s story with the vividness it deserves. Ken, you kindly lent me your ears over the past three years; I got by with more than a little help from you, my friend.

My father meant the world to me. He was my hero. Before Ken joined the project, I thought I knew my dad’s story. But what I knew was in monochrome; now, some three years later, it is like The Wizard of Oz, my dad’s favorite film, when the scene shifts from black-and-white Kansas to the dazzling multicolored brilliance of Oz. Ken has added so much color, so much light to my dad’s story. He has shown me that Mal Evans was the Beatles’ greatest friend. Yes, Big Mal was lucky to meet the Beatles, but the Beatles possessed even more good fortune when, for the first time, all those years ago, my dad happened to walk down the Cavern Club steps. The rest is music history.








PROLOGUE

WINDSCREEN

JANUARY 23, 1963

For Mal Evans, it would be nothing short of a primal moment. For the Beatles, it would be a much-cherished memory along the unsteady road to extraordinary fame. It would exist inside their collective museum of recollections as the emblem of a more innocent time and place when everyone and everything that truly counted in their world could be measured inside the cramped interior of a van.

A Ford Thames 400E Express Bus, to be exact. Cream-colored and sporting license plate number 6834 KD, the vehicle had been the Beatles’ workhorse since the summer of 1962, when manager Brian Epstein purchased it via automobile salesman Terry Doran, a Liverpool chum. With the Beatles’ twenty-one-year-old assistant, Neil Aspinall, behind the wheel, the group had barnstormed through an incessant run of dance halls and ballrooms across Northern England, desperate to launch their debut single, “Love Me Do,” as far up the English record charts as it could go; it reached maximum altitude at number seventeen for the week of December 27, 1962.

At twenty-seven, Mal wasn’t just the new guy—he was also, quite literally, the old guy. He had five years on John Lennon and Ringo Starr and even more on Paul McCartney, who had turned twenty back in June, and George Harrison, still a teenager at nineteen. Mal was the odd man out in more ways than one. He held an honest-to-goodness real job, making regular money as a telecommunications engineer for the General Post Office, and he had a home and a family to boot. With his beloved wife, Lily, he had set up housekeeping in Liverpool’s Allerton district, where they were raising their fifteen-month-old son, Gary.

Then there was the matter of Mal’s height. At a tad over six feet, three inches, he towered over the lot of them. And he was built, too. Over the years, he had thoroughly toned his broad frame as a dedicated cyclist and swimmer. Mal was known to bike for hours—full days, even—on the rural outskirts of Liverpool. And when it came to swimming, there was scarcely a body of water he’d pass up. From the frigid Irish Sea to a serene country lake to a modest-size chlorinated motel pool, Mal lived to swim. And no mere soak would do. For him, thrashing about or playing in the shallows was for amateurs. He preferred the vigorous exertions of the breaststroke to the comparatively pedestrian aquatic splashings of ordinary folk.

It was a simple twist of fate that landed Mal behind the wheel of the Ford Thames van that January day. Aspinall, the Beatles’ full-time road manager, had taken ill with the flu. He was hardly the only Briton felled during that unusually severe winter. During the last week of December, a blizzard swept across southwestern England and Wales, leaving snow drifts of up to twenty feet in its wake. The ensuing weather emergency came to be known as the Big Freeze, with dangerously low temperatures plaguing Great Britain throughout January.

Known as Nell among the Beatles’ entourage, Aspinall had succumbed at an especially inopportune moment. The group’s second single, “Please Please Me,” had been released on January 11. When the Beatles recorded the up-tempo song back on November 26, their normally staid producer, George Martin, had gone out on an extraordinary limb. Overcome by a moment of “bravado,” he announced, “Gentlemen, you’ve just made your first number-one record.”1 The very notion that the four Liverpudlians would release a chart-topper was so far-fetched that “the boys,” as Martin and manager Brian Epstein had lovingly dubbed them, promptly broke into peals of laughter. But as January wore on—and with the Big Freeze stranding millions of Britons at home, “Please Please Me” was fulfilling the producer’s daring prediction. Snowed in with radio and television as their chief sources of entertainment, record numbers of viewers watched the band’s January 19th performance of the song on the popular Saturday night television program Thank Your Lucky Stars. That night, the Beatles held the lowest rung on a seven-act bill. But not for long.

With the single racing up the charts, Epstein had booked a fresh spate of radio and television appearances, necessitating the Beatles’ journey to London on the day after their Thank Your Lucky Stars appearance. But on the morning after the TV show, Neil had woken up feeling feverish. When he arrived for the band’s evening gig at Liverpool’s Cavern Club, he announced that he would be unable to drive them to London. The Beatles were unsympathetic, saying, “Well, you’ll have to get somebody else, won’t you?” In the fog of his illness, Neil “didn’t have a clue who I could get. I went up the Cavern steps into Mathew Street just to get some fresh air, and Mal was standing there.”

As it happened, Mal and Lily had just arrived at the Cavern that night. Having worked as a part-time bouncer at the basement club, Mal had become a familiar presence to the Beatles and their crowd of “Cave Dwellers,” as deejay Bob Wooler had christened the Cavern’s regulars.

“What are you doing for the next couple of days?” Neil asked Mal. “Would you like to drive the Beatles to London?”2

For Mal, it was a no-brainer. Being near the action was what had drawn him to the Cavern in the first place. An inveterate Elvis Presley fan, he relished the Beatles’ company, swapping stories about the King and growing especially close with George, who had befriended the giant, bespectacled man. Mal enjoyed peppering the band with requests for Elvis tunes. He held a particular affection for “I Forgot to Remember to Forget,” which George intentionally bungled, singing, “I’m so bloody lonely” in place of “I’m so blue and lonely.” The bandmates invariably introduced their songs for Mal by playfully altering his name: “This one’s for Malcontent,” or “This one’s for Malfunctioning,” or “This one’s for Malodorous.”3 Mal took it all in stride, good-naturedly playing along with his new friends.

