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Never lose sight of where you are going but aways remember where you have come from …






Introduction

JOHN, PAUL, GEORGE, RINGO AND ME GETTING BACK TO WHERE WE ONCE BELONGED

I have just been to a VE celebration. In fact, two – there was one yesterday as well. I am currently on the Isle of Wight, where there is a strong tradition of supporting the armed services, especially the Royal Navy.

The first VE event was in a local yacht club where at a long trestle table, reminiscent of street parties in 1945, we had chicken broth and jam sponge – yum yum – just as our mums used to do it. Then we all sang lustily, joining arms, belting out all the wartime favourites, led by a Vera Lynn tribute singer.

The second was a similar event at the old Victorian Bembridge Fort, deep in the underground vaults, where again a Vera Lynn singer delighted us with ‘We’ll Meet Again’ and ‘The White Cliffs of Dover’. There was even a tribute to Winston Churchill, with a recitation of one of his speeches. What singing, what enthusiasm, what applause – even from the younger generation who can’t have remembered Vera or Churchill.

Will there be such celebrations for the 90th anniversary of VE day on 8 May 2035? Few of the veterans and their medals will survive that long. Or even people like me, who were children at the time.

How it took me back, to the singing, and the make-do-and-mend attitude, making the best of it, never complaining, which kept us going throughout the war. Especially the singing.

Thinking about it afterwards, I wondered if all that half-hidden, underground wartime singing and entertainment helped to create the post-war boom in do-it-yourself music, such as skiffle in the fifties and then rock ’n’ roll. Suddenly it all burst out, with such energy and excitement. The war babies now had their chance to express themselves, war babies such as, er, the Beatles …

The Beatles were all born during the war years. I was born just before, but like them, my childhood was dominated by the war – air-raid shelters and rationing were normal. Growing up, it was all we knew.

Then I began thinking that it was perhaps that we shared the same sort of childhood and teenage life, the same sort of schools and houses, social conditions and attitudes, all in the North of England around the same time, which helped me relate to John, Paul, George and Ringo. I spent three years with them – 1966, 1967 and 1968 – in order to write their only authorised biography. (They split up in 1970, hence there was never another.) We all remembered never seeing a banana and assuming that eggs would always come dried. Soppy or what?

John and Ringo were actually each born during an air raid, so their mothers told them, which made me rather jealous. There was no bombing in my hometown of Carlisle, but I did spend a lot of time with my grandmother in Glasgow. Like Liverpool, Glasgow suffered terribly in the war.

When I first met John, I happened to mention that my fantasy in life aged 15 was not Brigitte Bardot (she came later) but a green Raleigh Lenton Sports bike with Sturmey Archer gears. John exclaimed aloud. He had had the same fantasy at the same age. He got bought one, lucky beggar. I had to earn mine by delivering papers and groceries.

During the three years, visiting all their homes, and each of them visiting my house, I discovered so many things we had in common.

I spent a lot of time with Paul’s dad, John’s dad, both of George’s parents and Ringo’s mother and stepdad. I even managed to track down Ringo’s biological dad, whom he had no memory of, as his parents had divorced when Ringo was very young. He was living in Crewe and working as a window cleaner.

I also spent time with Brian Epstein and his mother, with George Martin and his wife, and with Dick James. All of them had such an influence on the lives and career of the Beatles. All of them now long dead.

Oh God, I do wish I had used a tape recorder to interview them. The tapes would have been gold dust today. But back in the 1960s, tape recorders were about the size of a Morris Minor, and I have always hated carrying things.

But I did fill 39 notebooks with the interviews, which a few years ago I handed over to the British Library, along with some of the original handwritten lyrics and letters that the band had given me.

In the biography, I did not use everything from their early years. I had so much material from when they were fab. I never of course thought that there would be such interest in them all these decades later. Or that folk memories would still be lingering about the war and post-war years.

When I was with them, and with their families, their conversations and memories often harked back to that period. The sixties have now become glamorous, but the fifties were also a time of change and advance, in social attitudes and fashion – and in music.

