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      Every once in a while, life conjures up a genuine ultimate.

      It can be said without fear of hyperbole: this is what the Beatles were and are, and fifty-plus years after they leapt into view – fifty – there’s little hint it’s going to change. So many would-be successors have come and gone, there’s now an acceptance that no one can be bigger or better. John Winston Lennon, James Paul McCartney, George Harrison and Richard Starkey hold on strong, universally acknowledged as a cultural force, still somehow current and woven into the fabric of modern lives. John, Paul, George and Ringo, the four Liverpool lads who pumped the heart of the decade that also won’t shut up, the 1960s.

      If it was necessary to ‘sell’ the Beatles you could point to many achievements, but their music underpins everything: one game-changing album after another and one game-changing single after another, 214 tracks recorded in seven crowded years in a kaleidoscope of styles. This music is known, loved, respected, discussed, imitated, cherished and studied, it continues to inspire new artists and be reshaped impressively in every genre, it’s adapted for headlines in twenty-first-century media, quoted and folded into everyday vocabulary, chanted in football stadiums. Infused with the Beatles’ energy and personalities, this music still lifts the spirit and is passed joyfully from generation to generation.

      Clearly, something special happened here – but what? How? Consider too… 

      
        
          
            	
               

              •  

            
            	
               

              how the Beatles repeatedly married cutting-edge originality with immense mainstream popularity, when for almost anyone else these are mutually exclusive; and why (and how) they ditched their winning ideas every time the world raced to copy them;

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              how they did everything with down-to-earth humour, honesty, optimism, style, charisma, irreverence, intelligence and a particularly spiky disdain for falseness; how they were articulate, bold, curious, direct, instinctive, challenging, blunt, sharp, polite, rude, prickers of pomposity, rule-breakers never cowed by convention; 

            
          

          
            	
              •  

            
            	
              how they created a profound and sustained connection to their public, and how they resisted branding, commercial sponsorship, corporate affiliation and hype; the Beatles were free of artifice and weren’t the product of market research or focus groups or TV talent shows – they were original and developed organically when everyone was looking the other way. 

            
          

        

      

      I’ve been waiting for the book this sweeping story demands, one that stares unflinchingly at how it happened and what it was all about; a book to shoot adrenalin back into extraordinary events crushed under the weight of fifty years’ telling (and not always very good telling at that). I’ve wanted a history of deep-level enquiry where the information is tested accurate, and free of airbrushing, embellishment and guesswork, written with an open mind and even hands, that unfolds lives and events in context and without hindsight, the way they occurred, and sets the Beatles fully among their contemporaries – they never existed in isolation and were always part of musical scenes with friends and rivals, young turks together in clubs and night-clubs.

      I’ve also wanted a book that explains how the society that shaped the Beatles first received them and was then shaped by them, that looks at how John, Paul, George and Ringo dealt with each other as bandmates, and how they so deftly handled the media and such phenomenal celebrity. I’ve wanted it shown how they transformed the worldwide music industry, and shook global youth culture awake, and induced a revolution in listening to and playing music. The Beatles didn’t invent the electric guitar and weren’t the first ‘guitar group’ but every rock band since 1963 is fulfilling their legacy, especially if they write their own songs.

      In 2003, I decided to have a go. As a professional historian-researcher working around (and sometimes for) the Beatles for thirty years, I could draw on long periods of access to the right people and resources. Beyond that, I was aware that mountains of unfound knowledge – vibrant colour, vital details – were out there if you knew where to look.

      But, one book? Way too much of relevance and interest happened in and around the Beatles to fit into one book. This is a richly epic tale, and cramming it into a single volume would mean cutting reams of material essential to the understanding. This book, Tune In, is the first in a trilogy titled All These Years that I hope will do the subject justice. (It is, at any rate, my best shot.) It’s an objective and independent three-volume series that begins at the beginning and will go on until it comes to the end. Primary sources are central: an array of research discoveries, every conceivable form of archive document found in private and public hands – letters, contracts, photos, recordings and so much more, and this story has a fantastically rich paper trail – augmented entirely by direct quotes. I’m tracking whatever was said by the Beatles (and those close to them) to anyone at any time – and there are hundreds of frank and revealing interviews unused since they were done. I’ve also traced and talked to hundreds of authentic witnesses, many of them overlooked until now. George Harrison’s cautionary words are a constant companion – ‘In their bid to tell what they know, sometimes people tell more than what they know’* – but fictions fall quicker through the sieve.

      It’s been a continually surprising experience. I’ve likened the challenge (which still goes on) to assembling a multi-million-piece jigsaw puzzle of lives and moments – the more pieces you have and can place right where they belong, where they really fit, the clearer becomes the picture both in close-up colour and broadly detailed context.

       

      Tune In takes the Beatles from before their beginnings up to the final night of 1962. After packing several years into the previous three, they know success is theirs to grasp, but have no clue they’re on the cusp of a whole new kind of fame, a white-hot and ever-royal celebrity. These then are the formative years, the less visible years, the pre-madness years – and in many respects the most absorbing and entertaining period of them all. (This can also be claimed for the others, of course.)

      What the research yells loudly is that the Beatles didn’t begin to be remarkable when they upped and took over Britain or (all the more amazingly) America and the rest of the world, and that they didn’t suddenly become funny when they filmed A Hard Day’s Night or beguiling when recording Rubber Soul. It shouts that their compelling urge to move on fast, to innovate and progress, didn’t start with Revolver or Sgt Pepper – or even when, in the last chapters of this book, their first record came out. Everything was revved up and running in the halls, houses and streets of an exceptional city, the only place these people and those events could have happened: Liverpool, that great Anglo-Celtic alchemy.

      From the bombsites of the Second World War rose a thriving live music scene the like of which existed nowhere else, a scene in which the Beatles were sharper-smarter-faster-funnier than their many rivals – and where they also polished, well before they had hits, that tightly engaged relationship with their public. In other words, those later world-changing Beatles are these Beatles, just lesser known, local not global. They’re the same blokes with the same instinctive, intuitive originality and humour, the same bluntness and abhorrence of sham, living the present to the full… and sowing seeds that would flower later.

      Again, though, how? I’ve tried to thread the lives and relationships of John, Paul, George, Richy, Stuart, Pete, Brian Epstein, George Martin and other crucial players. Everyone is in their context and worlds run on parallel and sometimes interweaving tracks before properly connecting, characters creating the circumstances to dictate their outcome. The Lennon and McCartney partnership is one among many deep explorations, told thoroughly in their words and deeds. George and Ringo were essential to the Beatles but John and Paul drove the bus and wrote the catalogue, and theirs is an especially fascinating tale – two needle-sharp grammar-school boys and then young men steeped in post-war British culture but with a passion for America and its great music, close friends with a deep admiration for each other’s talent and understanding of each other’s moods and personalities. Their determination, their egos and their creative rivalry made them the greatest songwriters of the age, and I’ve tried to show how.

