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To the memory of Derek Hood, drummer extraordinaire, who was always handy with, as he put it, ‘a big, flappy Ringo roll’





1 SCREEN TO SCREEN, FACE TO FACE Conversations with Ringo, 2024 and 2010

The video call flashed into life and there he was.

‘Morning, Tom!’

I don’t know quite why I did it. But probably through some weird mixture of nerves and anticipation, I greeted him with an involuntary and very Scottish, ‘r’s-rolling cry of ‘Rrrrrrrrringo! How you doing, man?’

‘I’m grrrrrrrreat!’ he echoed back with a laugh, sounding like Tony the Tiger with an exaggerated Scouse burr.

It was Tuesday, 12 November 2024, 6 p.m. in my loft room in north London (where I’d kicked the mess into the corners and out of shot ahead of the call), 10 a.m. in Los Angeles where Ringo Starr sat in his Roccabella West home studio. He looked trim and dapper: gold-rimmed, gradient-lensed shades, dark brown-dyed beard and side-parted hair; black Teddy Boy-styled jacket with a rocker-popped, white-trimmed collar and a purple camo T-shirt matched with a silver peace symbol pendant.

On the wall behind his head were two of his self-created art pieces: a large, psychedelically spin-painted star and one of his digital doodles that he enjoyed messing around with on his laptop while on tour. This one, which he’d created in 2005 and titled OOO Man Two, was a cartoonish pop-art close-up of a bespectacled and moon-eyed bloke whose expression appeared to be frozen somewhere between surprise and terror.

On either side of Ringo hung assorted items of memorabilia from his long and head-spinning career. A vintage black Gibson SG electric guitar adorned with silver stars. A circular clock featuring the image of himself and his fellow Fabs as seen on the cover of 2013 Beatles compilation On Air – Live at the BBC Volume 2. One highly significant frame contained an original ticket for his first official gig in ‘The Fabulous Beatles Band’: Saturday, 18 August 1962, at an ‘After Show Dance’ on the Wirral, held by the Port Sunlight Horticultural Society.

It may have been bright and early on his side of the world, but his demeanour was chipper. At the age of 84, at least on today’s evidence, he remained irrepressibly jovial. It was also noticeable that, unlike some other longtime British rock star residents of LA, there was very little Californian corruption of his seemingly indelible Liverpool accent, other than the word ‘and’ twanged to ‘end’.

We were talking via Zoom for a MOJO magazine feature mainly celebrating the fact that, a mere five-and-half decades after his Nashville-recorded, second post-Beatles solo album, Beaucoups of Blues, Ringo was set to release a quickly recorded, surprise follow-up country album. His last full album had been 2019’s What’s My Name (no question mark) and since then he’d committed to only releasing a series of EPs.

Look Up, produced and largely written by T Bone Burnett, who’d known Starr since the ’70s, had rapidly expanded from another planned EP into a full album. In fact, the record’s swift realisation had taken Starr aback too.

‘Oh, it was an absolute surprise to me,’ he marvelled, explaining that he’d recorded his drum and vocal contributions to the album at home in a mere handful of takes. ‘I just went into that room right there,’ he said, gesturing to the left towards his studio live room, ‘and played drums. In an hour, we’d done seven songs.’

‘I sat about five feet from him,’ Burnett told me the week before. ‘He would do two takes and then, “Next song!”.’ The producer, a Beatles fan since his youth, was thrilled during the session to learn that Starr was playing the same pair of hi-hat cymbals he’d used on the Beatles’ earth-quaking appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show in 1964. Burnett had since re-watched that and other early Beatle performances and been struck by the poetic thought that ‘those girls screaming were harmonising with his hi-hat. Ringo put the electricity into them. He was that wild energy that set everybody off.’



It was clear that, even as an octogenarian, Ringo still liked to do everything at pace. Especially his interviews. Similar to my experiences of talking to Paul McCartney, Starr was not entirely jaded by the notion of talking to a writer. But there were strict (and rigorously adhered to) time limits placed on interview lengths by both. Paul’s was half an hour. Ringo’s was twenty minutes.

Knowing this, I’d worked for two whole days on my notes for our chat. Then, once we got going, the challenge was to get through as many topics as possible before, as with a contestant on a game show, the buzzer sounded. Throughout, Starr’s amiable US publicist Elizabeth Freund silently listened in on our conversation. Thankfully, in these constrained circumstances, Ringo’s responses tended to be short, honest and to the point, and entirely free of minutes-devouring digressions or waffle.

I asked him about the lifelong appeal of country music for him, which ran from his childhood idolisation of singing cowboy Gene Autry, through many of his vocal and song contributions to the Beatles, and now, on into his eighties. It’s heavily emotional music, I pointed out…

‘Well, yeah, I’m an emotional guy,’ he said, before turning strangely self-conscious. ‘I can’t wait for those headlines,’ he boomed with laughter. ‘But I am in a way…’

‘I think, y’know, maybe, it suits his personality,’ McCartney reckoned of Starr’s love for – and compatibility with – country. ‘He’s a very sincere, straightforward guy and I think that’s the sort of theme behind a lot of country music.’

Perhaps for that reason, Look Up was Ringo’s best album in years, not least because Burnett had tastefully matched his vocal performances with simpatico modern country foils (Larkin Poe, Molly Tuttle, Billy Strings) and, lyrically, aimed to get inside Starr’s head.

‘I was trying to write in his voice and into his aesthetic,’ Burnett said. ‘I just wanted to do something that was true to him.’ The producer, previously responsible for a series of top-quality late-career records by Roy Orbison, Robert Plant/Alison Krauss and Elton John/Leon Russell, felt that Starr still had a solid, credible album left in him.

‘He was always doing light-hearted things,’ he gently noted. ‘He never did, like, serious music, really. With this record, I wanted to take him as seriously as I thought he should be taken. As a musician, as a singer, as an artist.’

Ahead of the project, Burnett was inspired by a chance hearing, on Sirius XM Radio’s The Beatles Channel, of Ringo’s crooning rendition of Harry Nilsson’s ‘Easy for Me’, from Starr’s 1974’s Goodnight Vienna LP. ‘I thought, Man, this cat…’ he sighed. ‘Nobody has talked about what a beautiful singer he is.’

Starr, meanwhile, praised Burnett’s attention to detail in terms of finding the right keys for his vocals, while pointing out that often people sent him prospective songs that were way beyond his natural range.

‘They’re in F demented,’ he quipped, Ringoishly. ‘Y’know, I’d have to lose my legs to reach that high. But these are all, like, the right key. They’re really great.’

He admitted, however, that, in his advanced years, maintaining a functioning singing voice on tour with his All-Starr Band could sometimes be a challenge.

‘Well, it gets worn out very fast. I mean, I can get through the show. I have a singing tape that a guy gave me in 1989 and I still have it. I put that on.’ He sang up and down a scale to demonstrate: ‘No, no, no, no!’ Then, he hit a high note. ‘Weeeee!’

In Look Up’s closing track, ‘Thankful’, Starr’s sole writing contribution to the album (with collaborator Bruce Sugar), Ringo had produced what T Bone Burnett reckoned to be ‘the most personal song he’s ever done’. In its lyrics, he referred to troubled times in the past when he’d lost sight of what mattered in his life, before declaring that love for his wife of forty-three years, former model/film star Barbara Bach, had made him a better man. He even happily reported that it was a beautiful day in California as he wrote the song’s words.

A longtime habitué of Los Angeles, having lived in the city on and off since 1973, Starr became a permanent resident there in 2014 after selling up his last home in England – Rydinghurst in Surrey. For someone who’d grown up in wartime and post-war Liverpool, California must have seemed like paradise to him. But when the Beatles first came to the US in 1964, he’d initially fancied living in New York.