While Mal didn’t miss a beat in accepting Neil’s offer, he knew he would have to take several days off from work to make the trip. And like every other Briton, he was aware of the forecast, which, in keeping with the weather patterns across that fabled month, called for heavy snow. But at this juncture, the weather was the least of the Beatles’ problems. Mal knew this trip loomed large for Epstein and the band. In Brian’s calculation, it was essential to consolidate their fame as swiftly as possible. And outside of a quartet of recording sessions at EMI’s facility on Abbey Road—not to mention their failed January 1962 audition with Decca—the upcoming journey marked only their second visit to the capital for promotional purposes.

The first, back on October 8, in support of “Love Me Do,” hadn’t gone so well. After a lukewarm appearance on Radio Luxembourg’s Friday Spectacular program, they had opted to make an impromptu stop at the offices of London’s journalists. By the time they arrived at NME (New Musical Express) on Denmark Street, they had absorbed earfuls of regional prejudice. At NME, Liverpudlian journalist Alan Smith asked the group about their impressions of Londoners. “Not much,” they told him. “If they know you come from the north, they don’t want to know.”4 Determined to make the most of the upcoming trip, Brian had concocted an aggressive itinerary for the January 1963 southern jaunt, including a whirlwind press tour and no fewer than three prerecorded radio spots.

For Mal, who had never driven in Central London before, the trip would prove positively daunting. As a northerner, he was unfamiliar with the city’s confusing matrix of narrow backstreets and thoroughfares, not to mention its confounding, often unpredictable traffic patterns. Yet his more immediate concern was the state of the Beatles’ van. After leaving his own car in West Derby, where Neil rented a room above Mona Best’s basement Casbah Coffee Club, Mal drove the Ford Thames van to his Hillside Road home in Liverpool’s Mossley Hill district. The five-mile trip made for “not a very auspicious start as she was missing on one cylinder.” The next morning, Mal took the van to a garage in Crosby, where a mechanic remedied the cylinder problem.5

By the time Mal and the Beatles began the long drive to London, around midday on Monday, January 21, the van’s brakes had begun to slip. During the early leg of their journey, brakes didn’t really matter. Traffic had come to a standstill outside Liverpool as they waited for the snowplows to clear the roads. By afternoon, they were barreling down the M1 without further incident—although Mal found the van’s headlights somewhat ineffective in cutting through the ubiquitous fog. It was well past dusk when the fivesome arrived at EMI House in time to record the band’s sophomore appearance on Friday Spectacular.

The cozy theater accommodated a one-hundred-person studio audience, mostly comprising young girls, autograph books in hand, ready to meet their pop idols. As the boys readied themselves backstage, Mal hastily set up their equipment, so they could lip-synch renditions of “Please Please Me” and “Ask Me Why.” Standing in what would become his familiar position at stage right, he witnessed the sudden, dramatic shift in the Beatles’ fortunes in real time. As press agent Tony Barrow later wrote, “The teen audience didn’t know the evening’s lineup of artists and groups in advance, and before [announcer] Muriel Young brought on the Beatles, she began to read out their Christian names. She got as far as ‘John… Paul…’ and the rest of her introduction was buried in a mighty barrage of very genuine applause.”6

It was well after midnight when Mal and the boys crawled into their crumbling, timeworn digs at the Hotel Cavendish, on Gower Street. But Mal didn’t care. He was elated to be sharing a room with Ringo and Paul, while John bunked with George. “Everywhere we went,” Mal later wrote, “the Beatles included me. It was always a case of ‘meals or drinks for five,’ making me feel a part of their world.”7 He simply couldn’t believe his good fortune.

By the next day, January 22, things only seemed to get better. Letting the boys sleep through breakfast, Mal rose early and rounded up coffee and toast to fortify them for the day’s breakneck schedule. First up was an interview on the Pop Inn radio program, broadcast live from the BBC’s Paris Studio, on Regent Street. Mal took the opportunity to cart the Beatles’ gear to their next destination, which was mistakenly listed on Brian’s itinerary as “Aeolian Hall.” Rather than becoming flummoxed by the hiccup, Mal began asking around, eventually learning that Saturday Club was being recorded at the Playhouse Theatre with Brian Matthew, Mal’s “favorite compère,” whom he was overjoyed to meet in the flesh.8

Afterward, Mal and the boys returned to Paris Studio, where the band recorded their performance, including a rousing take of “Please Please Me,” for The Talent Spot, hosted by Gary Marshall. While the group left to meet with the Daily Mail’s Adrian Mitchell for an interview in Brian Epstein’s suite at the posh Mayfair Hotel, Mal stayed at the Paris Studio to pack up their gear for the journey back to Liverpool. That’s when he realized he didn’t have the foggiest idea how to get to the Mayfair. Drawing on his natural gift of gab, he asked a member of the BBC’s team to provide him with directions, which were helpfully scrawled on the back of the band’s copy of the radio script. For Mal, the entire experience was a joy. “It was great meeting all the people I’d seen on TV,” he admitted. “I was really star-struck.” And he took pleasure in observing people as they encountered the boys’ incipient fame: “I quickly realized, of course, that people were being nice, trying to get to know me, just to use me to get to the Beatles. I soon got to spot them a mile off.”9

After a large celebratory meal at Forte’s, the popular British hotel/restaurant chain, Mal and the boys set off for home, leaving London at around 10 p.m. With the exception of the fog, which seemed to have grown even more profuse, the trip was smooth sailing along the M1. Eventually, Mal pulled the van off the highway to make the rest of the journey along the regional byways leading back to Liverpool.

And that’s when it happened: Sometime after midnight, as Mal drove the van along the quiet rural roads, the windscreen “cracked with a terrible bang.” With the windscreen splintered into dangerous shards of glass, Paul observed as a quick-thinking Mal “put his hat backwards on his hand, punched the windscreen out completely, and drove on.”10 In the intervening years, the van’s occupants would attribute the shattered windscreen to different causes, with Paul and the other Beatles citing a wayward pebble for the damage, while Mal reasoned that “the intense cold fighting the warmth of the heater inside the van [had] shattered the windscreen.”11 Either way, the Beatles were impressed with the herculean efforts of their makeshift roadie.