      The Beatles manifestly rejected labels and categories in all they did, so it doesn’t matter if you call them the ultimate rock band or the ultimate pop group or whatever else – they just were, and theirs is the best story. Every performer, band, producer, impresario has one, and many of them are great and worthy of fine biographies, but there’s nothing like the Beatles story to legitimately go everywhere and strongly connect everything to everyone. It’s a blockbuster history with surprises at every turn, many heroes, a few villains, unparalleled triumphs, great joys and genuine tragedies, the ebbs and flows of human lives – plus an avalanche of fortuitous chances and coincidences that defy the laws of probability.

      From the project’s conception I’ve seen it as the Beatles in their times – them in their world and the world right about them. And now it’s all this… 

       

      Mark Lewisohn

      England, 2013
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      Britain’s long history gave it a monetary system archaic in comparison to the latterly introduced decimal method. Until switching in 1971, the currency was pounds, shillings and pence, often abbreviated in print as L.S.D. or l.s.d. – from the Latin librae, solidi, denarii. (The £ sign derives from Libra, the basic Roman unit of weight.)

      A pound – £1 – was broken down into twenty shillings, and each shilling had twelve pence, so instead of today’s decimal 100 pence to the pound there were 240. An old shilling is equivalent to five decimal pence (5p); ten shillings is 50p, and so on.

      Amounts with both shillings and pence would be spoken as, for example, eight and six – eight shillings and sixpence (8s 6d; 42½p). The perennially popular retail price that is one penny short of a pound was 19s 11d, said as nineteen and eleven. Some items (in business transactions especially) were priced in the old form of ‘guineas’. A guinea was £1 1s (£1.05). The £5 and £10 notes were known as ‘a fiver’ and ‘a tenner’.

      Just as the pound had nicknames – e.g., a quid – so a shilling was a bob. A record might cost six bob (30p). Ten shillings (50p) was ten bob. £1 10s (£1.50) could be written as 30s and said as thirty bob. Coins took on these and other nicknames: the 3d was threppence or thruppence, the 6d (sixpence) was a tanner, two shillings two bob, and the large silver coin worth two and six (2s 6d) was half a crown or a half-crown. Two pence (2d) was known as tuppence, and fractions of a penny were known as the ha’penny (half-penny) and farthing (quarter of a penny, phased out in 1960). Something costing just pennies – e.g., 4d – would be known as four penn’orth, short for ‘four pennies’ worth’.

      There were several ways of writing shillings and pence, so eight and six could be 8s 6d or 8/6 or even 8/6d. Unless quoting original documents that had it differently, this book adopts one style – 8s 6d.
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      Jim McCartney would no more let Paul skip school than allow that boy in the house, so subterfuge was vital. Afternoon sessions, two till five, ended with a hurried wafting around of smoke and washing of dirty dishes… though by then they’d often written another song.

      ‘He’ll get you into trouble, son,’ Jim warned Paul. Parents had been saying that about John Lennon since he was five – and rightly so, because he did. But this hadn’t stopped a solid gang of pals – intelligent grammar-school boys, as he was – idolising him as their leader, and what high and hysterical times he gave them in return.

      In 1956–7, when John was 16, he turned his gang into his group, the Quarry Men, and for a while they rode the skiffle craze, up on stage belting out rhythmic prison songs of the American South. John sang and played guitar, forever the front man. But he was – first, last, always – a rocker, and his group was now charging headlong in that direction; newspaper ads for the dances they played were already calling them Rock ’n’ Skiffle, though actually it was rock all the way. And later, when John Lennon – 17 and clearly the coolest kid on the block – generously invited Paul McCartney to join them, the 15-year-old was so keen to make himself indispensable that deceiving Dad was but the flimsiest of obstacles.

      Paul was conscious of the age gap. To him, John was ‘the fairground hero, the big lad riding the dodgems’,1 a grown-up Teddy Boy who swore, smoked, scrapped, had sex, got drunk and went to college, who strutted around with Elvis Presley sideburns, upturned collar, hunched shoulders and an intimidating stare (which Paul would soon learn was born of insecurity and acute short-sightedness). John radiated a life-force that turned heads everywhere: he was wickedly funny and fast with it, he was abrasive, incisive and devastatingly rude, and he was musical, literate and beguilingly creative. Whether painting, conceiving strangely comic poems, or committing cruel drawings and odd stories to the page, he was a boy beyond convention and control, a lone ranger. He was everything his friends wanted to be and said everything they wanted to say but wouldn’t dare. John Lennon always dared.

      John had long dispensed with one of the taboos of childhood, befriending whoever he liked even if they were younger. One of his closest pals, Ivan Vaughan, was born the same day as Paul McCartney in June 1942 (and this same Ivan had introduced them). Age didn’t matter to John if the friend brought something interesting to the table. If anyone had a problem with a 17-year-old college student hanging around with a 15-year-old schoolboy it was theirs alone to deal with, though if they chose to voice it near him they were risking a thump. As for Paul, at their first meeting six months earlier he’d felt too young to be John’s friend, the wrong side of ‘the cusp’; he’d impressed the hell out of him though, and now, invited in, wasn’t going to let it slip. He would be – and was – sharp, sure and impressive enough to hold John’s attention.

      Paul had only recently sung in a church choir, arrived home wet from scout camp, and been allowed to wear long trousers to school – but, instantly, such things were history. From late 1957, he grew up fast. ‘Once I got to know John it all changed,’ he’d recall a decade later, ‘I went off in a completely new direction.’2 Paul had much to offer, and John had seen it. He had a great musical talent, an instinctive and untutored gift; he played piano and was a confident and characteristic guitarist who always knew more chords than John and was much better at remembering words. At 13, before rock and roll changed his life, Paul composed two catchy piano tunes, dance-band numbers like those his dad had played around Liverpool ballrooms in the 1920s with his own Jim Mac’s Band. Then, when the guitar came along in 1957, Paul was hooked.

      He was also a funny storyteller and mimic, a cartoonist and able caricaturist. The eldest son of particular parents, Paul knew how to behave socially. John, who’d also been brought up well, bothered less with social niceties. Paul liked to create the best impression and say the right things, exuding a breezy confidence and wanting people to think highly of him. He was charming, sharp, mentally strong and rarely outmanoeuvred. John saw it all and welcomed it: though he had to be dominant, he respected no one who didn’t stand up to him. Paul did, despite being twenty months his junior; but John also knew that if Paul ever challenged his natural supremacy, at least before he was ready to abdicate it, he’d see him off.

      The more hours John and Paul spent together the more they found these things out, uncovering humour and harmony right down the line. They’d both read Alice In Wonderland and Just William, though Paul had read Alice once or twice whereas John still feasted on it every few months and had folded Lewis Carroll’s vocabulary into his own. They also shared a strong interest in television, and knew BBC radio personalities and northern comedians, quoting current and vintage catchphrases. Both were consumed by The Goon Show and talked the talk familiar only to those who imbibed the lingo; John and Paul made each other laugh all the time and began to develop an attuned shorthand humour beyond others’ comprehension.