‘Then we went on tours around,’ he explained, ‘and we’d come to LA. And so it was like, New York? Yeah. (Having second thoughts). Uh, maybe LA… New York! Maybe LA. (Decisively) L… A! I just loved the atmosphere. I loved the light. I loved the heat.’

Not that Ringo ever felt the urge to grab a surfboard and become a beach boy.

‘It took me seven years to go to the ocean,’ he beamed. ‘A limo took me down to the Pacific Coast Highway. I got out the car, walked across the beach, put my feet in the water, turned around, walked back to the car and went for lunch.’

It was a funny yarn that was at the same time indicative of his generally breezy approach to life. ‘I love that there’s no big plans. It’s just like you go with the flow, and the flow is good, y’know.’

By the time we were nearing the crucial twenty-minute cut-off point, we’d managed to zip through everything from his early influences – from Gene Vincent to Marvin Gaye to Lightnin’ Hopkins (whose music had inspired him to consider emigrating to Texas in his early twenties) – to his ‘Starr Time’ singing turns with his late-’50s/early-’60s band Rory Storm and the Hurricanes, and the fateful day when Brian Epstein knocked on his front door, asking him to join the Beatles for a lunchtime session at the Cavern. We moved through his writing of songs such as ‘Don’t Pass Me By’ and ‘Octopus’s Garden’, on to his first solo albums, Sentimental Journey and Beaucoups of Blues. Then, we circled back to his sickly boyhood – stuck in hospital for two years in total, after bouts of peritonitis and tuberculosis – and to the first time, as a left-hander, he sat down at a right-handed drum kit, serendipitously informing his unique playing style.

Finally, we projected forwards into the future with his upcoming touring plans. As we sailed over our allotted time, Starr was caught up in an anecdote about when, post his (and Bach’s) 1988 rehab treatment in Arizona, he had, the following year, put together the first line-up of his All-Starr Band and returned to touring with a group of friends that included his close drumming buddy Jim Keltner (John Lennon, Bob Dylan), Joe Walsh of the then-defunct Eagles, and Rick Danko and Levon Helm of the Band. Ringo remembered being genuinely surprised when everyone he called up instantly accepted the gig.

‘I just went through my phone book,’ he said. ‘Oh, Joe Walsh. “Yeah.” Levon. “Yeah.” Rick. “Yeah.” Y’know… Dr John. Well, it was a bit interesting with him. I was in Monte Carlo and I called him, and we had a friend helping us, and after the phone call, I said, “I don’t think he wants to be in the band.” ’

The go-between later told Starr he’d received a call from Dr John, who was equally convinced that, by the end of their conversation, Ringo didn’t want him involved. The problem, it transpired, had been a miscommunication, due to the pair’s clashing Liverpool/New Orleans accents.

‘He was difficult sometimes to understand,’ Ringo laughed, as we broke into our twenty-second minute. Of course, I cheekily pushed for another question before Elizabeth Freund politely cut me off: ‘I’m so sorry, but we’re over time.’

Bzzzzzzzzzz.

‘OK, no worries,’ I said.

‘Anyway, brother,’ said Ringo. ‘Great talking to you. And… remember… peace and love.’

His enthusiasm was infectious. It was impossible not to flash the peace and love sign back at him. Both hands.



I’d met Ringo once before, face to face.

The date was 12 April 2010, a Monday. It was just after 4 p.m., in the ground-floor boardroom of the Apple Records headquarters, situated in a townhouse discreetly tucked away in Ovington Square, Knightsbridge. As a black-and-white image of Starr and his three former Beatles bandmates, in their last fully functional year of 1969, stared down from the wall behind him, the real, modern-day Ringo sat opposite me across the table, sipped bottled water and turned to my recorder.

Dressed down but well-groomed (in black T-shirt, suit jacket and jeans), diminutive (5 foot 6) and impressively svelte for his then-sixty-nine years, he was in London to talk about his sixteenth solo album in four decades. He’d named it Y Not, in flippant response to anticipated queries as to why – what with all his money and fame – he had even bothered making another record.

Similarly, I was there to chat to him for MOJO, in an encounter that lasted all of seventeen highly entertaining minutes, again overseen by Elizabeth Freund, her eye on the clock. (The arrangement had been for us to speak for the usual twenty minutes, but there was an air of urgency, as he was running behind schedule.)

At this point, Starr had earned something of a reputation as a curmudgeon, not least because of his October 2008 video announcement on his website that he was henceforth refusing to respond to any further fan mail, including requests for autographs. But on this day, he was upbeat, mischievous and frank.

Even in this short space of time, I caught flashes of various Ringos. Cheeky chappie. Comedy grump. Characterful and inventive musician with a deep understanding of his drumming craft. Surprisingly dogged love-and-peacenik. Devoted practitioner of Transcendental Meditation. Happily still-touring bandleader (even then past typical retirement age).

During that conversation, he became even more animated when you veered off the expected topical paths, away from well-worn lines of enquiry. Despite his Californian lifestyle, salty, working-class Richy Starkey from the Dingle was still very much in evidence behind the ever-present sunglasses and tanned exterior – particularly when, around our sixteenth minute, I asked him to tell me something he’d never told an interviewer before.

‘Fuck off!’ he mock-snapped, grinning.

‘What?’ I said. ‘You’ve never told an interviewer to fuck off before?’

‘I have, actually,’ he laughed. ‘But I’m not gonna tell you nothing… and if I’ve got something really special to tell someone, I’m gonna tell you?’

This front of playful argumentativeness sometimes gave way to glimpses of the self-doubt that had apparently plagued him on and off down the years. Like McCartney, Ringo remained a working musician to his bones. But, before this album, he’d never been a producer of his own records.

‘I didn’t have the courage, maybe, to, like produce,’ he confessed.

As to his decision to now oversee his recording process, Starr shrugged. ‘It’s just how it was. There was no big masterplan: “I’m waiting”. The solo records I started with George Martin and then Richard Perry and Don Was. I just left it in their hands actually. This one I just started, and it was going well, and I knew what I wanted, and I had a lot of good friends coming over… musicians to play and help out. Then I thought, Well, I’m going to just finish this and, finally, put my stamp on it.

‘For me, listening to my record,’ he added with a wry chuckle, as he briefly pondered what Ringo’s ‘stamp’ represented, ‘there’s a lot of space and there’s not a lot of harmony.’ It was true. Starr’s first self-production, reflecting his unfussy nature, was characterised by a stripped-back rock sound and no extraneous layers of backing vocals.

Still, as a former Beatle, he was a magnet for fellow musos, as evidenced by the procession of different players through his home studio during the making of Y Not: the likes of his good pal (and, since 2008, with his marriage to Marjorie Bach) brother-in-law Joe Walsh, former Tom Petty and the Heartbreakers keyboard player Benmont Tench, one-time Eurythmic Dave Stewart… Beatles nuts all.

I wondered whether being the Fab in the room was ever noticeably off-putting for these former teenage fans-turned-seasoned players. Ringo reckoned it wasn’t, stressing that his approach to directing the sessions was altogether laid back, spontaneous and old-school. ‘I didn’t do charts or anything. “Well, you can play, can’t you? Bom bom bom. Get on with it.” So, that’s how it worked out. I mean, the joke is, if you were passing our house in LA, you’re on the record.’