With the danger of the windscreen abated, Mal was left to contend with the gale-force winds now pummeling the van’s interior. The bandmates leapt into action, gathering up stray caps and scarves and wrapping them about their beleaguered driver, who had pulled a paper bag over his head to battle the cold. “It was perishing,” John later recalled. “Mal had this paper bag over his head with just a big split in it for his eyes. He looked like a bank robber.” Meanwhile, John, Paul, George, and Ringo huddled together in the rear of the van, sharing a bottle of whiskey while stacked one atop the other to generate much-needed warmth. “And when the one on the top got so cold it was like hypothermia was setting in,” Ringo recalled, “it was his turn to get on the bottom, and we’d warm each other up that way, and keep swigging the whiskey.” It was, in Paul’s words, “a Beatle sandwich.”12

All the while, Mal and the boys maintained a steady banter to stave off exhaustion. As the Big Freeze raged across that long night—swirling both inside and outside the Ford van—the Beatles regularly pestered their driver about how much farther they had to go. “[Two hundred] miles to go!” Mal would good-naturedly reply, referencing the approximate distance between Liverpool and London. In this way, “it became our own private joke, and ‘200 miles to go, Mal’ was heard whenever things were tough.”13
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Mal’s 1963 diary
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Diary entry, week of January 20, 1963


By 5 a.m., Mal was back home with Lily on Hillside Road. “I was up at 7:45 but [the] lads laid in till about five that night,” he recalled. “Lucky devils. They were on that night at [the] Cavern as fresh as ever, with no after effects.” That evening, as Neil unloaded the band’s equipment from the Ford, the fruits of Mal’s labors were on full display. The van, no worse for wear, was roadworthy again and outfitted with a brand-new windscreen. “We never knew how he’d managed to get it fixed again so quickly,” said Neil, “and, even if we didn’t say so, it was something we remembered. Ten out of ten to Mal for not just bringing back the van and leaving it for someone else to get a new windscreen put in.” Before long, Neil was joined by the Beatles themselves, who regaled him with stories of their adventures with Mal in the Big Freeze, two hundred miles to go, and a Beatle sandwich.14 “This is how a band gets close,” said Ringo, who was marking his sixth month as the Beatles’ drummer.15

As for Mal, the experience had exceeded all expectations. For a start, he had earned £45 (£767 in present-day pounds) from Brian Epstein, which made for an impressive fee, all things considered. But the real reward came later that night, when he sat down at home to record his thoughts after catching the Beatles’ show at the Cavern. Just three weeks earlier, he had begun keeping a journal for the first time after receiving his annual Post Office Engineering Union diary.

His original plan had been to use it to capture momentous happenings in the young life of his son, Gary. But as he jotted down the events of January 23, he began fervently chronicling his impressions of the Beatles, his experiences in London, and the people he had met along the way. At one point, he was forced to scroll to the end of the diary to gather more space for giddily recording his thoughts, which had begun spilling over onto the endpapers.

“They are all great blokes with a sense of humor and giving one the feeling they are a real team,” he gushed. Even more important, he felt a growing sense of pride at having been, at such a crucial moment, a significant part of the Beatles’ inner circle and no mere hanger-on. He had been right there with them—shoulder to shoulder, in the thick of everything. He felt an intense sense of belonging verging on pure elation. The whole experience reminded him of the first time he saw the Beatles performing live at the Cavern: “Oh, this is the greatest thing in the world!”16
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A RIGHT LITTLE BASTARD

In 1975, when he began compiling his memoir at age forty, Mal Evans wrote, “I always wanted to be a cowboy.”1 The notion of traipsing from town to town as a kind of maverick—an incorrigible loner with a six-shooter by his side and no past to weigh him down—seemed to offer all the allure he could ever want in life. As an Englishman, he was hardly alone in his love affair with the Old West. Many a Briton has spoken wistfully about the lawless age most closely associated with North America, a gun-toting, rules-flouting era that never graced the history of the British Isles.

For Mal, these elements came together most profoundly in The Gunfighter, which he listed as his third favorite movie of all time after Miracle on 34th Street and The Wizard of Oz.2 At age fifteen, Mal was undoubtedly drawn to the cinema by the 1950 movie’s provocative tagline, which touts the gunslinger’s solitary, violent existence: “His only friend was his gun. His only refuge—a woman’s heart.” Starring Gregory Peck as Jimmy Ringo—“the fastest gun in the West”—The Gunfighter ultimately depicts its hero as a casualty of his own sordid business. Even though he has grown older and wiser by the end of the film, Ringo cannot escape his bloody deeds. Not even the love of a good woman—comely Helen Wescott, as Peck’s love interest—can alter his fate. As The Gunfighter comes to a close, Ringo dies alone, cut down in the street by a rival bent on making his own name as a gunslinger.

Years later, as he pondered the larger significance of The Gunfighter, Mal attributed the film’s lasting impact on him to three key elements of the story—namely, the ability of a man to adapt to his surroundings, a man’s unquenchable yearning for companionship, and, perhaps most important, the idea that the person a man hurts most often, and to whom he is most vulnerable, ends up being himself.3 And if anyone could understand the notion of making his way as a maverick loner in a hard-nosed world, it was Mal’s father.

Frederick William Jones Evans was born on June 24, 1905, in West Derby, Lancashire, to nineteen-year-old Elizabeth Evans. Of Welsh extraction, Elizabeth never divulged the identity of Fred’s father, whom she likely met in 1904, while touring the United States as a singer and dancer on a chorus line.4 In 1910, Elizabeth gave up her unconventional ways and married William Fitzsimons, a prosperous forty-year-old widower. A fruit buyer on the Liverpool docks, Fitzsimons treated Fred as his eldest son, even drawing him into the family business as an apprentice in the rough-and-tumble world of the fresh produce trade, which William plied at the Carriers’ Dock on the River Mersey. In those days, Fred worked as his stepfather’s assistant at W. David and Son, which operated a fruit market at 24 Mathew Street.