      Then there were girls. Paul, despite the age gap, matched John in his ceaseless lust; John was already a sexual adventurer, Paul wasn’t far behind. Both had shed their virginity and were eager for whatever action they could get. Bird-spotting was a way of life and often now a combined quest. They also shared the same goddesses, the fantasy figures who kept men awake at night in the late 1950s, like Anita Ekberg, Juliette Gréco and Brigitte Bardot. The Parisienne Bardot, an actress as well as a model, was the ultimate in pin-ups. When And God Created Woman and Mam’selle Striptease were in the local cinemas, Liverpool could have been powered on the heat generated in the stalls. John and Paul were there. On the ceiling above his bed, John had the original French poster of Et Dieu… Créa la femme, a drawing of the topless Bardot, long blonde hair cascading over ample breasts.

      But top of their hit parade, always, was American rock and roll music – hearing it and playing it. Two years earlier it wasn’t known to them, now it was what they lived and breathed for. There weren’t yet a hundred recordings to cherish but John and Paul knew them all, and when they weren’t listening to or playing them they were talking about them, thrilling to the minutiae. ‘Worshipping’ is the word Paul has used.3 They both revered Little Richard, the dynamic singer from Macon, Georgia, who, according to the weekly British music papers, had just given it all up and disappeared into the Church. But they would always have Long Tall Sally, Tutti Frutti, Slippin’ And Slidin’ and Lucille, and John was floored by Paul’s uncanny ability to mimic that screaming and hollering voice. Everyone was amazed by it. Ian James, Paul’s best friend before John came along, says Paul would often break into it without warning, as if Little Richard was trapped inside and occasionally surfaced for air.

      There were also other heroes – Carl Perkins, Gene Vincent, Eddie Cochran, Jerry Lee Lewis and more – but no one was ever greater, for either, than Elvis, who’d already cut the soundtrack of their youth. Elvis Presley was God, it was as simple as that. John and Paul listened to his records in the way only besotted fans do, catching and trying to analyse all the little inexplicable sounds, like the laugh he couldn’t stifle at the end of Baby Let’s Play House, and the muttered asides at the end of Hound Dog.4

      Just recently, the Crickets had burst into their lives too, a breakthrough almost as essential. Under their leader Buddy Holly, the Crickets introduced the group sound: vocal, electric guitar, bass and drums. Three singles – That’ll Be The Day, Peggy Sue and Oh Boy! – had arrived in Britain at the perfect moment, their easy-to-play music encouraging thousands of bored skiffle groups to begin making the switch to pop and rock. It was the start of everything. John and Paul loved the Crickets (even the name had their regard) and were inspired to write songs in Buddy’s vocal and musical style. Towards the end of 1957, John wrote Hello Little Girl and Paul came up with I Lost My Little Girl; the similarity in their titles was apparently coincidental but both were steeped in the Crickets’ sound.

       

      John and Paul’s passion for rock and roll wedded them heart and soul, and Liverpool Corporation’s education committee also played a part. Unless the Quarry Men had a booking somewhere, Jim McCartney’s disapproval of John meant Paul couldn’t see his friend at night. They had to be more shrewd. Situated up the hill from the city centre, Liverpool College of Art – where John, newly enrolled, was already proving himself a handful – happened to adjoin Liverpool Institute, Paul’s grammar school. The two buildings had been one, so with a quick dash through their respective exits John and Paul arrived together on the same stretch of street at the same moment and were truants for the afternoon, sagging off. John had his guitar ready.

      From a stop on Catharine Street, they boarded the 86 bus, a green double-decker like those driven by Harry Harrison, father of Paul’s young schoolfriend George. They found their way upstairs and had a smoke, strumming strings while the bus bounced them out to the southern suburbs, along Upper Parliament Street – Toxteth, with its immigrant West Indian ghetto – past Sefton General Hospital to the roundabout at Penny Lane and then beyond to Allerton. Within thirty minutes of sneaking out, they were inside Paul’s terraced council house at 20 Forthlin Road, empty in the daytime. The McCartneys had only been here six months when Paul’s mother Mary died, and now Jim, 55, was trying to cope alone with their two teenage boys and maintain his wife’s high standards and principles. His brothers and sisters rallied round – they were a strong, close-knit family, the women big on motherly advice, the men strong on Liverpool wit and repartee, characters all. Paul’s Auntie Gin and Auntie Mill came over to clean, iron and cook for them on alternate Monday afternoons; Paul’s sessions with John were only possible Tuesdays to Fridays. There was the irony. It was only because Jim wanted Paul to stay away from the troublemaker that he was sagging off school, courting trouble like he’d never done before. (So it was ‘Dad’s fault’.)

      They’d go into what the McCartneys called the front parlour, a basic standard 1950s front room: a sofa with antimacassars crocheted by Paul’s aunties, cotton covers hiding the broken springs of Jim’s armchair, a tiny black-and-white TV in the corner, a record player, a piano, and threadbare runners on the wooden floorboards that did for a carpet. John and Paul sat opposite each other by the fireplace. As Paul was left-handed so their guitars went the same way and each had the mirror effect of watching the other’s fingers shape the chords as if his own. Paul would later call these ‘eyeball to eyeball’ sessions, and he was treated to something few witnessed: John put his glasses on. Only rarely did they leave his pocket – even though, without them, he could barely see a thing. Almost in each other’s faces, John and Paul quickly gained an unusual closeness, little or nothing hidden. Paul noticed ‘John had beautiful hands’.5

      Paul was still weaning John off the banjo chords taught him by his mother Julia. He also had musical flair in his family line, but it was more rough and ready than Paul’s: John could play banjo, guitar and harmonica, often with more aggression than precision. Afternoons were whiled away playing guitars to records, singing, revelling in the joy of chords, finding out how almost every rock song they knew could be played with C, F and G or G7. They laughed over a sticker visible through the soundhole of John’s guitar: GUARANTEED NOT TO SPLIT it said, and by ’eck it ’adn’t. They toiled hours, weeks, trying to work out how Buddy Holly played the intro to That’ll Be The Day, before John eventually figured it, celebrating with a puff on Jim’s spare pipe. They’d no tobacco, but a quick raid of the tea caddy produced a few pinches of Twinings or Ty-Phoo; the pipe passed between them, each pulling hard while agreeing on its terrible taste.