Often, it seemed, from Los Angeles, Starr’s thoughts tended to wander back in the direction of his hometown in north-west England. This latest album featured the second instalment of his intended autobiography-in-song, begun in 2008 with the title track of his previous album, Liverpool 8 (referring to L8, the postcode district containing his childhood haunts of Toxteth and the Dingle), wherein he’d given a bluff, if misty-eyed and hopefully anthemic account of the years 1956 to 1965. The second part was the altogether darker ‘The Other Side of Liverpool’, depicting a dank, grey 1950s Merseyside involving factory work, public baths and playing skiffle gigs in return for warm ale.

Ringo wasn’t sure if growing older was making him more nostalgic.

‘I don’t know… I think the song just came naturally because of “Liverpool 8”. That was from, y’know, “I was in a factory and then I was at Shea Stadium.” In a song, in two lines, you can say eight paragraphs.’

The Beatles had, of course, helped to romanticise Liverpool as a place. In ‘The Other Side of Liverpool’, it sounded as if Ringo was trying to puncture that myth.

‘Well, I was born there and, yeah, the holidays went on forever and it was always sunny… and the streets in Liverpool 8 were all avenues. But I’ve been back since and they’re really not. There was another side of Liverpool that I lived in and that’s what I tried to express.’

Interestingly, unlike many of his rock star peers who’d penned their memoirs (or had them ghosted), he insisted he’d never write an actual autobiography.

‘No, that’s the point of these songs. I was asked to write an autobiography. I don’t really want to write a book because you only want to hear about 1962 to 1970. You’re not really interested in my growing up. I don’t believe that. So I can put it in a song a lot easier – and it’s a lot less painful, I think.’

In his mind, his autobiography would be a forbiddingly hefty proposition.

‘There’d be nine volumes before I got to the Beatles,’ he smiled, ‘and fifteen after. So it would go on forever.’



One highly notable guest on Y Not was Paul McCartney. It was the first time since 1997, and Ringo’s fair-to-middling 1998-released Vertical Man LP, that McCartney had stepped back into the studio to play on one of Starr’s solo records.

Back in 1970, their friendship had suffered a severe dent in the grim days of the Beatles’ breakup, especially after Starr turned up on McCartney’s doorstep in St John’s Wood at the end of March that year. He had been sent by the others as the affable emissary to deliver a letter informing Paul they’d all instructed EMI to delay the release of his McCartney solo album to give the upcoming Let It Be some retail breathing space.

McCartney angrily refused to compromise, threw Starr out of his house and ended up releasing his own record in the middle of April, forcing Let It Be’s release to be pushed back to May. But even after the gnarly Beatles court battle of 1971, where McCartney successfully won the right to have a receiver brought in to oversee the band’s financial affairs, his and Ringo’s friendship had been repaired quickly. The drummer initially remained closer to Harrison and Lennon during the early ’70s, in the three’s misguided alliance with their appointed manager, the McCartney-hated Allen Klein. But Paul had then performed on two tracks – and co-written one (with Linda), the regretful, if scarf-waving pop of ‘Six O’Clock’ – on Ringo’s standout, self-titled album of 1973. It had, in fact, featured all four Beatles together on vinyl for the first time since their split, although, tantalisingly, not all on the same tracks.

Now, there was a certain poignancy to hearing the two surviving Beatles harmonising together, their voices audibly aged, on ‘Walk with You’ from Y Not, a song that was evidently about friendship. In terms of his relationship with Paul, Ringo insisted, surprisingly, that it was in better shape than when they’d worked together intensively in the ’60s.

‘Well, the friendship has grown over the years because we have. Y’know, we’re not living with each other, and he has his life, and I have mine. But if we’re in the same country and hopefully the same town, we say, “Hi”.’ I went to see him here [at the O2 in London] in December [2009]. It was great. It was like a family affair.’

McCartney’s long-time touring drummer, Abe Laboriel Jr, is a powerful and impressively adaptable player. But did Ringo ever watch him performing old Beatles songs and think to himself, He’s not getting that pattern right?

‘No, I never do,’ he grinned. ‘Abe does really good. I played with them in New York. We did a TM show [a Transcendental Meditation benefit for the David Lynch Foundation at Radio City Music Hall in April ’09] and I got up and I sang “…Little Help…” with Paul’s band. So, it’s not like we won’t play together. It’s just that, y’know, I’m not going on tour with him.’

I pointed out that Paul had a slightly odd habit of referring to the Beatles in the third person – for instance, ‘They were the greatest little rock band going’ – as if to divorce himself from the phenomenon and maintain his sanity. Ringo could relate.

‘Well, I think we’ve put it in its place now… they… y’know… the Beatles were fab,’ he laughed.

When it came to the ongoing reissue programme of the Beatles’ records, Ringo was a fan of the remastering – and remixing, care of Giles Martin – process that, in the manner of painstaking art restoration, revealed more of the details of their recordings as time passed.

‘What I like,’ he pointed out, brightly, ‘from the Love [2006 ‘mashup’ remix] album on, really, is they’ve actually now found a way to bring the drums up. You can really hear the drums! And people are saying, “Ooh God, he can play.” ’

Everyone could now clearly hear how he drove that band and those songs on…

‘And that was what was happening. But they didn’t have the capacity to put it on the record in those days. You never heard a bass drum.

‘You heard doof-doof-doof-doof…’ he added, thumping out a muffled 4/4 beat on the Apple boardroom table. ‘Then, with stereo, we got a bit better. And, now, the way they can clean up the tracks is incredible. And I don’t think it detracts at all. Y’know, there’s some aficionados out there [affects a plummy tone] “Oh, I like the mono”. Well, that’s good. I like the stereo. We can all like whatever. We’re still talking about twelve records here.’

In the 1980s, even after the horrific murder of John Lennon, the Beatles’ standing, and influence, had waned. Only in the mid-’90s, with the Anthology outtakes albums and TV documentary series, had a new appreciation of the band begun to grow.

‘I think it gave people another point of view,’ Ringo offered. ‘It gave us a human aspect to that madness. We were here and we had gone through it. We could sit together and we had a laugh. So I think it was a good thing.

‘What was incredible, the one thing that blew my mind, was that the guy who was interviewing us… which was Jools Holland… he says, “The second time you played Shea…” I said, “What? We played it twice?” ’Cos it was so big the one time. And then they went and interviewed George, who didn’t know what I’d said. [Holland] said, “George, the second time you played Shea…” and he said, “What? We played it twice?”

‘So, we all had brain damage. And we all had brain alignment.’

If, ultimately, the Beatles’ lasting message had essentially been one of love, dovetailing in 1969 with John Lennon’s determination to use his fame to promote world peace, it was Starr who’d taken it onwards into the twenty-first century. ‘Peace and love’ had become a Ringo catchphrase. Did he feel he was carrying the torch for John?

‘No, I’m not carrying it for John,’ he averred. ‘I’m carrying it for me and the universe. Peace and love. Y’know, John was instrumental at… he is a huge image of that. But you see Paul, he’s on his live show, “peace and love”. You see people around the world… I don’t care as long as you’re doing that [flashes peace sign]. ’Cos, for one second, you’ve thought, Peace and love.’

While the popular perception for a long time was that Starr was the least spiritual of the Beatles, particularly after he’d left the ashram at Rishikesh in the spring of 1968 after only two weeks, one particular teaching by the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi had resonated in Ringo’s mind down the decades.

‘I learned from the Maharishi,’ he recalled in his 2019 annotated photo book, Another Day in the Life, ‘that if you do something good, then two other people will do something good, then three, then five and then a thousand. The whole planet will support you. You’re always loved. I live in that world.’

Any lingering suspicion that ‘peace and love’ was merely a snappy, vaguely hopeful slogan for Ringo was countered by his deeper explanation, and understanding, highlighted on page 75 of the same book. Under a photograph he’d taken of a white statue of ancient Indian spiritual teacher Mahavira, he explained his ongoing attraction to Jainism.