Still, for his part, Fred never truly came to terms with the circumstances of his birth, which Elizabeth and William had maintained as a carefully guarded family secret. Years later, on his seventieth birthday, in a moment of uncharacteristic violence, Fred finally spilled the beans about his origins. It all started when his stepbrother Norman, then fifty-six, greeted his elder brother by saying, “Hey, Fred, you old bastard!” Fred promptly decked the younger man, sending his birthday celebration into an uproar. “And that’s when it all came out,” Fred’s daughter June later recalled.5

Not surprisingly, Fred grew to become an overachiever, desperate to prove his worth at every turn. After joining the Fitzsimons household, he spent much of his summers on the Wirral Peninsula, across the River Mersey from Liverpool. Fitzsimons owned a seaside cottage in the village of Meols, near Hoylake, and Fred taught himself to swim in the Irish Sea, while also becoming adept at sportfishing. As he grew older, he became an avid motorcyclist, competing in events sponsored by the Auto-Cycle Union across the region. By his twenties, he could be seen tooling around Liverpool on his prized blue Francis-Barnett motorcycle, complete with a vintage sidecar perfect for ferrying his dates around the city.

After leaving his stepfather’s employ at W. David and Son, Fred took a job as a tally clerk for J. A. Sloan Importers, where he emerged not only as a successful tradesman in a highly competitive marketplace, but also as a natural leader who organized his dockers into a well-oiled machine capable of turning out a cargo hold in no time flat.

In the summer of 1934, Fred met his match in twenty-year-old Joan Hazel Evans (no relation). A championship swimmer from West Derby, Joan had introduced herself to Fred on a whim. At the time, he was fishing from a boat moored offshore from the Wirral. Not missing a beat, Joan took to the surf and swam out to Fred’s boat. Catching sight of the strange woman approaching from the shore, he exclaimed, “Get back! You’re going to be washed out to sea!”6 But Joan wasn’t deterred, and soon, she was the girl buzzing around town in Fred’s sidecar.

That October, Fred and Joan were married at St. John the Evangelist’s church in Knotty Ash. But their union wasn’t merely the product of a whirlwind courtship. When the couple settled in their first home, at 31 Lorne Street in Liverpool’s Fairfield neighborhood, Joan was already pregnant with their first child. Born at home on May 27, 1935, the strapping blond-haired, green-eyed Malcolm Frederick Evans was named in honor of British racing star Malcolm Campbell, one of Fred’s personal heroes. In an early memory, Mal recalled riding in Fred’s sidecar while being “held close in the warmth and security of my mother’s arms.”7

By 1939, Fred and Joan could afford to leave their modest home on Lorne Street for a semi-detached “council” house situated in Wavertree, at 75 Waldgrave Road, where they were joined by Fred’s widowed mother, Elizabeth, who assisted Joan with domestic duties. Mal’s early years were largely uneventful, save for a severe bout of whooping cough, which left him with an indentation in his upper chest.8 By the end of the 1930s, Mal enjoyed a budding friendship with Ronnie Gore, who lived a few doors down. Born in November 1934, Ronnie was nearly seven months older than Mal, who resented Ronnie’s unflinching obedience to his mother. As Mal later recalled, “Many times my mother was to say to me, ‘Why can’t you be like Ronnie? He’s such a good lad for his mother.’ In spite of this,” Mal joked, “our friendship grew.”9

[image: Photograph described in caption]
Mal with his parents in Wales, c. 1936


Mal’s sister Pamela Joan was born in August 1936, followed by Barbara Hazel in October 1938. For Mal, already obstinate to the core, Pam’s birth spelled the end of his preeminence as an only child, with Barbara’s arrival eroding his status further still. “This was to turn me into a right little bastard,” he later wrote, “having my nose pushed out just when I was beginning to enjoy the spotlight and appreciate the attention I was getting. It was a wonder to me that this did not make me hate all women for the rest of my life.” While he may have resented the shifting nature of his family circle, Mal was very much beloved by Fred and Joan, who had nicknamed him their little “Mackie.”10

Meanwhile, Great Britain began to recognize the ominous signs of a looming world war. As if overnight, the gardens of Waldgrave Road were pocked with Anderson air-raid shelters, half-buried corrugated-steel sheds covered with sandbags. As with many of their countrymen, the Evanses were somewhat contemptuous of the shelters during the so-called Phoney War, when, for the first eight months of conflict, little actual combat took place.

When Great Britain declared war on Germany on September 3, 1939, Fred and his young family were on holiday. When they returned to Liverpool, they were issued gas masks, with Mal and Pam receiving kid-friendly respirators emblazoned with the image of Mickey Mouse. But their time back at Waldgrave Road was to be short-lived. Fred had already made arrangements for his family to live in Dyserth, Wales, in a seaside cottage called Bronallt.11

Even at age thirty-four, Fred knew that it was only a matter of time before he would be called up to join the armed forces. And indeed, by the time the Blitz began in earnest in September 1940, he was serving as a private attached to the Royal Air Force’s Signals Corps. While he was in basic training and his family was safely ensconced in Wales, Liverpool began to reel from successive German air raids in which thousands of homes were destroyed during relentless bombing. With shelter becoming increasingly desperate, the fruit cellars on Mathew Street were deployed as makeshift air-raid bunkers. By the end of the war, the port city would suffer the loss of more than four thousand lives, second only to the death and destruction in London.