With age, I think about that time more often. So I thought I would try to get my memories down before I forget. Try to recall that period in the Beatles’ lives before they were famous. And also, my own childhood and teenage years, before I knew where I was going.

Very often with the biographies of well-known people, it is the early stuff that is the most interesting, before they achieve success or celebrity. We all know what they became famous for, or think we know, but not always where they came from.

When my book about John, Paul, George and Ringo first came out in 1968, I never for a moment imagined that the world would still be fascinated by them, some sixty years later.

The further we get from their break-up, the bigger they seem to become – in popularity, influence, importance. I estimate that since my book was published there have been 3,000 books about them. Academics in universities all over the world are working on new research. Thousands of lookalike groups are impersonating them full time. Beatles fan conferences are held every week of the year somewhere. You can’t believe the mad prices dealers charge today for memorabilia. In the last year I have had two offers of £1 million for my handwritten copy of ‘Yesterday’. (Now in the British Library, hurry hurry.)

I sense now the Beatles will be with us for ever. Till the end of recorded time. While humans still have breath left in their bodies, someone somewhere will be humming a Beatles tune. Even if they don’t know that the Beatles created it.

My aim is to get back to when they were not famous, set them in their period – which also happens to be my period. Who would have thought they would become part of our social history? Not just music history.

Were they influenced in their music by where they came from? And when? Or could they have happened at any time in any place? You can decide. You’re clever.

John’s full name will always be a giveaway about the period in which he was born. Don’t say you have forgotten. John Winston Lennon …

Hunter Davies, June 2026, NW5




Part One



FAMILIES AND WAR




CHAPTER ONE

John

John was born on Wednesday, 9 October 1940, at Liverpool Maternity Hospital in Oxford Street. His mother, Julia Lennon, née Stanley, wanted to call him Winston. Probably having a bit of a laugh. Or heavy irony. She didn’t take many things too seriously. Her sister Mary, known as Mimi, wanted to call him John. So they compromised with John Winston. Winston Churchill had become prime minister in May that year, after Neville Chamberlain’s resignation, and had made a speech the day before John’s birth in the House of Commons.

John was rather embarrassed by the Winston bit, especially at a later time when he had become a supporter of Irish republicanism, but even while still at school, friends had teased him, as if he was a mad patriot.

In the family legends, which both his mother and Aunt Mimi told him, he was born during an air raid, which rather appealed to him. Recently it has transpired that this is not quite true. When you become famous, there are endless folks (such as me) researching stuff about you, looking for new morsels. One such researcher went through all the local Liverpool archives for 9 October 1940 and – guess what? – there is no record of any raid that evening. The night before and the night afterwards, there were lots, but nothing was reported that particular evening. At least nothing has been discovered so far.

The day before his birth, a German raiding plane had been shot down by Spitfires over Liverpool. The day before that, six people had been injured when German planes raided the city for several hours, damaging a laundry, three houses, a Welsh church, a Church of England infants’ school and several industrial buildings. The government warned of ‘dark and difficult’ days ahead. A few months earlier, 338,000 troops had been evacuated from Dunkirk, while the British had recently failed to seize the port of Dakar. The German air force, according to the press, were threatening ‘complete annihilation’ of London.

The week of John’s birth was also Liverpool’s ‘war weapons week’, with citizens urged to support the war effort with their savings, ‘Lend every pound, shilling, penny you can.’

On 13 October (four days after John’s birth) 14-year-old Princess Elizabeth, accompanied by her sister Princess Margaret, made her first radio broadcast, from Windsor Castle. She delivered a message to child evacuees abroad, promising ‘in the end all will be well’ – it would be up to ‘the children of today to make the world of tomorrow a better and happier place … goodnight and good luck to you all’.

If John had been born just ten months later, in the first week of May 1941, he might not have survived. Liverpool suffered its worst week of the whole war during the May Blitz, when around 680 German planes dropped thousands of high-explosive bombs. By the end of the war, more than 4,000 Merseyside civilians had been killed, 10,000 homes had been destroyed and 70,000 people had been made homeless during air raids.