‘I love it,’ he wrote, ‘because it teaches you that the way to enlightenment is through absolute focus on peace and love and non-violence towards all living things.’

Elsewhere, he admitted that he practised meditation mainly to alleviate symptoms that might be recognised by those who’ve suffered complex trauma. There’s an argument that, post-split, all four of the Beatles suffered from different forms of PTSD and were all learning to cope with it in their own (sometimes unhealthy) ways until 1980, when Starr, Harrison and McCartney were further thrown into deep shock with Lennon’s killing.

‘Sometimes I feel like there are fifty people in my brain and they all have something to say,’ Ringo confessed. ‘There’s always an argument going on in there. Meditation brings it down to five people in my brain, and that’s the improvement.’

At the same time, some of his photographs – daft faces he could see in stones or electrical plug sockets, artful pictures of his own shadow – revealed a thoughtful, whimsical and still in some ways childlike soul.

There were clearly many unseen layers to him. Only a fool, it seemed, would take Ringo Starr at face value.



In June 2022, Starr stood on the stage at the esteemed Berklee College of Music in Boston, Massachusetts, wearing a graduation gown and tasselled hat, to receive an honorary doctorate. Looking back over his life, he said, ‘it’s like some strange fairy tale’.

Ringo’s assertion that it might take dozens of autobiographical volumes to tell his story only serves to highlight the fact that his life has been extraordinarily eventful. It’s a tale involving an ordinary guy, with a standout talent, who stepped from his drab and troubled early life into an unimaginably colourful world and set off on a grand adventure, which, as he stressed, is ‘still unfolding’.

‘I just think sometimes I make the right moves,’ he told me in 2024, with modest understatement, before offering up one of his famous Ringoisms. ‘Y’know, I make more right moves than left moves.’





2 LAZARUS The Bounceback Kid, 1940–1955

The sick teenager felt the urge to drum, but he didn’t have any sticks. So instead he picked up a pair of long weaving spindles he’d found somewhere and began beating out a rhythm on the cabinet beside his hospital bed.

It was the second time that Richy Starkey had been forced to spend an extended period cooped up in convalescence. Seven years before, he’d been a patient – a child at death’s door with peritonitis – for more than twelve months at the Royal Liverpool Children’s Hospital in Myrtle Street. This time he’d been transferred from there after ten weeks to its rural sanatorium out in Heswall on the Wirral peninsula, where it was hoped the cleaner air would aid his slow recovery, along with all of the other kids suffering from tuberculosis.

At least here, every fortnight, a music teacher visited the young in-patients and tried to fire their synapses with rudimentary band sessions. She’d hand each of them a simple percussion instrument and then point at coloured notes on a board indicating when they had to play: yellow for triangle, green for tambourine, red for drum. Richy always wanted a drum, or else he wouldn’t join in.

When the teacher left, he didn’t want to stop drumming. And so he began determinedly hammering on the nearest available surface with his makeshift mallets, likely driving his wardmates mad.

Doof-doof-doof-doof.

The unlikely sound of his future calling.



Richard Starkey’s young life was hellishly rough.

By the time he was three, his parents, Richard Sr and Elsie, had split. The pair met while working together in a bakery and confectioners, bonded over drinking and dancing, and married in 1936, moving into the former’s parents’ home at 59 Madryn Street, half an hour’s walk from the Mersey in the Dingle’s warren of terraced housing. Elsie fell pregnant within weeks of the start of the war in the grim autumn of 1939 – Richard avoiding conscription due to bakers being deemed key workers – and the couple relocated down the street to number 9, where Richard Jr was born in an upstairs bedroom just after midnight on 7 July 1940.

But it became clear that Richy’s father wasn’t cut out for domestic family life and, in 1943, he walked out on his wife and son. He was to become an almost spectral presence in the latter’s life, a figure half-formed from a few sketchy memories. ‘I only saw him probably five times after he left,’ Ringo later said.

Unable to afford the rent on the six-roomed house at 9 Madryn Street, Elsie – juggling jobs as a cleaner, a barmaid and a shop assistant – was forced to look elsewhere. Number 9 was far too big for two of them anyway, and since they’d effectively slipped from being working class to lower working class after Richard had scarpered, they needed somewhere far cheaper.

A decade earlier, 10 Admiral Grove – a two-up, two-down with its toilet in the yard – had been condemned. But it was only a couple of minutes’ walk from 9 Madryn Street, so when they moved their belongings in a van, the drive was ridiculously short. Five-year-old Richy sat in the back, feeling glum, resistant to living anywhere new.

In the August of 1945, he started school, enrolled at St Silas Church of England Primary, only half a dozen streets away, yet a distant, alien and unsettling environment for him. ‘About a million kids in the playground and me,’ he recalled. ‘I was pretty fearful.’

While Richy grew up in a single-parent household, Elsie remained close to her errant husband’s parents and so he was also cared for by the colourful characters that were his grandad and granny. Johnny Starkey, to his grandson’s eyes, was a ‘little guy’, while Annie was a ‘big woman’: a cartoonish combination. She would raise her fists at her husband when he was drunk and threaten to thump him.

Annie Starkey would later be described by her grandson as ‘the voodoo queen of Liverpool’. Discovering that Richy was naturally left-handed, she deemed it to be the result of some kind of demonic possession and attempted to exorcise this malevolent spirit by forcing him to use his right hand. More prosaically, she was always ready with a homemade bread poultice or hot toddy to treat various ailments. But, still, she couldn’t save the boy from perilously ill health.

At the age of six, Richy was in a coma. In the early summer of 1947, a few weeks shy of his seventh birthday, he was struck down with agonising stomach pain at home in Admiral Grove. A doctor was summoned and the kid was quickly stretchered and sped in an ambulance to hospital, before being rushed into surgery with a suspected burst appendix. En route to theatre, where he was met by what he later evocatively referred to as ‘the smell of ether and quiet oblivion’, he asked a nurse for a cup of tea. She told him he could have one when he came around after the operation. It would be another ten weeks before Richy tasted tea again.

When the surgeon opened him up, it was found that Starkey had peritonitis, caused by infection from his burst appendix. The procedure to remove the affected area was a serious and dangerous one, especially in the 1940s. While Richy was out cold for weeks on end, doctors three times informed his mother that he might die. Even after he finally resurfaced, he faded in and out of consciousness for another four months.

By the start of 1948, however, Richy was miraculously mended and almost ready to be sent home. Placed in a high-sided cot bed to keep him out of mischief, he one day leaned out to show another kid his prized toy bus, fell out and ripped his stitches open, resulting in another six months in hospital. On his return to Admiral Grove, he seemed to his mother to be altogether quieter but, perhaps due to his traumatic recent experience, even more of a strangely wise old soul. Since he was a baby, with his enormous blue eyes alert to everything happening around him, Elsie believed he’d ‘been here before’.

Now, having effectively risen from the dead, Richy earned himself a new nickname: ‘Lazarus’.



Already woefully behind his classmates in his learning, Richy Starkey lost all interest in school and, from the age of eight, began to bunk off. Instead, he gained himself a streetwise education in the chaotic urban terrain of the Dingle, which he remembered as being filled with ‘gangs and fights and madness and robberies’. He felt ‘closed in’ by the inner-city and hankered for space and greenery. Often, he was drawn to the nearby Prince’s and Sefton parks, away from the choking air of his neighbourhood where, street after street, chimney after chimney belched out coal smoke.