      Buddy Holly was the springboard to John and Paul’s songwriting. As John later said:

      
         

        Practically every Buddy Holly song was three chords, so why not write your own?6

      

      Stated so matter-of-factly, it could seem that writing songs was an obvious next move, but it wasn’t. Teenagers all over Britain liked Buddy Holly and rock and roll, but of that great number only a fraction picked up a guitar and tried playing it, and fewer still, in fact hardly anyone, used it as the inspiration to write songs themselves. John and Paul didn’t know anyone else who did it, no one from school or college, no relative or friend… and yet somehow, by nothing more than fate or fluke, they’d found each other, discovered they both wrote songs, and decided to try it together. Paul recalls the method: ‘We’d sit down and say “OK, what are we going to do?” and we’d just start off strumming and one or the other of us would kick off some kind of idea and then we’d just develop it and bounce off each other.’7

      Their first song was Too Bad About Sorrows. It was never properly recorded, possibly never completed, and John and Paul only ever let out the first couple of lines:

      
        
          
             

            Too bad about sorrows, too bad about love,

            There’ll be no tomorrow, for all of your life.8

          

        

      

      They sang the vocal in unison, as they did most of these songs. It had taken seconds to discover not only that both had strong and distinctive voices for rock – in all its styles and tempos – but they also sounded great together. They could blend in perfect harmony, with Paul tending to take the higher key and John holding the lower. The Crickets’ influence was again strong, and so too were the crafted melodic harmonies of the Everly Brothers – whose first record, Bye Bye Love, was issued in Britain the day before John met Paul, 5 July 1957. (Throughout this history, the timing of everything is always perfect.) Now, in the last week of January 1958, the bestselling chart produced by Liverpool’s newest record shop Nems – published in The Record Mirror the same day John and Paul led the Quarry Men through some rock ’n’ skiffle down the Cavern – had Peggy Sue by Buddy Holly at number 1, Oh Boy! by the Crickets at 2 and Great Balls Of Fire by Jerry Lee Lewis at 3. Here was inspiration on a stick.

      They called their second song Just Fun.

      
        
          
             

            They said our love was just fun / The day that our friendship begun.

            There’s no blue moon that I can see / There’s never been in history.

          

        

      

      They knew the final line was a stinker and left the song unfinished after failing to come up with anything better. Paul had a tendency to perfection but John was always restless to move on, keen to try something new.

      Another number seems to have been called Because I Know You Love Me So. The words were about someone who wakes up feeling blue because his lover doesn’t treat him right, but then reads her letters and finds she does care. It had appealing Holly-like changes and John and Paul sang it together in harmony like the Everlys, each encouraging good music from the other.9

      These were not songs they played with the Quarry Men. The group’s three other members (Eric, Len and Colin) never knew much about them; a rift had taken place, the front two getting together without their bandmates. Only certain people heard these new songs – select friends, Paul’s dad, brother and a few relatives. John may not have played them to anyone but Paul liked to play them, enjoying the resulting praise. Their harshest critics were always themselves. Paul has said that the two of them never reckoned any of these early songs, not even at the time; they knew they were unsophisticated, just a step.10 John in particular was never slow to say if something was crap, even if it was his own.

      John’s first two attempts at songwriting, a year earlier, had already vanished from his memory, never to return, so he and Paul knew they had to keep proper track of their ideas. They’d no means of recording them and neither could read or write music, so Paul appropriated a Liverpool Institute exercise book, maybe forty-eight feint-ruled pages, in which every new song had a fresh page. In his neat left-handed script, generally using a fountain pen, he wrote the words (they were always words, never lyrics) with chords shown by their alphabetical letter. Unable to describe the melody, John and Paul decided early on that if they couldn’t remember something the next day, they could hardly expect it to stick in the mind of anyone else, in which case it was crap and deserved to go. But sometimes Paul wrote atmospheric directions. For one song it was ‘Ooh ah, angel voices’.

      And on the top of every new page, above the song title, Paul wrote:

      
         

        ANOTHER LENNON-MCCARTNEY ORIGINAL 

      

      The influence here wasn’t rock and roll so much as the great American songwriting teams of older generations. The idea for Lennon and McCartney came from Rodgers and Hammerstein, Rodgers and Hart, Lerner and Loewe and the other famous combinations who wrote for Hollywood and Broadway musicals.11

      The name order was decided here at the start. Lennon came before McCartney alphabetically, and he was almost two years older, and it was his invitation, and, surpassing any other consideration, it was simply the way of things: John always came first. While equal in terms of contribution, Paul had to accept that one of them was just a little more equal than the other. Second billing wasn’t in Paul’s nature – he accepted it from his fairground hero and positively no one else.

      
         

        We were really looking at being Rodgers and Hammerstein, and famous writing duos always had their name the same way. You didn’t hear ‘Hammerstein and Rodgers’, it just didn’t sound as good. So we always wanted to have people say, ‘Oh, that’s a Lennon-McCartney song.’12

      

      From the outset, John and Paul settled on Lennon-McCartney as a partnership. Neither planned to do anything with these songs (to send them off to singers, publishers or record companies) but they agreed – by actually discussing it, albeit briefly – that each could continue to operate independently, writing songs on his own and then bringing them to the other for approval and the joint Lennon-McCartney credit. ‘We decided on that very early on,’ says Paul. ‘It was just for simplicity really, and – so as to not get into the ego thing – we were very pure with it.’13

      Competition was an ever-essential component. John had complete admiration for Paul’s facility with harmony and melody, his musicianship and invention; Paul respected John’s musical talent and envied his original repartee. Yet while combining their talents as a team, they remained competitive as individuals, each trying to outdo the other. It became a vital artistic spur: John would call it ‘a sibling rivalry… a creative rivalry’, Paul spoke of ‘competitiveness in that we were ricocheting our ideas’.14 Each tried to impress the other out of sheer fear of what he might say in return. Both were rarely less than candid, and the thought that a new song might be branded crap was usually more than enough to continually raise standards.

      John and Paul had an abundance of ambition, and top of their lists was to be rich. John’s Aunt Mimi, his surrogate parent since five, told him ‘possessions don’t bring happiness but they make misery a lot easier’, which was one comfort, but mostly John wanted money to avoid work.15 Art college was only a means of delaying the inevitable another four or five years, though he was unlikely even then to have a clear idea how to earn a living. He could only ever see himself as a painter or poet or writer or musician and they didn’t give out those jobs down the Labour Exchange. John Lennon and conformity were ugly bedfellows – he’d no discipline or desire for office or factory work, and had his own dismissive phrase for such jobs: brummer striving.

      Before she died, Mary McCartney had wanted Paul to become a doctor; Jim hoped he’d go to university and become a teacher or writer… but Paul wanted to be a star and had the confidence and talent to shoot for it. With stardom he’d be rich. About £75,000 would cover what he wanted. As he later said, ‘If you’d asked me for my fantasies when I was sixteen years old, standing at a bus stop waiting to go to Garston on the 86, I’d have said “guitar, car and a house”, in that order. That was it – the entire thing.’16

       

      These would have been among the thoughts crowding Paul’s mind as he walked from Allerton to Woolton to visit John. By road it was one and a half miles, but on foot or by bike there was a short-cut across Allerton Municipal Golf Course, emerging from the greens on to a bank above Menlove Avenue, diagonally opposite John’s house. Both boys rode bikes to get around, but usually walked if carrying their guitar, not having cases. A long way from streetlamps, the golf course was pitch-black after dark: when Paul was heading home on late winter afternoons he’d try to steady his nerve by playing guitar and singing at the top of his voice. If anybody came along he’d immediately stop and pretend it hadn’t been him, but on one occasion he was halted by a policeman; Paul felt sure he’d be arrested for a breach of the peace but the cop asked him for guitar lessons.17

      John’s house, on a busy dual-carriageway, was a semi-detached suburban villa given the name Mendips by its previous occupants. Paul came here less frequently than John’s covert visits to Forthlin Road, turning up mostly on weekends. Conditions at Mendips were different: there was no need for stealth but Mimi made clear what could and couldn’t be done in her house. After the first visit, Paul knew not to use the front door but to walk down the side and knock at the back, which led into the kitchen. (The front was rarely used.) Mimi would call upstairs, ‘John, your little friend’s here.’ She had always been patronising about his friends, telling him in plain language if she considered them lower class or in some other way not good enough for him. When Mimi said this the first time, John assured Paul, ‘That’s just the way she is, you mustn’t be offended.’18 Paul watched the two of them with a curious fascination.