Given his skills as a motorcyclist, Fred began his tour of duty as a dispatch rider. To his family’s good fortune, he was stationed at the RAF base in Prestatyn, only a few miles north of Dyserth. But his military contributions would prove relatively brief, at least at first. That December, while teaching the art of motorcycling to a group of young recruits at the base, he suffered a grievous injury. Joan would never forget the day a certain Corporal Kettle came to Bronallt to deliver the awful news. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Evans,” he reported, “your husband’s just had an accident. He was supposed to be demonstrating how to put the motorbike down without breaking it, but he broke his ankle instead.” During his posting in Prestatyn, Fred earned a promotion to lance corporal, along with the nickname “Fishy Fred,” because he would lay fishing lines on the beach every night to stock the officers’ mess with a fresh catch.12

For Mal and his sisters, life in Dyserth was idyllic. Joan taught them how to swim from the beaches at Prestatyn, and the siblings attended a three-room schoolhouse together. Mal and Pamela enjoyed playing on the rock formations outside Dyserth or renting bicycles for sixpence apiece and riding along the promenade in Rhyl, with little Barbara in tow. The Evans kids’ fondest memories were of hiking down to the Red Lion pub, where Fred, home on leave, would hold court, singing songs with the local folk, knocking back pints, and passing rounds of lemonade through an open window to Mal and his sisters.13 Years later, Mal would wax nostalgic about his family’s Welsh respite during the war, describing the period as “five of the happiest years of my life, living in the country and enjoying the Winter snow drifts and the hot golden Summers.”14

Growing taller by the day and stocky to boot, Mal invariably stood out among his peer group. On the one hand, he desperately wanted to avoid calling attention to himself, to fit in with the other schoolchildren, yet, on the other, he longed to be known for being extraordinary—a quandary that would impinge upon the whole rest of his life. Years later, he would reflect upon the profundity of his experiences in Wales, tenderly recalling the emotional pain of being caught “hiding behind a girl’s skirt on the church porch when an older boy wanted to bash me,” or, even more poignantly, “being a coward and made to face and fight the school bully by an older friend,” only to cultivate a much cherished friend out of his aggressor. Even as a child, he came to realize that fighting was a dead-end proposition, especially given his large size. “If I was to fight a smaller boy and win,” he reasoned, “I’d be a bully. If I was to lose to a smaller boy, I’d look daft, and who the hell is going to pick on a bigger guy?”15

Every now and again, Mal and his family would be reminded of the terrible battles raging beyond Dyserth. Periodically, North Wales would be treated to fearsome airshows as RAF fighter planes intercepted Luftwaffe bombers conducting night raids over Liverpool. But not all the danger occurred in midair. “On one occasion,” Mal lamented, his family watched in horror as “a British dispatch rider failed to negotiate a sharp corner on the steep hill on which we lived and killed himself on our doorstep.”16 As the war raged on, Fred was stationed in London, where he saw the ravages of war up close in the bombed-out city. Working in the Signals Corps, he was tasked with patrolling for V-1 flying “doodlebug” bombs, the Luftwaffe’s final effort to bring Great Britain to its knees. Launched from the French and Dutch coastlines, the deadly contraptions produced a telltale buzzing sound that would characteristically go silent moments before impact.17

The family’s Welsh hiatus would end in the spring months of 1945, when the Evanses resumed their Liverpool lives on Waldgrave Road. Before they left their beloved cottage, though, they celebrated VE (Victory in Europe) Day on May 8 in Dyserth. Barbara would vividly recall the night they joined the other villagers atop a local outcropping to mark the august occasion with singing and dancing before a blazing bonfire. Back in Liverpool, Mal and his family were relieved to discover that their neighborhood had largely been spared from the destruction wrought by the German air raids, which had left rubble-strewn remains of bombed-out buildings across much of the rest of the city.18 “We were lucky,” Mal later observed, “for at the end of the war, our family still had a father. And I myself was luckier than most in that I spent the war years with my family, for a lot of children were evacuated to the countryside and placed in the care of foster parents for the duration.”19

Mal easily fell back into his prewar routine with Ronnie, his closest Liverpudlian mate. But outside of Ronnie and another Wavertree lad, Spud Murphy, he largely kept to himself, as did his sister Barbara. While they had reveled in the free rein they enjoyed back in Dyserth, they seemed content to be tethered close to home in Liverpool. As neighborhood chum Eunice Hayes later recalled, the Evans children “never ventured down the road toward us other kids. We had a feeling that his mum made them all stay in their garden, because that’s where they always were.” Eunice fondly remembered Mal’s kindhearted attitude. “He was the nicest, politest, friendliest kid you’d ever meet,” and he “always had a smile on his face.”20

By this juncture, Fred’s mother, Elizabeth, was no longer sharing a roof with the Evans family, having married fellow Liverpudlian Tommy Flynn in 1944. But for the Evanses, there were far more sweeping changes afoot. Mal would remember coming home one day from school in June 1946 and being surprised by the appearance of a newborn baby sister, named June. In contrast with the prewar births of Pam and Barbara, Mal took baby June’s arrival in stride, resigning himself to the shifting natural order of things. “I just accepted it all,” he wrote, “still believing that babies were found under rhubarb leaves!”21

At first, the family continued their regular jaunts to their beloved Dyserth to enjoy the tranquil seaside life. Years later, Mal’s sister Barbara would wistfully recall the image of Fred piloting his Francis-Barnett motorcycle with her brother huddled behind him on the pillion. Meanwhile, Joan, Pam, and Barbara would nestle together in the sidecar with baby June resting in her mother’s lap. Before long, Mal had grown so tall and broad-shouldered that he was no longer able to join his family on their motorcycling trips to Wales.22

During his preteen and early teen years, Mal’s physical awkwardness proved to be the great bane of his existence, forcing him to retreat inward into shyness. As with his experiences in Wales, he desperately wanted to be accepted by a peer group—any peer group. At the time, he flirted with joining the ranks of an unsavory gang of neighborhood kids. But in the end, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. “I had a horror of stealing, or maybe it was a horror of being caught,” he later wrote. “When the gang roamed the stores at Christmas time, stealing all their Christmas presents, I found I couldn’t join.”23