[image: ]
John as a little boy, aged around eight, at primary school

[image: ]
In the garden at Mendips, where he lived with his aunt Mimi and her husband George Smith.

[image: ]
The bombings had started on 28 August 1940. The first major raid took place in November when a parachute mine hit Garston Gas Works. In December, Liverpool was raided for three consecutive nights.

The main targets were the docks and the city centre, but many suburbs were also damaged. From Liverpool docks, boats with troops and ammunition were being sent to the front line and when the Americans came to help us out, many arrived by sea at Liverpool. After London, Liverpool was the most bombed city in the UK.

Mimi remembered going to the hospital the day after John was born, when the raids had started again. ‘They pushed all the babies under the beds for safety. Julia wanted me to go into the cellar for safety, but not me. I flew out of the hospital to get home. A bomb did explode very near the hospital, where Julia and her baby were lying. I got home and shouted, “Mother, he’s beautiful. He’s got lashes. The most beautiful baby I’ve ever seen!”

“Oh hell,” said my father, who was at home, “He’d have to be better than all the other babies, wouldn’t he”.’

• • •

John’s father, Alfred, did not witness his son’s birth. He was somewhere out at sea, doing his bit. So he said.

Fred Lennon, when I met him in 1967, was working as a washer-up in a roadside hotel, the Greyhound, Hampton, not all that far from the luxury mansion in Weybridge where John was then living. He was earning £10 a week as a kitchen porter. Fred was amusing and entertaining, but I would not consider him a totally reliable witness.

He told me he was born in 1912 and was orphaned at the age of nine and for a while attended Liverpool Blue Coat School. Fred remembered wearing a top hat and tails to school and getting a very good education. Later on, he sent me several letters – and they were indeed well written, so that bit was true.

[image: ]
John’s dad, Alfred Lennon.

The Lennons originally came from Ireland – like so many in Liverpool. The 1840s famine in Ireland had seen the first wave of tens of thousands emigrating across the Irish Sea to Liverpool. It is estimated that even today at least 60 per cent of the population has an Irish Catholic background. As in Glasgow, it’s one of the elements that separate the two rival football teams – Everton and Liverpool in Liverpool, Celtic and Rangers in Glasgow. Everton and Celtic are always considered to be Catholic clubs.

John’s great-uncle, Father William Lennon, was a Catholic priest in Liverpool. In 1899, he organised a fund-raising event for his church in Blundellsands and wrote a letter to the Pope, Leo XIII, asking for support. He got a message in return saying, ‘The Pope blesses Blundellsands Bazar.’ (Must be true because Spencer Leigh revealed the letter’s existence in his column in the Liverpool Echo on 17 May 2025.)

There was always music in the Lennon family. According to Fred, his father, Jack Lennon, lived for a while in the USA and toured as a singer in a Kentucky Minstrels group, before returning to Liverpool, where Fred was born.

After leaving school, Fred went to sea and worked as a bellboy on an ocean liner, eventually becoming a waiter. ‘I was their best waiter. I was so good that ships would not leave Liverpool unless they had Freddie Lennon on board.’

He first met Julia Stanley when he was about 15. He was sitting in Sefton Park with another boy, who was telling him how to pick up girls. Trying to look the part, Fred was wearing a bowler hat that day and had a cigarette holder.

Julia was sitting on a park seat. As he walked past her, she said, ‘You look silly.’

Fred replied, ‘And you look pretty.’ And promptly sat down beside her.

Julia was one of five girls, and their father was a sailor. Sometimes he was away for two years at a time and rather alarmed his family of women when he came home with such a deep, gruff voice.

Julia and Fred went out together for about ten years during Fred’s spells ashore.

Fred was considered quite handsome, but the Stanley family thought he was not good enough for their daughter.

But according to Freddie, it was Julia who asked him to marry her. ‘It was a bit of a laugh, really, getting married.’ The Stanley family were not at all amused.

The marriage was on 3 December 1938, at a register office. No parents were present.

They had their honeymoon at the Trocadero cinema, where Julia spent most of her time. She put ‘cinema usherette’ as her job on the marriage certificate, but this was also a joke. The next day Fred went off to the West Indies and was away for three months.