      
         

        I thought John and Mimi had a very special relationship. She would always be making fun of him and he never took it badly; he was always very fond of her, and she of him. She struck me as being an honest woman who looked after John’s interests and would take the mickey, but she would also say these [belittling] things, purposeful put-downs. I never minded it, in fact I think she quite liked me – out of a put-down I could glean the knowledge that she liked me.19

      

      Mimi’s husband (John’s Uncle George) had died, and as the combination of a modest rental income and her state-widow’s pension was barely going to fund John’s feeding and raising, she took in lodgers, students from Liverpool University. There was always at least one in residence, sometimes three or four, and their need for quiet study meant that Mimi frequently had to remind John to keep the noise down. Also, like her nephew, she was a gluttonous reader and relished peace and quiet.

      Mimi didn’t deny John and Paul space to play their guitars, but insisted they use the porch. It was standing room only in here, another breath exchange, one boy with his back to the front of the house, the other with his back to the internal front door.20 (Despite Mimi’s ‘little friend’ jibe, Paul and John were the same height, almost fully grown.) The porch was no hardship because – with its high roof, art nouveau leaded windows and black-and-white-check tiled floor – it provided highly prized echo. Budding rock and rollers would do anything for that reverb, to be at least close to the heavenly slap echo sound of the great Elvis records. But for the traffic noise from Menlove Avenue – buses and cars speeding past – they could have been in Sun Studio, Memphis, Tennessee.

      It was in the porch (‘vestibule’ in Paul’s vocabulary) that John and Paul cracked the chords to Elvis’s Blue Moon, one of his first and best Sun records. In a sudden moment of joy, they found it was the same as Paul Anka’s recent hit Diana, C–A minor–F–G, known to them from this point as ‘the Diana chords’. Presley’s cover of Rodgers-Hart’s Blue Moon was an eerily minimalist blues and lent itself perfectly to the tiny echoing space. The porch was also good for whistling; Paul, who whistled well, appreciated anyone else who could do it tunefully and John was one of the best around. He often blew as accompaniment to Paul’s singing or playing.

      When Mimi went out shopping they would steal up to John’s little bedroom – the ‘box room’ over the front of the house – and play records. By early 1958, John had amassed a fair collection (some bought, others stolen) of Elvis and Lonnie Donegan. Paul remembers how they spent time trying to anticipate the next music trend, so they could write a song in that style. Convinced that rock and roll would die at any moment, Corporate America was trying to kill it, to save time, by kicking off the next kooky craze. John and Paul gave it some thought too, conjuring odd fusions like Latin-rock and rock-rumba and… then gave up. They learned that forcing an idea never worked, that songs had to come naturally. Plenty did: they hoped to write at least one in every session, and in this early period amassed perhaps twenty.

      Few are known beyond their title. I’ve Been Thinking That You Love Me, If Tomorrow Ever Comes, That’s My Woman, and Won’t You Please Say Goodbye. A song called Years Roll Along (‘It might have been winter when you told me…’) was never completed. One that was, which they both recognised as the best of this first batch of Lennon-McCartney Originals, was Love Me Do. Paul would recall it as a 50:50 effort with John, written in the front parlour at Forthlin Road, but John said it was almost entirely Paul’s. No recording of Love Me Do exists before the song changed shape and musical direction after four years had rolled along, but John and Paul both said how everything they wrote in this period was heavily influenced by Buddy Holly, including the vocal style.21

      A further early number – written mostly by John – was I Call Your Name, which he would describe as ‘my effort at a kind of blues’.22 It went down in the book as ANOTHER LENNON-MCCARTNEY ORIGINAL but Paul’s contribution may have been confined only to constructive criticism; he remembers working on it in John’s bedroom.

      Mendips was a window to another world for Paul. John used a portable typewriter to hammer out song words and also his poetry, and because he was a punchy and impatient typist, keystroke errors inevitably added to the jokes.23 John had been writing for years, creating his own cartoons, comics and newspapers with wild wordplay and ideas; songwriting was merely a recent addition to his locker. He ran the two on parallel tracks with no crossover – it was these ideas and words for the printed page and those ideas and words for the songs. Paul, who knew no one else with a typewriter and counted no other poet among his friends, was heavily impressed. John was deep, and there were few higher compliments. Paul would never forget (and always laugh at) the final lines of ‘The Tale Of Hermit Fred’, a poem John let him see, published in the Quarry Bank school magazine just before he left.

      
        
          
             

            I peel the bagpipes for my wife

            And cut all negroes’ hair

            As breathing is my very life

            And stop I do not dare.

          

        

      

      The McCartneys had always lived in council houses, cheek-by-jowl with the working classes. It gave them a usefully solid grounding in that particular reality, although Paul’s strongly aspirational mother made sure they considered themselves a cut above. By Paul’s personal definition, John was middle-class, and though there was much about his friend’s domestic situation he didn’t yet know or understand, this was how Paul saw and admired it. ‘John’s family was rather middle-class and it was a lot of his appeal to me. I’m attracted to that type of person, particularly in the British. John had relatives up in Edinburgh and one of them was a dentist – none of us knew people like that. So I was attracted to that. It wasn’t a social climbing thing, it’s just that I find it attractive.’24

      Paul spotted several other signposts to indicate John’s higher standing. In Mendips’ front room was a full bookshelf that included Sir Winston Churchill’s four-volume A History Of The English-Speaking Peoples and six-volume The Second World War, ten leather-bound folio editions John said he’d read, and had. They didn’t just have cats, they had pedigree cats. Paul had aunties but Mimi was John’s aunt. Then there was Mendips itself – ‘a house with a name, that was very posh; no one had houses with names where I came from, you were numbers’.25

      It was all irresistibly magnetic, but Paul’s predicament never changed: his dad didn’t approve. This wasn’t going to stop him, but he loved his dad and valued his own good reputation too much to openly rebel like John. It made John mad, and all the more determined to be the troublemaker Jim said he was.