But on another occasion, Mal found he simply couldn’t resist his thieving impulses when it came to guns, the weaponry of choice for his beloved Western heroes. One afternoon, while he was on the way home from school, “some posh kid showed me his beautiful new shiny toy revolver.” In a moment of pique, Mal hid the gun in a nearby bush while his schoolmate searched in vain for the toy. “Going back later and retrieving it, sneaking it home and holding it in the sanctuary that was my bedroom,” Mal later recalled, “lives with me to this very day.” For him, pulling off such a childish caper, possessing the toy for himself, had left him with a secret, unmistakable thrill.24
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FUNFAIR

Despite the boy’s occasional ethical lapses and stubborn demeanor growing up, Mal’s parents doted on their only son. Fred and Joan were especially proud when he was accepted into Northway Primary School, which made him the first member of their family to pursue a formal education.

Located just across Waldgrave Road from the Evanses’ housing estate, Northway left an indelible mark on Mal, whose schoolmates there nicknamed him Hippo. The name would follow him well into his high school years. Although it clearly had its origins in the world of playground ridicule, Mal preferred to see things differently. “I didn’t mind being called ‘Hippo,’” he reasoned to himself, “because it always seemed to be a fairly amiable, vegetarian type of animal, not doing anybody any harm.”1

[image: Photograph described in caption]
Pam, Mal, and Barbara on the Rhyl promenade


What really bothered Mal was the growing affection he felt for one of his female classmates, a schoolboy crush he kept to himself, save for the “anonymous, threatening letters” he sent to another pupil who was paying an inordinate amount of attention to the girl. Not long afterward, Mal attended a Christmas party with the other Northway students. Desperate for attention, he “ate everybody’s orange peel in the place just to impress this young lady,” he recalled, “who I’m sure must have thought I was dumb, for we never did get together. It’s a wonder I can still eat and enjoy oranges.”2 Mal’s earliest pangs of desire turned out to be forbidden fruit for the fruit buyer’s son. And so began a lifelong pattern wherein he would develop intense personal emotions he would have great difficulty expressing to others.

Fortunately, drawing proved a fulfilling outlet for self-expression. Over the years, Mal had become enamored with comic book series and took to filling sketchbooks of his own with crude drawings of Disney characters and, his favorite, cowboys. As he took greater and greater notice of the opposite sex, his sketches began to shift precipitously from carefree childhood images to pinups.

Now that he was devouring comic books on a regular basis, Mal started a newspaper route to earn extra money. But true to form, he quickly grew bored with the whole enterprise. “I used to get very fed up following the same old route,” he recalled, “and so often, just for the hell of it, I would start at the end and work backwards, which caused consternation to the people getting their papers an hour late and there would be many irate phone calls to the newspaper shop.” With his earnings, he purchased several comic books and a pair of classic novels: Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island and Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels. At first, Mal distinguished himself near the top of his class at Northway, which he attributed to the personalized education he had received in the Dyserth schoolhouse. “Mind you, this didn’t last too long,” he recalled, “and I usually hovered from there on in around the bottom three.”3 In 1946, having reached age eleven, he wrote his “eleven-plus” exams and earned entrance into grammar school at Holt High.

Situated just a mile away from Waldgrave Road on the Queens Drive thoroughfare, Holt High School found Mal at a familiar teenage crossroads, craving attention from the opposite sex, yet painfully shy and lacking the confidence to engage the world in any meaningful way. At this juncture, even his teachers took to mocking him. “We had a certain German teacher who spent most of his time telling us dirty jokes,” Mal wrote, “and whenever he used to go around the class translating passages, he’d come to me and say, ‘Ahh, well, never mind,’ and go on to the next party.”4

[image: Photograph described in caption]
1949 Holt High School photo with Mal on the far left


Mal overcompensated for his awkward demeanor by resorting to wisecracks and tomfoolery, positioning himself at school as the class clown. Try as he might to play the funnyman at home, though, he couldn’t quite bridge the generation gap with his father. To win Fred’s affections, Mal even attempted to develop a liking for sea fishing, the sport his father had enjoyed since boyhood. At one point, he “tried to get into it to the extent of travelling around the North Wales coastline [with Fred] on the back of an old lorry in the middle of Winter.” While he still didn’t cotton to sportfishing, their father-son trips revealed a key difference in their personalities—one exemplified by his father’s good-natured, friendly outlook in contrast with Mal’s paralyzing shyness. “My father’s lovable character would be exposed in a strange pub,” Mal recalled, “where he would immediately endear himself to the locals by getting up and singing in Welsh, Japanese, or Chinese, which was strange, because he was certainly no linguist, but very convincing!”5 Fred’s easy, outgoing nature was one his son desperately hoped to adopt one day.

In May 1951, when Mal turned sixteen, he considered leaving Holt High School on the strong advice of his father, who reasoned that the teen was ready to take on a career in the civil service rather than pursue an academic route. For Fred, the calculus was simple: though his only son had been the first member of their family to receive a primary school education and earn a scholarship to high school, the real goal was to land “a job with security and a real future.”6 Mal’s liberation arrived in the form of acceptance into the Youth in Training Program, the General Post Office’s apprenticeship scheme. A series of technical courses, along with subsequent internship opportunities, the two-year program acted as an expressway to a full-time position with the GPO.7 To Fred’s great delight, his son was accepted into the program’s incoming class, which was set to begin at Lancaster House in early 1952.