It wasn’t until he was nine that Richy learned to read – and only then due to the devoted home schooling of a babysitter-turned-effective-big sister, Marie Maguire, four years older and the daughter of Elsie’s friend, Annie. Marie patiently sat Richy at the kitchen table in Admiral Grove and took him word by word, line by line, through Chambers’ primary-age reader books and some others detailing the adventures of Dobbin the Horse.

Marie was also great fun and up for messing around. She took Richy roller-skating along nearby High Park Street, to children’s matinee screenings at local cinemas, and back home to bash away on the piano and lead him in noisy singalongs involving ‘You Are My Sunshine’ or ‘Bobby Shafto’s Gone to Sea’. One day, he took off his shirt and she painted his back in primitive shapes, underlining the fact that she was still a kid herself. ‘He was just so happy and easy-going,’ she reflected.

Thanks to Marie’s sterling efforts, Richy was catching up on his education, but it wasn’t enough to prevent him being placed in ‘C’ stream, the second from bottom, when he started at Dingle Vale Secondary Modern in 1951. As a result, his truanting intensified. He and his friends had a cunning strategy that seemed to work. They’d ‘hang around outside before school ’til the final bell went,’ Elsie remembered, ‘and they just wouldn’t go in, [then claiming] they’d been locked out. They would go and spend the afternoon playing in Sefton Park.’

When not whiling away time in green spaces, Richy and his pals could be found scrambling around a bombsite. He had no memories whatsoever of Hitler’s wartime pounding of Liverpool, but he could obviously see the pits and scars on the city. Yawning gaps where houses had stood became arenas of adventure for semi-feral kids. Richy’s closest two buddies at the time were Davy Patterson and Brian Briscoe. The trio would run wild, indulging their detective or cowboy fantasies, before they grew older and dabbled in smoking (lung-busting Woodbines), drinking (a bottle of whisky half-guzzled at the age of twelve) and petty thievery (pilfering random items from Woolworths).

‘Dave and Brian were my childhood friends from five,’ he recalled. ‘We were the Three Musketeers. We did all that growing up together.’

Even if Richy didn’t attend school half the time, one report card from 1952 described him as being ‘quiet’ and ‘thoughtful’, and someone who did well in drama, the only subject in which he scored an ‘A’.

Then, in the summer before his fourteenth birthday, his health failed him spectacularly once again. Likely due to his immune system being generally battered and weakened by his earlier sickness, when he caught flu, it then caused pleurisy in his lungs. Back in Liverpool at the Myrtle Street hospital, in the period before he was sent to the Wirral, it developed into TB.

‘I had my seventh birthday in hospital, I had my fourteenth birthday in hospital,’ he later reflected, though not with an enormous amount of self-pity.

There were some upsides to being a long-term in-patient once again. As a hormonal fourteen-year-old, Richy flirted with the younger nurses, most of whom were still in their late teens. ‘Will you kiss me goodnight, nurse?’ he’d cheekily enquire of them. Otherwise, he’d sneak into the girls’ ward to try to engage in a spot of fumbling with someone of his own age, although with little luck.

‘I’d stand there for hours trying to get a touch of tit,’ he colourfully noted.

It was a dreary existence for the most part and, by the time he was sent home in late 1955, he’d spent another entire year hospitalised.



Music had always been on the fringes of his life, what with Annie and Johnny playing mandolin or banjo or ukulele at family gatherings. But now music became the centre of it.

Richy was eight when he was first entranced by a song. At the pictures, watching Gene Autry singing his pining 1939 cowboy ballad ‘South of the Border’ in the film of the same name, he was haunted by the keening ‘ai-ai-ai-ai’ refrain that closed the tune. Later, he cited it as being ‘my first musical influence… he sent shivers down my spine. It was a magical moment.’ Autry provided a gateway into a lifelong love of Americana. Richy’s ear was then drawn to other country singers down the years, among them Hank Williams and Hank Snow.

His other key musical epiphany arrived when he was thirteen, between his extended hospital stays, on one of the rare days he attended Dingle Vale. Walking to school via Park Road, he stopped outside a music shop, Park Music & Radio, his eye caught by the sight of a tom-tom in the window. At £26, it was frighteningly expensive and, of course, way out of the reach of a poor Dingle teenager. Yet, he was compelled to return to the pavement outside the shop again and again, just to look at it.

Soon, everyone became aware of Richy Starkey’s growing obsession. Marie Maguire brought him a present during his second period in hospital: a 10-inch 78rpm shellac record of English drummer Eric Delaney’s big band jazzy ‘Delaney’s Delight’, much of which was a clatteringly loud and elaborate drum solo. On the flipside was a swinging version of the folksong ‘Oranges and Lemons’, replete with boomy, tone-bending timpani.

It was the perfect gift for a lad stuck in hospital animatedly playing rhythms on his bedside cabinet.

‘Drumming,’ he said, ‘was all I thought about.’

From this point on, the only thing that was important to him – apart from girls – was this internal beat, this rapidly developing doof-doof-doof-doof that he felt the need to express.





3 DRUMS The Beat Goes On (and On), 1951–2015

Harry Graves had suffered a death in the family and so he was forced to travel back down south to Romford, his Essex hometown that had been absorbed into East London back in the 1930s. For the past ten years, since 1946, he’d been living up in Liverpool, renting a house on Jacob Street in the Dingle. Through the Maguires, and via various boozy singalong house parties he’d been invited to, he’d met the Starkeys and taken a shine to Elsie.

Richy was eleven when Harry wandered into his life. As a painter and decorator for Liverpool Corporation, Graves was a hard grafter and a funny, likeable soul. Working for a time at Burtonwood, the US air force base fifteen miles outside Liverpool near Warrington, he’d return with exotic gifts of American chewing gum and DC comics for the lad. Harry and Elsie married in 1954, and Graves brought an air of good humour to Admiral Grove – Richy jokily referred to him as his ‘stepladder’ – and also filled it with music. His tastes tended toward big band jazz or the smouldering voices of Dinah Shore and Sarah Vaughan. As he played his records, he’d repeatedly ask Richy, ‘Have you heard this? Have you heard this?’

In a Scouse working-class environment that was characteristically rough and mouthy, Graves was a kind and laid-back presence who greatly affected the boy’s upbringing. ‘I learned gentleness from Harry,’ Starkey would later reflect. ‘He was a really sweet guy.’

Following the fifteen-year-old’s second extended hospital stay, Graves also encouraged him to play. Richy’s compulsion to drum had driven him to create ad hoc percussive set-ups: a biscuit tin filled with nuts and bolts to mimic a snare, a huge 50-inch single-headed bass drum that he’d either kick or bash with lengths of wood that were supposed to go on the fire. He became a singing/drumming turn at the Starkey parties, performing Hank Snow’s orphan lament ‘Nobody’s Child’ (comically directed at Elsie) or simply keeping a beat to accompany the others, particularly Harry when he crooned his way through ‘Stardust’ or ‘That Old Black Magic’.

Returning from his trip to Romford at the tail end of 1956, Graves brought Richy back another gift that was to be a life-changing one: his first real drum kit, lugged all the way home by Harry on the train from Euston to Lime Street, and given to the beaming lad at Christmas. Although it cost £12 (a week-and-a-half’s worth of the average UK wage at the time), it was second-hand and not much to look at: a pre-war jazz kit with a big marching band-style bass drum (albeit one with a foot pedal), an actual snare drum, a small tom-tom, a hi-hat and a top cymbal.

But with this thrilling acquisition came a renewed sense of purpose. Richy took three lessons from ‘a little man who played drums’, who taught him paradiddle exercises and showed him how to write out patterns on manuscript paper. Way too boring, the student decided. He quit. He wanted to play by feel alone.