      
         

        Paul always wanted the home life. He liked it with daddy and the brother… and obviously missed his mother. And his dad was the whole thing. Just simple things, [like] he wouldn’t go against his dad and wear drainpipe trousers. He treated Paul like a child all the time, cut his hair and telling him what to wear, at seventeen, eighteen. I was always saying, ‘Don’t take that shit off him!’ I was brought up by a woman so maybe it was different – but I wouldn’t let the old man treat me like that.26

      

      Through sheer force of personality, John Lennon changed others’ lives and many went willingly on the journey. For Paul McCartney, who had a fundamental need to be noticed, stepping forward with John was a natural move – he was aligning himself with someone people couldn’t avoid, and who thrust two fingers up to things in a way he envied but would rarely do in full view. At the same time, Paul could apply gloss, where needed, to minimise John’s trail of damage. Their musical group was formed in John’s image and driven ever onward by his restlessness, but without Paul he would have upset too many people too many times to make the progress they both craved. Paul’s other strengths were his great talent, his burning ambition and his high self-regard… and when John felt them becoming overbearing he’d pull him down a peg or two, as only he could.

      And so Lennon-McCartney stood shoulder to shoulder as equals, connected at every level, their considerable talents harmonised, their personalities meshed, their drive unchecked, their goal in focus. They were a union, stronger than the sum of their parts, and everything was possible.
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      The significance of the location was unknown to those present that murky day in 1962 when four lads stood in front of a huge tea warehouse by Liverpool’s dock road, having photos taken to publicise their first record. John Lennon certainly had no idea that the clearing of land on Saltney Street on which he was standing was where his family began their life in Liverpool, just a few among the hordes of starving and mostly illiterate Irish fleeing the potato famine in their homeland.

      At least one and a half million stricken Irish men, women and children sailed into Liverpool between 1845 and 1854. Plenty travelled on again, to America, Canada, Mexico and Australia, but a vast number stayed and few of those went very far: Saltney Street was hard by the docks of this great global seaport, ocean liners steaming up and down the River Mersey right at the end of the street. It’s still there today, though the horrors of its cholera-infested housing have been swept away. In Liverpool, history is everywhere you look.

       

      Mass emigration from Ireland didn’t begin with what came to be called the Great Famine. It had started a century earlier, when young generations sailed for a fresh start in the New World. Nor was this the first time a blight on the potato had caused widespread suffering, yet the consequences of the enormous failure of 1845, a natural disaster that lasted at least five years, caused the greatest upheaval of all. Potato was the staple and often only food of the country’s mass labouring classes; it kept the people fed, and ruled. As much as two-thirds of the Irish population of just over eight million – about 90 per cent of whom were Roman Catholic – toiled on tenant farms owned by the rich absentee landlords of England. The only crop that could be grown in sufficient quantity to feed them was the potato. Without it, people starved.1

      John Denvir, in The Irish In Britain, published 1892, pointed the finger of responsibility for the blight’s one-million death toll squarely at London. ‘With a government in sympathy with the people,’ he railed, ‘not a single human being in Ireland would have starved. The British government then, ruling in spite of them, stands charged with their murder.’2

      Denvir wrote too of the great hardships suffered by the refugees in transit, with ship accommodation ‘not so good as that for cattle’, how those fugitives carried the famine-fever, and how Liverpool, as the principal emigration port, saw the horrible results most intensely; three hundred thousand sick and poor Irish landed in Liverpool in 1847 alone. The number was confirmed by a local magistrate who also declared that within twelve hours of disembarkation the Famine Irish were to be ‘found in one of three classes – paupers, vagrants and thieves’.3 Although the Irish-born population in this corner of Lancashire was already sizeable, the city’s mercantile class was appalled by what was suddenly pouring into their midst. The Liverpool Mercury newspaper declared, ‘We have no right to sit still and let pestilence walk in amongst us,’ while the Liverpool Lion noted the arrival of ‘Irish Pauper, Esq. and family, attended by his suite, including Messrs Fever, Starvation, Taxes, Impudence and Knavery, etc.’

      These immigrants met with poverty the equal of any back home. Families lived twelve or more to a room; thirty thousand were housed in cellars below street level, without light or ventilation. Infection was rife.4 Locally, typhus was known as ‘the Irish disease’ on account of an outbreak in 1847 when 5845 of them died in just a few weeks.

      Such were the numbers of Irish pouring into Liverpool that records of arrival could not be kept, but once in Britain there’s a paper trail of census returns and birth, death and marriage certificates. James Lennon, born in or about 1829, was the son of Patrick Lennon, a farmer in County Down, one of the nine counties to form the province of Ulster. Their poverty- and blight-stricken smallholding held no future for the young man, so he fled across the Irish Sea to Liverpool where he managed to find work as a warehouseman and lived amid the cramped squalor of Vauxhall Road, a mile north of the city centre. In 1849, in St Anthony Chapel on Scotland Road, the slum-ridden heart of the new immigrant Catholic community, James Lennon, aged 20, married Irish-born Jane McConville, aged 16 to 18, and moved into Saltney Street with her family. She was illiterate – her mark was an X – and, inevitably, babies rapidly followed: Jane Lennon had at least eight before dying in childbirth aged about 36. Probably the third of these, born in 1855, was John Lennon, grandfather.

      When John Lennon was born, his family lived near Lime Street train station (opened 1836). Documents show an itinerant clan, every infant born somewhere different, but always ‘at home’, as was the way (the few hospitals were expensive and disease was rampant). James Lennon is usually described in these papers as a ‘Labourer’, and times were doubtless very tough indeed. The 1851 census shows he and Jane living with their first child at 51 Saltney Street with eleven others. Period maps show nine public houses in the immediate vicinity – one on every street corner and more halfway along. The Irish had brought Ireland to Liverpool. What few pennies men earned from whatever work they could get typically went on the ale or spirits, despite their families starving and shivering a few yards away.

      And what wretched homes too many of them had. Saltney Street was full of what were known as ‘court houses’, as described vividly in a Borough Engineer’s report of the time:

      
         

        The houses are generally built back to back; one end of the court, as a rule, is closed either by houses, or, which is worse, by the privies and ashpits, and the only air supplied to the inhabitants must pass over their foul contents, liquid filth oozing through their walls, and pestiferous gases flowing into the windows. In the borough there are 3273 courts, containing 18,610 houses; that the average number of houses in a court is 5.86, and the average number of inhabitants to a house is a fraction more than six, it will be found that upwards of a fifth part of the population of Liverpool is condemned to live in these morally and physically unwholesome dwellings.5

      

      Such shocking conditions, such moral and physical pollution, were usually the only kind within the means of the labouring and casually employed poor, and yet families had to pay rents (to private landlords) of between 2s 6d and 6s a week to abide in such decay. And with no means to pay it, families moved on, on and on again, their barefoot children and meagre possessions carted over the cobblestone streets on backs of barrows.

       

      Who Do They Think They Are?