After one spell at home, Julia told him she was pregnant. Fred did not manage to be present for the birth and did not appear in Liverpool for another 18 months.

He did send money to Julia occasionally. When collecting it one day from the shipping office, Julia was told that Fred had deserted, location unknown.

Freddie’s version is that he was in prison on board a ship for allegedly breaking into the ship’s store and stealing a bottle of whisky. It wasn’t his fault, of course. Someone else had stolen it. Fred was just helping him drink it.

In one of Freddie’s later letters to me, after he had told me the story of his life, he enclosed a photo of himself in prison, holding up his prison number. He was then about 40 – and looked uncannily like John did at that age.

John was eventually taken in permanently by Aunt Mimi and her husband, George Smith, and brought up as if he were their child. Mimi was the eldest of the five Stanley sisters, born in 1906, and at one time had trained as a nurse.

George was a milkman, with his own little delivery business.

They lived in what was considered a fairly desirable, if modest, semi-detached house at 251 Menlove Avenue in the middle-class suburb of Woolton. The street was broad and tree-lined, a dual carriageway. The house was to the left side of a pair and had a good garden at the rear and side and a smaller one at the front filled with blue hydrangeas and two smallish weeping willows. There was a prim little porch at the front door with green and blue stained glass. The house had its own name, Mendips. Rather posh. Very rural-sounding. It was a ten-minute walk to Strawberry Field, a children’s home run by the Salvation Army. John played in the grounds and enjoyed the annual garden party.

[image: ]
Alfred Lennon, holding up his number as a prisoner while on board the ship. He was aged about 40, the same age as John when he was killed. Note the resemblance to John.
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Aunt Mimi, who brought up John, looking nice and smiley, when she wasn’t telling John off …

But Woolton did get its share of wartime bombing. Mimi remembered going into their back garden after one raid and throwing a wet blanket on an incendiary bomb that was still glowing.

Julia eventually met another man, a Welsh soldier, by whom she had a daughter. The girl was adopted by a Norwegian, taken to Norway and John never met her. Then Julia began another relationship, this time long term, and for some years disappeared from John’s life, leaving him with Mimi.

John’s earliest memory in life was one day walking on the Pier Head with his Granddad Stanley in a new pair of shoes.

‘They were hurting all the time so me granddad cut the heels off with a razor blade. I’ve always remembered that.’

There was a more unsettling memory of an occasion when his mother Julia suddenly came to visit him.

‘She came in a black coat with her face bleeding. I think she was living with a Welsh soldier at the time. She had had some sort of accident. I couldn’t face it. I thought, That’s my mother, bleeding. I thought, Fuck it, I must get away. So I went into the garden to hide my feelings.’

Then out of the blue, in 1946, Freddie reappeared. He rang Mimi from Southampton to say he was coming home on leave to Liverpool and asked if he could see John. Mimi felt she had to agree.

Fred arrived and took the five-year-old John to Blackpool for the weekend, staying with a friend, promising to take John to the fun fair. ‘My intention was never to come back. My friend was emigrating to New Zealand, and I was going to go with him, taking John.’

Then Julia suddenly arrived and demanded that John be returned to Mimi’s. Fred said that John should decide where he went. John was sitting on Fred’s knee at the time and appeared to want to stay with him. Julia was about to leave when John ran after her and said he wanted to go home with her.

‘That’s the last I saw or heard of John till I was told he had become a Beatle,’ Freddie recalled.

John returned to live with his aunt Mimi from then on. Julia was in fact living not far away with her new partner and they had two daughters together.

Mimi could be quite strict, but while she imposed rules, she never hit John. She was a bit of a snob and did not allow John to play with council-house kids. George, her husband, rather spoiled John behind Mimi’s back.

Mimi’s worst punishment, for when John had been naughty, was to ignore him.

‘“Don’t ’nore me, Mimi,” he used to say to me …’

Apart from that, Mimi maintained that John’s childhood was as happy as each day was long. Her face glowed with pleasure as she remembered John as a little boy, and all his sayings and hobbies, books he read, little stories he wrote and songs he sang.