At the same time, despite Annie Starkey’s efforts to expel the southpaw demon from him, Richy led with his left hand when he played, giving his rolls an unusual character.

Only twice did he attempt to play the kit at home in his back bedroom. An almighty racket inevitably ensued and the result was the same both times: complaints from the neighbours and shouts upstairs from Elsie to keep the noise down. It quickly became clear that the only way he could practise was to join a band.



For the time being, he had to get on with the dreary business of employment.

Having effectively left Dingle Vale Secondary Modern at the age of thirteen, Richy returned there two years later to collect his ‘sign-off papers’ that would allow him to go looking for work or to collect unemployment benefit. At first, the school could find no record of him and only a deep search of the files unearthed the proof that Richard Starkey had ever been a pupil there.

The first job he landed at fifteen, in 1955, was as a messenger boy for British Railways, delivering notices to factories to let them know that their orders had arrived at Lime Street station. One of the added attractions was the prospect of a nice, warm uniform but, disappointingly, he was only given a hat. Five weeks in, he belatedly underwent a medical and, still weakened by his health scares, failed it. He was forced to sign on the dole.

There was plenty of work around, however, and his next paid gig was as a bar waiter on the SS St Tudno, a pleasure excursion paddle steamer sailing daily from Liverpool to Llandudno in north Wales, then along the Menai Strait and around the island of Anglesey, leaving at ten in the morning and returning at eight at night. Like many Liverpudlian youths, Richy was attracted to the notion of a life at sea. The merchant seamen he saw around town were always ‘the best dressed’ and attracted the girls. His plan was to work on this boat for three months and gain enough experience to get a union card and possibly a job on one of the ‘big liners’. That was until, little more than a month after he’d started, he turned up hungover, had an argument with his gaffer and was immediately given the sack.

It was no great loss. He’d been growing worried that having some experience at sea also left him exposed to being drafted into the Royal Navy to serve his compulsory year-and-a-half of National Service when he turned seventeen. As it was, peacetime conscription in Britain was abolished in the spring of 1957 for those, like him, born after October 1939. Also, by that time, Richy was already working as an apprentice engineer – a profession that qualified for exemption – at H. Hunt & Son, a company manufacturing gym equipment.

In 1957, up and down Britain, skiffle was all the rage, mainly due to its turbo-charged, beat-driven mix of folk, blues and country being accessible to a generation of aspiring musicians with cheap guitars, washboards and homemade upright tea chest basses. At the same time, Richy was gripped by the crackling medium-wave sound of rock ’n’ roll records emanating from Radio Luxembourg, spun by ‘the American rock ’n’ roll king’, DJ Alan Freed.

The year before, while on holiday in the Isle of Man with his grandparents, Richy witnessed first-hand the frenzying power of this new music. Taken to see the Freed-starring film, Rock Around the Clock – essentially a big-screen vehicle for Bill Haley and His Comets – he’d been thrilled to be surrounded by feral teens ripping out the cinema’s seats with vandalistic abandon, an infectious act of riotous destruction instigated by Teddy Boys at London screenings of the movie at the Trocadero cinema.

‘I didn’t join in because I was a sickly child,’ he remembered, although Annie and Johnny surely wouldn’t have allowed him to. ‘I was just so excited that they were doing it for me.’

Richy was soon sweeping his hair up in the protruding Teddy Boy quiff style. Mooching around the fair at Sefton Park one evening, he bumped into Roy Trafford, another Ted and a fellow apprentice at H. Hunt & Son. From that night on, the two became firm pals, through their shared interests of rock ’n’ roll, drinking and girls. ‘We became more like brothers,’ said Trafford. ‘I was the nearest thing he ever had to one.’ Together one day, they were fitted for bespoke drape suits – Richy’s in black, Roy’s in blue. They’d hang out at the Cavern on Mathew Street, watching skiffle bands and nipping back and forth to the pub for underage beers.

In the June of ’57, when the fair returned to Sefton Park, Richy and Roy even lost their virginity at the same time, after coaxing two girls to a quiet spot on a grass verge. Starkey would always remember hearing the shivering tones of Frankie Laine singing ‘(Ghost) Riders in the Sky’ floating on the breeze from the speakers on the waltzers.

Mainly for protective reasons, the two were soon part of a gang in the Dingle. The threat of violence lurked on every street and Richy filed the metal buckle on his belt to blade-like sharpness to use as a weapon. He saw other lads get beaten up with hammers, stabbed, one losing an eye. Luckily, by this stage he was no longer such a weakened specimen and had turned into a good runner.

‘My sickliness left me when I was about sixteen,’ he later reckoned.

During breaks at the factory, Richy would restlessly beat out rhythms on biscuit tins and coconut shells. When another guitar-playing apprentice (and the Starkeys’ next-door neighbour at Admiral Grove), Eddie Myles, decided to start a band, Trafford fell in on tea-chest bass and Richy was the natural fit for the drummer. Thus the Eddie Clayton Skiffle Group, adopting Myles’s fancified performing name, were born.

‘Our first gigs were for the men in the basement at dinnertime,’ their drummer recalled. ‘I had a snare and brushes, that’s all I had. But Eddie Myles was a brilliant musician. He was one of those guys, he could play anything. Give him a trumpet, he’d get something out of it. And Roy played guitar and upright bass, and we started as lads.’

From knocking out ‘Rock Island Line’ in the cellar for their sandwich-chewing co-workers, the band picked up other members and ventured further afield, from skiffle contests at St Luke’s Hall to the Labour Club in Peel Street, the Wilson Hall in Garston and then the Cavern, where they were admired by other teenage skiffle-heads, including John Lennon, the gobby singer with the Quarrymen. A younger guitarist named George Harrison remembering seeing them perform and thinking, Hey, these are good.

By early 1958, the Eddie Clayton Skiffle Group were playing weddings and making decent money, often kitting themselves out in matching-coloured shirts and bootlace ties. Then, Richy’s individual dress style turned ever snappier, with sharper tailored suits and even a gold lamé waistcoat.

All of this stage experience was, of course, invaluable. Rapidly transforming from an ill or jobless little-hoper to factory worker-cum-stylish and talented drummer, as he turned from seventeen to eighteen, Richy was well on his way to becoming an experienced semi-pro musician.



Fashions changed and, by 1959, the skiffle craze began to fade, as rawer, electrified rock ’n’ roll became the dominant teenage musical force. The Eddie Clayton Skiffle Group ran out of steam when their leader got engaged. Richy Starkey moved on to other bands.

At eighteen, he even tried forming his own group. They comprised Roy Trafford on guitar and a tea-chest bass-player, along with, as Starkey recalled, ‘a clarinet player who could only play in B-flat, a pianist who could only play in C… and a trumpeter who could only play “When The Saints Go Marching In”.’ They were a comically disparate troupe that lasted all of two rehearsals before packing it in.

But, before long, Richy was back onstage, spending four months playing in the Darktown Skiffle Group, a six-piece, female-fronted outfit who were also much admired by John Lennon. Starkey’s name was getting around on the scene and he was invited to try out for Al Caldwell’s Texans (soon to be the rocked-up Raving Texans), fronted by a stylish and charismatic blond guy who stuttered when he spoke but not when he sang. Uncharacteristically, Richy turned up to the audition looking a tad rumpled in his old black Teddy Boy drape jacket, but played well, kicking the band up a notch with his beats. He was told he could have the job if he spruced himself up. The fact that he had his own drums sealed the deal.

All the while, naturally, Richy had wanted a better kit. On 23 April 1958, he went to Frank Hessy’s music shop on Stanley Street in town and put down £11, with monthly payments of £16 towards a total of £68, on an Ajax budget-range Edgware ‘Elegance’ kit with pigskin heads and black shells pearled with golden threading. Harry signed the HP agreement, witnessed by Elsie. Then Richy changed his mind, convincing his grandad Johnny to lend him £46, effectively a month’s wages, to make up the £57 cash price.



