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Introduction

Brian Samuel Epstein was born on September 19, 1934, into a Jewish-English family. His entrance into the world actually coincided with the most sacred day in the Jewish calendar called Yom Kippur, and his position as the eldest son immediately placed him in what he called “a hallowed position in a Jewish family.” Yes, Brian’s parents, Harry and Malka “Queenie” Epstein, had high expectations of their firstborn son, which he would often struggle to live up to during his formative years.

After the Second World War broke out, the Epstein family relocated from Liverpool, England, to the seaside town of Southport. They stayed there until the threat of German bombing raids appeared to be over, returning to Liverpool in 1943. Epstein apparently had a rough go of it here and was kicked out of two separate primary schools. In his own words, he was “bad at mathematics and all sciences” and “had no rapport with the men teaching me, nor, I felt, had they any sympathy with my difficulties.”

Finally, at age 13, Brian was sent off to a boarding school called Wrekin College. Even at this early age, his peers viewed him as quite eccentric. Wrekin was a massive operation that was run like a military barracks. Such things went against Epstein’s natural bent as an individualist. Fortunately for the more sensitive-minded Brian, the school’s headmaster Reverend Guy Pentreath had a soft spot for the arts. Thanks to the good reverend, even in this austere backdrop, the light of art, music, theater, and literature was allowed to shine.

Yet although the things that Brian valued more than anything else in life were allowed to have some currency at Wrekin, he didn’t exactly take to the place like water. He chafed at the rigid structure of the boarding school. While he followed the rules well enough to avoid getting caned (corporal punishment was a common occurrence at Wrekin), he still despised every second of it. Brian Epstein positioned himself as a bit of a rebel compared to his peers and soon became determined to leave school behind for good.


Chapter One

Early Life in Liverpool

“My parents despaired many times over the years, and I don’t blame them, for throughout my school days I was one of those out-of-sorts boys who never quite fit. Who are ragged, nagged and bullied and beloved of neither boys nor masters.”

—Brian Epstein

Brian Epstein was a rather lackluster student. It’s said that he did well in literature and art when he applied himself, but these sporadic efforts did little to compensate for his dismal grades in math and the hard sciences that he routinely failed. Brian and his parents were both disappointed, but Brian had a solution. He promised that if he could make his exit from his schooling, he would work for his father.

Harry Epstein owned a prosperous furniture business and very much wanted his son to follow in his footsteps. He just wasn’t sure if dropping out of school was the right thing for him to do. Nevertheless, Brian, just shy of his 16th birthday, dropped out of Wrekin in the fall of 1950. While his first choice would have been to go into dress design, Brian dutifully accepted the role of a floor room salesman at his father’s firm.

For sophisticated and impeccably dressed Brian, the role seemed fitting enough. He soon learned that he could easily talk customers into buying more than they bargained for—as was the case when he convinced a lady who had entered wanting a mirror to end up leaving with a whole dining room set. Brian’s eager style, however, was sometimes at odds with the establishment’s older style, and his father soon decided to send him off to become an apprentice for another local retail heavyweight called the Times Furnishing. Here, he hoped that his son would refine his techniques.

After six months at the Times, Brian returned to the family business. By this time, he seemed to take great pride in his work and especially enjoyed arranging the window displays and designing the layout of the store. Epstein would serve in this role until his life was suddenly interrupted at age 18 by a notice that he was being conscripted to Britain’s national service. This was the British version of the draft, and it was mandatory for all young men of Brian’s age to answer the call.

Epstein was given his marching orders in December of 1952. He was sent to basic training and ended up with the Royal Army Service Corps. However, it quickly became clear that Brian had a hard time following orders. Demonstrating a decided lack of coordination, when his superior officers barked an order to turn left, he might just as easily turn right. The one area where Epstein actually showed some promise was in clerical training. Realizing as much, the army soon put him on desk duty.

In 1953, Epstein was assigned to the Albany Street Barracks located in London. The move would prove pivotal—not so much for a future in the armed forces but for feeding Epstein’s growing love for the arts and the kind of nightlife that a big metropolitan city like London could provide. In his off-time, Brian enjoyed concerts, plays, and the cinema, and even attended a course in furniture-making.

Yet despite these upsides, Epstein found life in the army unbearable. According to his later recollection, “Within ten months of joining the army, my nerves became seriously upset.” Finally, after he was caught impersonating an officer, he was ordered to see an army psychiatrist, who found him unfit for military service. Thoroughly disenchanted, Epstein got a medical discharge in 1954. He returned to Liverpool to work at the family business but still kept an ear to the ground for any other opportunity that might come his way.

Brian Epstein did indeed have a good set of ears, and soon they would pick up the first rumblings of a musical revolution.


Chapter Two

RADA and the Arrest

“My parents . . . believed that becoming an actor was only a shade better than my boyhood dreams of dress-designing. It was unstable and, like dress-designing, unmanly; there was no money in it. And who was to take over the family business?”

—Brian Epstein

Upon returning to Liverpool in January of 1954, Epstein moved back in with his parents and once again made himself a part of his father’s furniture business. Initially, it seemed like just more of the same. However, Brian’s whole world changed when his father decided to open a small record department in the store and make his son the manager of it. He knew his son loved music and had quite a record collection, so it seemed only fitting.

Epstein threw himself into his new enterprise with relative abandon. But there was more to life than just records, and Brian and his parents knew that he couldn’t just sit in the corner record store all of his life. He wanted to pursue other passions. It was this desire that led him to head off to the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art (RADA) in London in 1956.

Along with his passion for music, Brian also loved theatrical performances. Whether he himself was an actor, a producer, or a writer of plays, he wanted to be involved somehow. Brian’s mother Queenie was actually more supportive of this effort than his father Harry was. As was often the case, Queenie was more of an enthusiastic supporter, whereas Harry’s support for his son was more grudgingly tolerant. Harry figured this theatrical bug was just another phase that Brian was going through; it would soon pass, and his son would be back home to help with the family business.

Yet Brian was serious about what he was doing and went to London to audition for the school. His audition was held on September 19, 1956, which happened to be his 22nd birthday. Epstein read some lines from a T. S. Eliot piece called The Confidential Clerk. Considering his own clerical background, it seemed to fit him well enough, and he was accepted into the school.

In London, Brian initially tried to live a rather threadbare existence in cheap lodgings with barely anything to sustain himself. Later chroniclers would remark that this was Brian’s best attempt to imitate what it was like to be broke—something the son of a successful furniture store owner knew very little about. He was going to acting school, and his first big role was putting on an act of being an impoverished student. Yet it wasn’t long before his dear old mother back home began sending money and making arrangements for him to get into a better living situation.

Epstein, in the meantime, presented himself as a rather lackluster actor. Those who saw his performances at the academy didn’t think that he was necessarily bad, but he just didn’t have the same enthusiasm as other actors. Other young men at the school attempted to get attention with dramatic, rousing emotional flourishes. Brian Epstein, on the other hand, always came off as a polite, mild-mannered store clerk. Some of those who remembered him from the academy also pointed out that Brian’s fate had likely already
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