At the same time, Mal began his first romantic relationship, having fallen head over heels in love with a Liverpudlian named Audrey. During the first phase of his training program, he balanced his technical course load with his budding romance. He had become so smitten with the voluptuous young woman that he began violating his curfew by sneaking out of his room after his parents had turned in for the night. “We were courting for quite a while, never getting beyond the heavy petting stage,” Mal recalled, “but it’s amazing how satisfying a kiss can be from someone you think a lot of.”8

Things came to a head when Audrey went on a two-week holiday at a seaside resort in Blackpool. Lovesick Mal couldn’t stomach the idea of being away from her for an entire fortnight, even if it meant making the trip out to Blackpool, which, in his view, was the poor man’s Monte Carlo. After a week, he couldn’t take it anymore and made the two-hour train trip up north for a surprise visit. But by this point, Audrey had already taken up with a new guy. Mal’s shocking discovery left him understandably heartbroken. He would never forget spending “a lonely, gray day amongst the happy, sun-kissed crowd of holiday makers.” The awful experience “left a scar that time never did really erase.”9

Mal soothed his aching teenage heart in music, in particular the country-and-western stylings of Hank Snow, the Canadian musician whose songs celebrated the liberating possibilities of life on the open road. For Snow, moving along the highways and byways of the United States afforded a sense of freedom, a much-needed escape from society’s constraints, that surely appealed to Mal. Upon later reflection, Mal would admire Snow not only for turning him onto country-and-western music, but also for the musician’s signature guitar, with its inlaid mother-of-pearl design.10

During this same period, Mal determined to become physically fit for the first time in his life, transforming his typically stocky frame into a more lithe physique. And he achieved this feat via one of Fred’s favorite pastimes. “I guess I channeled my sexual energies into cycling. I used to ride most every Sunday, rain or shine, 200 or 250 miles,” he boasted, “and got a perverse pleasure at arriving home, soaked to the skin, muscles aching and so tired, but with the feeling that I personally had accomplished something.”11 Not surprisingly, Mal’s increasing physical exertions led to a spate of injuries—most notably, an ingrown toenail that had to be removed surgically. It was an injury that would have later consequences.12

Given his newfound yen for fitness, along with his ongoing studies with the Youth in Training Program, Mal’s appetite increased exponentially. The lunch vouchers provided by his apprenticeship would no longer do. As his sister June recalled, “He was tall and thin, very thin at the time when he started going to work. My mother used to take a loaf of sliced bread and make his sandwiches. He had a whole loaf made into sandwiches to take with him to work. And on Sunday tea, when my mother would make apple pies, she would make a plate-size pie just for Malcolm.”13

At the same time, he found himself at a mental crossroads with his father. As Mal recalled, “I was feeling cocky with my newfound stature as a working man. For a long time, I’d wanted to own a pair of jeans, and so, with one of my first paychecks, [I] went out and bought a pair.”14 All hell broke loose that evening when he returned from his apprenticeship wearing his brand-new jeans, which infuriated Fred to no end. As a lifelong employee on the Liverpool waterfront, Mal’s father associated denim jeans with a certain sort of dockhand. “A lot of lazy, drunken layabouts,” in Fred’s words, donned jeans as their uniform. Fred had spent most of his working life dealing with the dockers and their shenanigans, and seeing Mal in denim was too much to bear.15

As the situation with his father became increasingly heated, Mal countered Fred’s anger by pointing out that he was old enough to make his own decisions. But Fred wasn’t having it. “At this point,” Mal wrote, as they were “standing up glaring at each other, my father struck out and punched me on the jaw, me going one way, my spectacles going the other.” Mal was stunned by this sudden turn of events, to be sure, but he was even more shocked when Fred retired to the kitchen and summarily “cried his eyes out.”16 As Mal would later discover, Fred’s pique of anger and disappointment may have been an aberration, but it would not be his last.

In May 1953, Mal turned eighteen. While having technically come into his majority as an adult, he still lived under his parents’ roof and depended upon them for room and board. And by his own admission, he still had a long way to go in terms of achieving emotional maturity. Not long after coming of age, he would be dealt a personal blow that would reverberate in his psyche for years.

For the formerly branded “Hippo,” the very idea of not being chosen—essentially for anything—was fraught with peril. The National Service Act that had ushered Fred Evans into the Second World War was still very much the law of the land, having been extended by Parliament in 1948. With mandatory conscription in the offing, Mal and his childhood mates Ronnie and Spud followed in the footsteps of their forebears and made the ritualistic visit to the local Medical Board to begin the intake process.
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Mal (center) at the GPO with his future best man Gordon Gaskell (right) and boyhood chum Ronnie Gore (left)


The results proved devastating. Ronnie and Spud were duly accepted into the army, while Mal was turned down. That August, he received his formal rejection in the form of his national service card, which listed him as Grade IV. While the first three grades permitted entrance into the armed services, albeit in different capacities, Grade IV signified as “unsuitable” and dismissed from service “those who suffer from progressive organic disease or are for other reasons permanently incapable of the kind or degree of exertion required.”17

Mal’s Grade IV classification was nothing short of “a terrible disappointment,” especially given his vigorous personal fitness program over the past few years.18 Worse yet, after a lifetime of being singled out for his size, it was his body—his most salient trait in the world’s eyes—that had let him down. The medical examination board had cited his missing toenail as the primary reason for his rejection, suggesting that he would be unable to withstand the physical exertions of marching and other military practices.19

For a great many recruits during this era, not being selected on medical grounds might have been a welcome result. After all, World War II had been concluded for nearly a decade, and young men were understandably eager to get on with their lives. Mal was certainly not “swinging the lead,” as the practice was known back in those days, in which potential recruits feigned illness or deformity in order to be excused from national service.20 Well known among Mal’s Liverpool contemporaries, the expression had its origins in the nautical world, referring to the deployment of weighted lines used to measure water depth. Lazy sailors were said to be “swinging the lead” when they called out fake measurements instead of bothering to carry out the actual work.