Five years later, and by now famous, in the spring of 1963, Starkey was standing on the pavement outside Drum City on Shaftesbury Avenue in London when he spotted in the shop’s window an instantly alluring four-piece Ludwig Downbeat kit, with a mesmerising black oyster pearl design. ‘Oh great! Look at this kit!’ he enthused to Beatles manager Brian Epstein, who was accompanying him on the shopping trip.

The Mahogany Duroplastic four-piece Premier kit he’d ended up buying in 1962 and battering to death for the past year was worn out and sorely in need of replacement now that the band were in the big time.

Epstein cut a deal with the store’s owner, Ivor Arbiter, and enquired as to whether it would be possible to have the group’s name featured on the front head of the bass drum. Arbiter sketched out a logo on the back of a cigarette packet featuring a stylish ‘Drop T’ lettering highlight in ‘Beatles’ and then paid a sign-writer, Eddie Stokes, a fiver to paint it on the skin.

Ringo was to own four different black oyster pearl Ludwig kits during the ’60s, playing this first set on With the Beatles and A Hard Day’s Night, and at the band’s Beatlemania-sparking appearance on Sunday Night at the London Palladium in the October of ’63.

After 9 February 1964, when he appeared on a circular drum riser on The Ed Sullivan Show, rattling through ‘All My Loving’ and ‘She Loves You’ with both the Ludwig and Arbiter’s Beatles logos visible to more than 73 million American viewers, the drum manufacturer’s sales doubled. Starkey’s name was to be forever linked with the Ludwig company (who were to be forever thankful).

Then, in 2015, fifty-nine years after Harry Graves had humped that first shonky jazz kit on the train to Liverpool, Starkey’s original Ludwig set sold for $2.1 million at Julien’s Auctions in Beverly Hills. It remains the most highly valued drum kit on Earth.





4 STARR TIME Reborn at Butlin’s, 1960–1962

Six foot two, with an added few inches of golden quiff, the singer leaped from the lid of the piano, over the drummer’s head, and landed on the stage in front of the bass drum that featured the crudely inked legend ‘Ringo Starr’.

Rory Storm and the Hurricanes were fast becoming the big wow rock ’n’ roll turn at the Butlin’s holiday camp in Pwllheli, north-west Wales, in the summer season of 1960. Stammering Al Caldwell had successfully reinvented himself as the gymnastic rebel rocker Rory Storm. Having caught his high-kicking act back in Liverpool, John Lennon comically exclaimed, ‘He does legs!’

Photographs taken at the time captured Storm in full flight, as if his high-kinetic moves had been caught by the flashing light of a stroboscope: wearing a black leather jacket, finger pointed to the sky, leaning back in a Gene Vincent pose, or dropping to one knee, with his mic stand hoisted aloft, or using it to mock-stab his bandmate Johnny Guitar, who was playing his electric six-string behind his head with mad abandon. At other points in their set, the frontman lifted his long leg onto the guitarist’s back and the two would convulse wildly, as if shot through with 500 volts. The next minute, he’d pull up a chair and coolly comb his hair while eyeing the girls in the crowd.

Then there were their stage get-ups: Rory in a pink suit, or in aquamarine with a gold lamé shirt, the rest flanking him in fluorescent crimson. Richy, growing more flamboyant by the day, went even further, acquiring a new nickname and future identity. Having been given a cygnet ring for his sixteenth birthday by Elsie and Harry, he’d more recently acquired a second ring, a gold wedding band belonging to grandad Johnny, who’d died aged sixty-nine in October 1959, devastating Richy, who swore to always wear it.

A third addition was even more significant: an engagement ring. Richy had been going out with the petite brunette Geraldine McGovern – Gerry – since turning eighteen (she was a year older) and things were getting serious. A plan was hatched for a wedding sometime in 1961. ‘I did love her,’ he later said, ‘and she loved me. We’d got our bottom drawer started and made all the preparations that go into marriage.’

Three jewellery-adorned fingers on a young man in Liverpool in 1960 caught the eye. He attracted cries of ‘Poof!’ from lairy blokes, but also admiring looks from girls. Soon, people were calling him ‘Rings’.

When they first hit Butlin’s in the June of 1960, the Hurricanes all adopted vaguely American-sounding stage names, like characters in a Western. Plain old Wally Eymond, bassist and occasional vocalist, became Lu Walters. Guitarist Charles O’Brien became Ty O’Brien and Richy ‘Rings’ Starkey became Ringo Starr.

At first, as he later recalled, ‘I became Ringo Starkey. But that didn’t really work so I just took the “key” off and called myself Ringo Starr. I cut the name in half and added an “r”.’



Six months earlier, Rory Storm and the Hurricanes – previously Al Storm and His Hurricanes, then Jett Storm and the Hurricanes – had earned their notoriety onstage at the Cavern. Rock ’n’ roll was banned in the Mathew Street cellar venue, but skiffle reluctantly permitted.

Invited onto a bill there on 17 January 1960 as the token skiffle band – alongside Micky Ashman’s Jazz Band, as part of the Liverpool Jazz Festival – they opened their set with the relatively safe, driving folk of Lonnie Donegan’s ‘Cumberland Gap’. Then, when they brazenly broke into Jerry Lee Lewis’s rib-rattler ‘Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On’, the affronted jazz purists began to collectively fling a shower of coins in the direction of the stage. The Hurricanes defiantly carried on but battled against a chorus of boos. The result was that they were fined six shillings by furious Cavern owner Ray McFall. Some compensation for the group members came from sweeping up the coins left on the stage floor.

‘Johnny Guitar brought a big radio down and plugged his guitar into it,’ their drummer remembered. ‘We got thrown off, but we didn’t care. We could do what we liked. “We’re gonna play rock!” ’

Often Rory and the Hurricanes sounded like a messy pre-echo of punk rock, not always quite in sync or tune, but absolutely throwing themselves into every performance. After a show, their singer sometimes burned off his unspent energy by running all the way home.

Starkey was a frequent post-gig visitor to Storm/Caldwell’s home, where he lived with his mum, Vi, who noted that her effusive son seemed to have quite an influence on the younger drummer. ‘They used to sit there chatting for hours,’ she recalled. ‘But I seem to remember that it was Rory who did most of the talking while Ringo did most of the listening.’

At first, Al’s powers of persuasion didn’t quite extend to convincing Richy to leave Liverpool to join the Hurricanes at Butlin’s for a three-month stint. Not only would it involve quitting his apprenticeship at H. Hunt & Son a year before he was due to become a qualified engineer, but it also meant saying goodbye to Gerry McGovern for most of the summer, at a time when his fiancée was already beginning to moan about the amount of time he spent out in the clubs, playing drums.

Elsie and Harry weren’t too enamoured of the idea, either. ‘There was a little consternation at home,’ he remembered. ‘They said, “It’s alright as a hobby, son”. But I said, “No, this is what I’m going to do”, because I just loved to play.’ Even the foreman at Hunt’s warned him, ‘You’ll be back and brushing the floor because you’ll have lost your job as an engineer.’

All of the stress might have turned his hair grey, if it hadn’t gone that way already, a prematurely silver patch having appeared on the right side of his head when he was eighteen. Richy believed it to be a strange by-product of his childhood illnesses and was acutely self-conscious about it. The one upside was that girls seemed to like it.

While now cutting an unusual and exotic figure with his grey streak and multiple rings, Starkey initially baulked at Al Caldwell’s suggestion that the band wear make-up onstage.