She remembered when John had gone to Edinburgh to stay with another aunt, he wrote a card to her asking for money: ‘Mimi, funs are running low …’

John, when I had long talks with him about his school days, had some rather different memories, which I wrote down in my notebooks. He told me about his bad behaviour, such as pulling down girls’ knickers in the playground at his primary school, Dovedale. He also remembered fighting other boys. And he did do a lot of swearing when we talked. But on the whole, he was a reasonable pupil at Dovedale, and teachers did not remember him causing any trouble at primary school.

[image: ]
John’s house, Mendips, where he was brought up, front and back. Now owned by the National Trust. Note the Blue plaque (above), added by English Heritage in 2000.
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Mimi, by chance, managed to read some of John’s childhood memories in a copy of the manuscript of my book lying in John’s house, which I had sent to him in 1968. She was adamant that John never swore at all.

She complained to John and he asked me to go and see her again and calm her down. ‘Do your duty, Hunt,’ John wrote to me.

So I went to see Mimi again and went through John’s childhood memories.

I refused to delete any of John’s stories, arguing that they were John’s memories, in his words, which he had read – or so he said. I could not alter them.

But I agreed to finish the chapter on John’s childhood with the phrase ‘John was as happy as the day was long.’ That pleased her.

It was her memory, which she clung on to. Just as Fred’s memory was that he was the best waiter the world had ever seen.

In a way it was true: John was happy at primary school. It was at secondary school that he had problems. Up until the age of 11, despite the war and such a disturbed family background, he was a bright, smiley, cheerful, lovely little boy, singing ‘Let Him Go, Let Him Tarry’ to himself as he skipped along …




CHAPTER TWO

Paul

Paul was born two years after John, on 18 June 1942, also in a period of constant bombing. Meanwhile, elsewhere on the planet, born on the same day, was Thabo Mbeki, who would become prime minister of South Africa, and also the American record producer Richard Perry, who later produced a solo album for Ringo, featuring all four Beatles. Just by two months, Paul missed the release of Vera Lynn’s ‘The White Cliffs of Dover’.

While John’s dad, Alfred, was out at sea, serving on ships (or in their prisons), Paul’s dad, Jim, was at home in Liverpool, doing his bit.

Jim was born in 1902, too old to be called up, but during the war he worked in a factory making aeroplane engines and, in the evenings, he served as a fire fighter, helping to put out fires caused by the incendiary bombs.

It was during an air raid that he met Paul’s mother, Mary Mohin, who was taking shelter at the home of one of Jim’s sisters. She was a nurse, seven years younger than Jim. He was 38 and expected to remain a bachelor. Mary was aged 31 and considered a spinster. Such were the perceptions of the times.

They both came from Irish families. Mary was still a devout Catholic and they got married in a Catholic church. Jim had lapsed and considered himself an agnostic.

Jim had left school at 14 to become a sample boy at A. Hannay and Co., cotton brokers. Hannay imported raw cotton, graded it and classified it, then sold it to the cotton mills to be manufactured. As a sample boy, Jim had to run round Lancashire showing samples of cotton to the mills.

Lancashire was the main centre for cotton spinning and weaving in Britain, if not the world, at the time. Each town specialised in different products, from fine muslins in Bolton, to mopheads in Oldham. Various products were made from different grades of cotton.

It became the centre for three main reasons. Firstly, there were skilled workers, as there was a tradition of spinning and weaving in the area. Secondly, it had the natural resources necessary for the development of industrialised production: fast-flowing water for water-powered mills and later coal for steam engines. Thirdly, transport. The opening of the Liverpool and Manchester railway in 1830, the world’s first passenger railway, meant that cotton could be despatched more quickly to the spinning mills in Lancashire and the Northwest. The port of Liverpool was the entry point for raw cotton.

The trains also made it easier for the spinners to travel to Liverpool to visit their brokers and inspect the cotton. The number of cotton firms increased as a result of the railway. The finished cotton goods were also transported by rail to Liverpool for export.