       

      i. John Lennon, paternal background*

      John Lennon, the grandfather, born 12 January 1855, led a life of mysteries, intrigue, dead-ends and deceptions just as one might wish for a Lennon. Legal documents, the ones he couldn’t help but complete, show how no job lasted long:

      
         

        Warehouseman, bookkeeper, miller’s bookkeeper, railway clerk, brewer’s clerk, sugar warehouseman, grain warehouseman, freight clerk, stevedore master, dock labourer, shipping clerk, freight clerk, dock labourer, freight clerk, shipping clerk, freight clerk, dock labourer, freight clerk.

      

      John (sometimes Jack) Lennon was a character. He first married in 1879 to Annie Skalley, daughter of an Irish labourer and his Scots wife. What happened next is disappointingly foggy, but – calling himself a bachelor – he married again in 1888 to Margaret Cowley; the wedding was held at the Chapel of the Immaculate Conception in West Derby, formerly a separate town north of Liverpool but by this point one of the suburbs. Immaculate Conception was stretching things a bit: Margaret was six months pregnant, and surely by the conventional method. At least two children resulted from this union, one of whom lived long: Mary Elizabeth Lennon, born 1888, who settled in Australia. A boy, Michael, died eighteen days after Margaret perished in the act of his delivery, in 1892.6 John then raised Mary with the aid of a housekeeper, Mary ‘Polly’ Maguire, and by 1894 Polly was pregnant.*

      So many are the tales of John Lennon as the life of every party, he was evidently a happy-go-lucky soul who sang loud and often in ale-houses. One anecdote takes place in a pub called the Flat Iron on Walton Breck Road, just along from Anfield football stadium. Lennon would have been here because, by the 1890s, his dad was running a business, James Lennon and Co, car proprietors, and the garage – also their home – was two doors along from the pub.† The Flat Iron victualler was one Thomas Jagger, and the Lennons were regular customers. One tale has Polly, wearing the shawl then typical of Liverpool Irishwomen, bursting into Jagger’s packed and boozy hostelry on a Christmas Eve to find John Lennon standing on a table, in full voice. ‘Here entereth the woman now!’ he roared, to which she screamed, ‘Get home with your bloody wages.’7

      This same family also included a priest: John’s younger brother William, born 1857. He was preordained, sent to Roman Catholic boarding school as prep for his calling, and led a fascinating life and career. His longest stint (1890–1905) was at St Joseph’s church in Blundellsands, an immense and handsome Gothic construction in this rural seaside hamlet north of Liverpool. To raise funds, he organised an ambitious Grand Bazaar, held in the Town Hall in neighbouring Waterloo in October 1899. So noteworthy was this event he received a very special missive:

      
         

        Telegram

        from His Holiness the Pope, Rome 

        To Monsignor Lennon:

        ‘The Pope blesses Blundellsands bazaar, promoters and supporters’

      

      The surname being what it is, what little has been reported up to now of Father William Lennon has also had the whiff of scandal. One of his nephews, Charles Lennon, rather incoherently remarked, ‘My dad’s brother was a priest in Birkenhead until he started playing around with the women. He lost all his vows.’ It’s also been said that Father Lennon was dismissed from a ministry in Wallasey over a relationship with his housekeeper.8 This is possible but unprovable: Lennon lived for many years with the same unmarried servant, an Irishwoman named Lucy Kavanagh, but census returns describe him as celibate, and while Catholic records indicate nervous breakdowns and a possible drink problem, there’s no mention of misdemeanours.9

      The longest relationship in the life of John Lennon was with Mary Maguire, his housekeeper ‘Polly’. From this union came Alfred Lennon, father of John. Polly was almost seventeen years younger than her man, and of strong Celtic, Protestant stock. Her father was an Irish-born horse-keeper, her mother (maiden name Porteous) a blend of Scots and Irish; they lived in the dreaded court housing and were illiterate: Polly too could only scratch her name as an X. Still, she had the bravery, bravado and bosom of so many of her kind. Short, solid, muscly, her hair packed tightly into a bun, she had an earthy wit and claimed a psychic ability, saying she could see ghosts. There were plenty around. Her life with Lennon was full of incident: while he, an inveterate drinker and gambler, was ever hopeful of winning a fortune, telling Polly she’d soon be ‘farting against silk’, she seemed to be eternally pregnant or grieving. These were their comings and goings:

      
         

        child 1 birth: John Lennon, 4 September 1894

        child 1 death: John Lennon, died of diarrhoea and convulsions, aged thirteen months, 2 October 1895

        child 2 birth: Walter Lennon, 9 November 1896

        child 3 birth: John Arthur Lennon, 8 November 1897

        child 2 death: Walter Lennon, died of bronchitis and convulsions, aged eighteen months, 15 May 1898

        child 3 death: John Arthur Lennon, died of diarrhoea, aged eight months, 10 July 1898

        child 4 birth: Catherine Lennon, 1 March 1899

        child 4 death: Catherine Lennon, died of convulsions, aged twenty-three days, 24 March 1899

        child 5 birth: Beatrice Lennon, 24 May 1900

        child 5 death: Beatrice Lennon, died of meningitis, aged seven months, 3 January 1901

        child 6 birth: William Lennon, 9 December 1901

        child 6 death: William Lennon, died of teething convulsions, aged nine months, 26 August 1902

        child 7 birth: Leonard Joseph Lennon, 15 March 1904*

        child 7 death: Leonard Joseph Lennon, died of epidemic diarrhoea, aged five months, 10 August 1904

        child 8 birth: George Lennon, 14 August 1905

        child 9 birth: Herbert Lennon, 18 April 1908

        child 10 birth: Sydney Lennon, 26 June 1909

        child 11 birth: Harold Lennon, 12 November 1910

        child 11 death: Harold Lennon, died of epidemic diarrhoea, aged nine months, 21 August 1911

        child 12 birth: Alfred Lennon, born 14 December 1912

      

      … at which point, a bizarre thing happened – they got married. They said they were married on all those birth and death certificates, and also in the 1901 and 1911 censuses, but this was false. They weren’t, although why they weren’t is frustratingly unclear. There appears to have been no impediment beyond the usual (considerable) problem of mixing Catholic and Protestant. (What happened to John Lennon’s marriage to Annie Skalley isn’t known, but it hadn’t prevented him marrying Margaret Cowley nine years later.) The fact remains that on 27 January 1915, having already borne twelve of his children and put eight of them into the ground, a heavily pregnant Polly finally tied the knot with John Lennon at West Derby Register Office. For obvious reasons, this was some distance from Toxteth, where they’d lived sixteen years.10

      After this, two further children were produced… 

      
         

        child 13 birth: Edith Lennon, born 21 March 1915

        child 14 birth: Charles Lennon, born 25 November 1918

      

      … before, with Polly 47 and John 63, nature finally decreed the breeding cease.