‘Ringo refused point blank and said he wouldn’t “put that muck on my face”,’ recalled Al’s sister, Iris. ‘He gave in, in the end, only smearing a thin layer over his face.’



By Rory Storm and the Hurricanes’ second season performing at the strangely named Rock ’N Calypso Ballroom at Pwllheli in the summer of 1961, Ringo Starr had fully adapted to his new persona. If asked to sign his autograph for Butlin’s holidaymakers, he’d prefix his name with the cocky, showbizzy words, ‘The Sensational…’ and add a scribbled star.

Off duty and on the dancefloor, meanwhile, he stood out, cutting elastic-limbed rock ’n’ roll shapes. Each and every Saturday, busloads of girls left and busloads of girls arrived. Unsurprisingly, Ringo’s prolonged absences and holiday camp rock star status put unbearable pressure on his and Gerry McGovern’s relationship. They called off their engagement and agreed to break up.

‘Rich’s drums were his most precious possession,’ she told a reporter in 1964. ‘His music always came first.’

‘She started to put the pressure on: it was her or the drums,’ said Ringo. ‘That was a very poignant moment in my life. I left her one night and I got on the bus and thought, Well, what happens if I don’t go back? And I never went back. I just wanted to play. It was more important to me.’

Free of his relationship, he grew restless. Having been unable to satisfy his wanderlust as a teenage sailor, he began to make enquiries into the possibility of emigrating to the US, specifically Texas, the home state of one of his heroes, country blues singer-guitarist Lightnin’ Hopkins. Following his second season at Butlin’s in 1961, he and a friend went as far as picking up immigration forms from the US consulate in Liverpool and writing to the Houston Chamber of Commerce, looking for available factory jobs. In the end, they were frustrated by having to fill out the seemingly endless paperwork.

‘They gave us a list of factories we could apply to,’ he recalled. ‘And then we went back to say, “We’ve done these forms”. And they gave us more forms. We ripped them up and got on with our lives.’

By the next summer of 1962, he was back playing at Butlin’s: this time at their camp in Skegness, 180 miles from Liverpool on the east coast of England. There, the highlight of the Hurricanes’ week was their appearance at the rock ’n’ roll show at the Butlin’s Theatre, the fervour of the crowds cooled by the fact that, as it boasted over its proscenium arch, it was ‘Europe’s first air-conditioned theatre’.

Ringo was now a star of the show, positioned at the back of the stage on a drum riser above the others, his bass drum emblazoned with a star and the letters ‘RS’. His act had developed to involve him frenziedly shaking his head as he hammered away at his kit.

The highpoint of the Hurricanes’ Butlin’s sets in the summer of ’62, the number that ‘really got the place jumping’, according to one eyewitness, was a rowdy, oddly non-gender-flipped version of the Shirelles’ ‘Boys’, sung by Ringo from behind his kit. Before taking a break from the stage, Storm would introduce the drummer’s spot-lit appearance with the words, ‘Ladies and gentlemen, Ringo’s Starr Time’.

But, as exuberant and eye-catching a performer as Rory Storm was, no agent or manager who came to see him and the Hurricanes would agree to take them on and help further their career. They were slowly going nowhere.

At the same time, the reborn Ringo Starr was suddenly much in demand. Near the end of the stint at Skegness, he received a letter from Ted ‘Kingsize’ Taylor, the leader of rival rock ’n’ roll band the Dominoes, offering him twenty quid a week to join. Starr said yes.

Not long after that, though, he changed his mind. He’d had a better offer. He’d been asked to join the Beatles.





5 LIVERPOOL–HAMBURG, HAMBURG–LIVERPOOL Becoming a Beatle, 1960–1962

It all happened slowly. Over the space of more than two years, Ringo Starr found himself orbiting around and around the Beatles, before being pulled entirely into their world.

The first time he set eyes on them was at the Jacaranda, the hip coffee bar and live venue on Slater Street owned by Allan Williams, a businessman and rock ’n’ roll aficionado. Recently turned thirty, he’d started to branch out as a promoter of the young bands on the circuit. Not long before Storm and the Hurricanes set off for Butlin’s in June 1960, Rory, Johnny and Richy wandered into ‘the Jac’ and heard some guys playing guitars in the basement. Intrigued, or simply nosy, they descended the stairs to find Paul McCartney and John Lennon there, teaching their pal Stuart Sutcliffe his basslines.

Immediately, in Starkey’s mind, there was a hierarchy. The Hurricanes were sharp-dressed aces, booked for an upcoming summer season. By comparison, the group calling themselves the Silver Beatles, or sometimes simply the Beatles – their line-up also featuring seventeen-year-old guitarist George Harrison, absent that day – seemed to Richy like kids messing around.

‘We were the professionals,’ he reckoned, ‘and they were the boys, the struggling artists. They meant nothing in those days. They were just a bunch of scruffs.’



Over the summer, in the holiday camp where Richy became Ringo, he thought little more of the other Liverpool band, until Rory and the Hurricanes landed in Hamburg that October.

The route taking Merseyside groups to perform in the West German port city had opened up almost by chance. At the beginning of 1960, Williams travelled there to check out the nightclub scene, instigating a meeting with Bruno Koschmider, the war-wounded owner of the Kaiserkeller, a subterranean music venue positioned on the corner of Grosse Freiheit and Schmuckstrasse amid the seedy bars and strip clubs of the St Pauli district. In an attempt to promote Liverpudlian rock ’n’ roll bands, Williams pulled out a reel-to-reel demo to play to Koschmider. A few seconds of hiss were followed by wonky noise: the tape had somehow been damaged in transit and the meeting ended there.

Six months later, in July, Williams drove to London and the 2i’s Coffee Bar on Old Compton Street in Soho, the British rock and skiffle nexus where the likes of Tommy Steele, Cliff Richard and Adam Faith had all made their names, and itself the inspiration for the Liverpool entrepreneur’s opening of the Jacaranda. In tow with him were Derry and the Seniors, a Merseyside band who felt that Williams owed them a big favour after his short-lived association with Larry Parnes had ended in a fall-out, losing them their summer booking at Parnes’s ‘Idols on Parade’ theatre revue in Blackpool.

‘Allan came up with a suggestion,’ remembered the Seniors’ saxophonist, Howie Casey. ‘He rang me up, and said, “Look, we can go down to the 2i’s cafe and we can see what we can do there.” There were two cars and we all piled in and got there early afternoon. Downstairs at the 2i’s was where the music was. They had this all-day thing going on. They fitted us in and we started playing.’

In a stroke of serendipity, Bruno Koschmider was in the audience that day. He and Williams instantly reconnected, with the German club owner, impressed by Derry and the Seniors, booking them for a residency at the Kaiserkeller. ‘We were the first Liverpool band to go out there,’ Casey noted with some pride.

Fewer than two weeks into their stay, the sax player received a letter from Williams, informing him that the group who’d now definitively changed their name to the Beatles were coming over to perform at the Indra, a small club a minute’s walk from the Kaiserkeller on Grosse Freiheit. Casey had previously seen them play at an audition for Parnes back in Liverpool and been unimpressed.

‘That’s when I wrote my infamous letter back,’ he bashfully recalled. ‘ “Don’t send that bum band over here. Why don’t you send the Big Three or Rory Storm and the Hurricanes?” When they did arrive, we went to see them and they’d improved, obviously. They’d worked and they’d got their drummer, Pete Best. They were talented.’

Once in Hamburg, clocking up more than 200 hours of stage time across forty-eight shows at the Indra between 17 August and 3 October, the Beatles – more through perspiration than inspiration – took giant steps in
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