Shamed by his rejection at the hands of the Medical Board, Mal trudged forward with the GPO’s Youth in Training Program. And he also continued his ineffectual and, at times, comical pursuit of the opposite sex. At this juncture, his virginity was “a fact which I kept carefully concealed from all the other guys I worked with.” He had recently begun dating a telephone operator whom he had met through the program. At “the ripe old age” of twenty-one, she made Mal feel like “a man about town, escorting this elegant young lady who dressed so fashionably.” He had typecast her as “a rather prim and proper looking lady, [an impression] heightened by the fact that she always wore her hair tied in a bun.”21

By this point, Mal’s lack of sexual experience served as a source of continual irritation for him and exposed an overarching fear of physical intimacy. “After one particular evening out,” he recalled, “I ran to save my virginity as she tried to rape me on her living room sofa. What happened was that she expected my advances, obviously, to follow through, and in my innocence, and thinking the man should be the aggressor, [I] was shocked to the core when she started tearing her clothes off, and not only that, tried to get my pants down!”22

As Mal’s awkward attempts at sexual awakening continued unabated, he learned through the Youth in Training Program grapevine that certain telephone numbers could be counted on to engage in obscene conversations. Determined to overcome his debilitating shyness, he made a point of “accidentally” eavesdropping on one of these sexual tête-à-têtes. To Mal’s surprise, the seductive voice at the other end of the line proceeded to invite him over to her residence. He went. “After several attempts of knocking on the door and being told to go away—obviously, she was playing hard to get—I was admitted to the house and plied with drink,” he recalled. At this point, Mal undressed, “overjoyed with the thought of at last losing my virginity.” He was certain that he “was about to be deflowered by this rather gross, 250-pound female, when suddenly, she smacked me right on the mouth, screaming obscenities at me. I immediately got dressed, and once again, left in a hurry.”23

That summer, Mal joined the ranks of the GPO as a full-time telecommunications engineer, earning a £15 weekly wage (£333 in present-day pounds). As June proudly recalled, the GPO promised “a nice, safe, respectable job with a pension.”24 In August 1954, Mal signed his name in the appointment book. Assigned employee identification number 61192, he was officially a member of the British post office’s technical arm. Billy Maher, a three-year GPO veteran, recalled working alongside Mal at Lancaster House. The two hit it off almost immediately, bonding over a shared love of music, especially rock ’n’ roll. Billy played guitar in the Kingfisher Four, a local skiffle group.25 With its jazz and blues origins, skiffle was sweeping the British Isles at the time. In addition to conventional instruments such as Billy’s acoustic guitar, the folksy genre often incorporated improvised instruments such as washboards and homemade tea-chest basses. Having already achieved the rank of technical officer, Billy enjoyed walking around the city center with Mal, “who was a giant of a man, and I am the opposite. I can see us now walking down Old Hall Street together—his hands were level with my ears!”26

As a newly minted telecommunications engineer, Mal spent most of his time away from Lancaster House, carting his GPO engineer’s bag around the region as he installed automatic telephone and telex exchanges in governmental and commercial buildings. In contrast with the organization’s veritable legion of postal workers, with their standard-issue double-breasted jackets and gleaming badges, telecommunications engineers adhered to a lax dress code, save for a requisite shirt sporting the GPO’s insignia and a khaki dustcoat for inclement weather.

As luck would have it, Mal’s first supervisor was Gordon Gaskell, a six-year veteran of the GPO. At twenty-seven, Gordon proved to be the mentor Mal sorely needed and, to Mal’s delight, he “began taking me under his wing, teaching me how to be a good engineer, and, by example, a responsible member of society.” More important, Gordon’s tutelage buoyed Mal’s self-esteem. “I felt I was a competent engineer,” Mal recalled, “getting pleasure doing a job well, and certainly getting satisfaction when any praise came my way.”27

Shortly before he settled into his new position with the GPO, Mal joined a friend for a Saturday night in New Brighton. Located across the Mersey on the Wirral Peninsula, the seaside town was home to the summer-long “funfair” and the nationally famous Brighton Wheel, the Ferris wheel dominating the fairgrounds. That evening, Mal’s friend spotted a girl standing alongside the carousel-like Waltzer. Seizing the opportunity, and “acting daft as boys often are when they are out together,” Mal “went down on my knees to this unknown young lady, who was wearing heart-shaped earrings, saying, ‘Come on, darling, give me your heart!’”28

The young lady turned out to be eighteen-year-old Lily White, who had grown up a few miles away, in suburban Allerton. That evening, Mal and his pal joined Lily and her friend for a relaxing stroll among the fairgrounds. At one point, Lily complained of feeling ill and decided to return home to Liverpool. Assuming the role of gentleman, Mal escorted her on the ferry ride across the Mersey before depositing her at the tram shed bound for Allerton. “As the bus drew away with her on board,” he recalled, “something inside made me risk life and limb in leaping onto the first moving bus to join her.”29
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A CELLARFUL OF NOISE

[image: Photograph described in caption]
Mal in front of his Hillside Road home


After years of ineffectual, often humiliating efforts at cultivating a genuine romance, Mal had finally landed an honest-to-goodness girlfriend in Lily. In many ways, she and Mal had very little in common in terms of life experiences or interests, save for having grown up in suburban Liverpool.

Lily White was born on June 16, 1936, at 75 Wendell Street, in Liverpool’s Toxteth district, to William and Lillian White. Her father worked as a clerk at Barker and Dobson’s sweets factory, a sprawling complex located on Liverpool’s Whitefield Road. For her parents, who were in their mid-thirties by that juncture, Lily had arrived as a surprise, a late-in-life child. She was the youngest of five siblings, which included sister Vera, the eldest, whose male twin had died in childbirth, and brothers Leslie, Bill, and Fred. At five feet tall, and wearing a diminutive size-four shoe to boot, Lily stood in stark contrast to Mal’s looming physical presence. And unlike Mal, she possessed a vivacious, outgoing personality, along with an inner confidence and love of adventure to match her social dexterity.1

When she first met Mal, Lily was working as a secretary for a shipping firm in the Cunard Building, one of the so-called Three Graces (along with the Royal Liver and Port of Liverpool buildings) that tower over the Pier Head beside the Mersey waterfront. Each day, she would dress to the nines, even donning immaculate patent-leather gloves, and ride the tram
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