      While the fact that John Lennon produced twelve children with an unmarried woman was not known to the authorities, nor surely to friends and neighbours, his family did know. And, for obvious reasons, Father Lennon was appalled at his brother’s immorality. Worse, after a number of her babies died, Polly decided she’d had enough of calling them Catholic.11 Every child afterwards was baptised Protestant, at St John the Baptist church in Toxteth. This was all too much for Father Lennon. One day he marched on the Lennon family home at 57 Copperfield Street,12 as Sydney Lennon’s daughter Joyce describes:

      
         

        He accused Polly of ‘living in sin’ and said the children were bastards. He must have been a brave man. The front door here opened on to the street and she opened the door and suggested he leave. He said no, he wouldn’t, he was waiting for his brother to come home, so she helped him leave. My dad witnessed this – she took him by his collar and the seat of his pants and threw him out into Copperfield Street and made him stay out there until John came home. When he did, John said, ‘If she’s thrown you out then you’d better stay out.’13

      

      The eventful Liverpool life of the first John Lennon, grandfather to the second, came to an end on 3 August 1921 when, at the age of 66, his body gave out to cirrhosis of the liver, a frequent cause of death in this hard-drinking community. (His priest brother then died twenty-three days later, from pneumonia.) According to custom, his body would have been laid out in the parlour prior to burial, with pennies on his eyes.* Pennies were about all Polly had to manage the family. No prospect now of farting against silk. The six surviving offspring – known as George, Bert, Syd, Alf, Edith and Charles – often went hungry. For discipline, Polly kept a cane hanging on the back wall in the kitchen and certainly wasn’t afraid to apply it to arses. For entertainment there was music: it’s said that all the family were musical, and though they couldn’t afford a piano they all played harmonica, were naturally tuneful whistlers, and Alf – like his father – was a keen and accomplished singer.

      All the Lennon boys, Alf included, were educated at Upper Park Street School in Toxteth. Typical of the time, George, Bert and Syd left at 14 and went straight into work or the unemployment queue – but one of the brothers proceeded to receive a far superior education. Alf, it seems, was always held to be the lucky one. Having inherited his dad’s looks and endless joie-de-vivre – if there was a song to be sung, he sang it, just like his father – he also seemed blessed with his notion of good fortune. As Polly once said to her twelfth child, ‘If you fell down the khazi you’d come up with a rope of pearls around your neck.’14 This was said despite the fact that malnutrition had visited rickets upon the lad – a common condition among the poor – and Alf wore leg-irons for what was probably a considerable part of his young life.

      Yet Alf did derive direct, charitable benefit from their poverty. In April 1924, when he was eleven and Edith nine, Polly could no longer afford for them to live at home and they were accepted as boarders at the Liverpool Blue Coat School (aka Blue Coat Hospital) in Wavertree, the city’s oldest foundation for the free maintenance and education of orphans and fatherless children. There was one proviso: Protestants only. Several certificates were hastily sought to prove a half-truth.

      Alf received a fine education at the Blue Coat. Handwritten letters from later in his life exhibit a confident command of English grammar and vocabulary; he was also properly fed, benefited from free medical attention and, along with every other Blue Coat boy, was regularly marched along Church Road to Bioletti’s, the barber’s shop at the nearby Penny Lane roundabout, for a severe haircut. There was no mistaking the children in their regulation uniform: top hats, cassock-like blue coats with silver buttons and tails, silver waistcoats, blue trousers.

      Discipline at the Blue Coat was inevitably harsh and this was never more tellingly experienced by Alf Lennon than on the occasion he ran away. Perhaps at the end of a school holiday when he was about 13, Alf was taken by his brother Syd to a local Variety theatre. The show they saw was Casey’s Court Circus, a riotous jamboree that constantly toured Britain, masterminded by the impresario and entertainer Will Murray. He himself appeared on stage as Mrs Casey, supposed mother of thirty juveniles who performed a wild entertainment, its ‘bill matter’ on posters being A Laugh! A Yell!! A Scream!!! It was standard for Murray to come front-of-cloth at the end of each show and ask if any nippers in the audience were good and able to join the merry throng. Such an appeal was never more received by eager ears than at this very time because Charlie Chaplin, the era’s single greatest international film star, had once been a pal in the Casey’s Court gang. Who wouldn’t wish to follow in his waddling footsteps to unimagined wealth? Alf Lennon, in his leg-irons, certainly did, and eagerly he stepped forward.

      It’s said that he impressed at an on-the-spot audition with a stout turn of I Do Like To Be Beside The Seaside. A place was offered, but papers had to be signed by the boy’s parents, sanctioning his removal from school and the termination of his education. With dad dead, and Polly incapable of performing a signature, it fell to Syd (the most sensible of all the Lennon boys) and he would endorse no such escapade. Stories have it that Alf promptly ran away with the Circus, spending a week with the revue in Glasgow, and further have it that he was then dragged back to the Blue Coat and humiliated by the headmaster in front of everyone.15 He was probably reminded of the school motto, Non sibi sed omnibus, ‘Not for himself but for all’, and he was mocked about his height – at this time Alf stood no more than five feet nothing, possibly less, and was reputedly sensitive about it. No matter what shame was heaped upon him, though, the ember of enthusiasm for performing was never extinguished in Alf Lennon, who would always cherish the idea of becoming an entertainer and always sang or whistled when the moment was right… and just as often when it wasn’t.

      Alf’s years as a whistling Blue Coat boy came to an end in August 1929.16 The school gave two new suits to departing pupils and found placements for them; Alf was handed an office job with Eills and Company, a shipping concern in Hanover Street owned by one of the city’s most prominent families. Three weeks later, while ambling with his slightly unsteady gait along the Broad Walk in Sefton Park (‘Sevvy’), a popular romancing spot known to its users as the Monkey Rack, the 16-year-old Alf Lennon met the 15-year-old Julia Stanley… 

       

      ii. John Lennon, maternal background

      John Lennon’s maternal family was mostly Protestant. His great-grandfather William Henry Stanley, born 1846 in Birmingham and named after his father, had moved to Liverpool by 1868 when, at 21, he married Eliza Jane Gildea. She was born in Omagh, County Tyrone, another of the Ulster counties, and they set up home together in Everton, in the north end of Liverpool. In 1874 their third son was born, George Ernest Stanley, the ‘Pop’ John Lennon would know until losing him at the

      
      
      
        
        
      

      
      
        
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
      
      
      
        
        
        
        
        
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
        
        
      

      
      iii. Paul McCartney, paternal background
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      vii. Richard ‘Richy’ Starkey, paternal background†
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The value of £1 in these years, comparable to 2013

1850
1860
1870
1880
1890
1900
1910
1920
1930
1940
1941

£72.10
£64.71
£63.08
£66.40
£78.86
£81.40
£74.21
£27.58
£43.46
£3735
£34.52

1942
1943
1944
1945
1946
1947
1948
1949
1950
1951
1952

£3431
£34.50
£34.19
£33.75
£33.70
£33.49
£3137
£30.51
£29.63
£27.15
£24.85

1953
1954
1955
1956
1957
1958
1959
1960
1961
1962

£24.11
£23.67
£22.66
£21.58
£20.82
£20.21
£20.09
£19.89
£19.23
£18.45

Source: Bank of England/International Monetary Fund

The value of £1in US $

1915
1925
1932
1934
1940
1949
1950-62

470
487
3.69
5.00
4.03
3.72
2.80
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