The industry peaked in the early twentieth century before declining after the two world wars, due to increased global competition and cheaper manufacturing abroad, leading to significant mill closures and job losses.

But the industry was still at its height when Jim was a lad, with factories belting out smoke night and day all over Lancashire and thousands of workers being disgorged into the streets when they came off their shift. It was considered a good job for a working-class boy leaving school.

Aged 28, Jim was promoted. Now his job was going round to the mills actually selling cotton. Salesmen were often middle class, well spoken and smartly dressed, so Jim had done well.

When I first met Jim in 1967, by which time he had retired, I was struck by how dapper and well turned out he was, and how charming and courteous. He wore a flower in his buttonhole. Very smart.

Paul was born in Walton Hospital in a private ward – wow, very posh – the only Beatle to be born in such luxury. Mary, his mother, had been the sister in charge of the maternity ward at one time. She then became a health visitor on her marriage and later a midwife. Going private was a perk of the job.

Walton Hospital was a former workhouse and during the war it handled casualties from bombing raids. It had an emergency theatre and ambulance station, and an air-raid shelter on hospital grounds. It was also a training school for nurses: state-registered nurses who could earn £95 a year. It was a busy place in November 1942 when Paul arrived into the world there – 16 babies were born in just 24 hours.

Back in 1966, when we first met, I asked Paul for his earliest memory. (I always ask these corny questions, just like Wilfred Pickles – don’t say you don’t remember him.)

Paul’s earliest memory, from around the age of three or four, was of someone coming to their front door and presenting his mother with a plaster dog.

‘It was out of gratitude for some delivery she had done. People were always giving her presents like that.’

Paul and his brother, Michael, two years younger, lived with their parents in a series of council houses when they were very young. During the war, when Jim worked in an aeroplane engine factory, they were allocated a council house reserved for Air Ministry workers in Ardwick.

When Paul was about 13, they moved to 20 Forthlin Road, Allerton, where Paul spent the rest of his childhood. It was in the middle of a row and a bit pokey but the council estate was considered a good one. Mary had got the house through being a health visitor. Paul was now just over a mile or so away from Menlove Avenue, where John was growing up among the toffs – or so Mimi liked to believe.

According to Jim, Paul looked awful when he was born. ‘He could not get one eye open, and he squeaked all the time. The nurse held him up and he looked like a piece of red meat. When I got home from the hospital I cried. But the next day, he looked more human and turned out to be a lovely baby.’

By the time he was at primary school, Stockton Wood Road Primary, when they were still living in Speke, Paul had turned into, hmm, rather a podgy little fellow. Michael used to call him Fatty to annoy him. He eventually slimmed down and became the lean fine figure of a young man we all know. As trim as his dad. Though in some of the early Beatles publicity photos, if you study them carefully, you can spot some signs of, ooh, a chubby cheek.

Paul was like his father, always polite and diplomatic, and he didn’t get into fights or arguments as Michael sometimes did. And, of course, John did. When caught doing something wrong, like pinching sweets, Paul usually managed to talk his way out of it.

[image: ]
Paul’s house, 20 Forthlin Road, now run by the National Trust.
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Paul, left, looking ever so slightly chubby, and his brother Michael and mother Mary.

His accent was scouse, the local Liverpool working-class accent, like all the other kids on his council estate, despite his mother trying to correct the way he spoke. She did try to send him to elocution lessons, but he refused to go.

‘When she told me off, I imitated her accent and she got rather hurt.’

He got his work ethic from his mother – as long as it was something he really wanted to do.

Aged 11, Paul had to sit the eleven plus examination, just as John had done two years earlier. And as all the nation’s children had to do; it would determine which sort of school the country’s 11-year-olds should go to.

Mary, like all concerned mums, hoped her older son would pass for the grammar school.

The Butler Education Act of 1944 was a revolutionary change to the whole system of secondary education in England and Wales. Before the war, most children went to their local state school, staying on there until they were 14. Half of rural village schools still had bucket toilets.

The well-off middle classes had, of course, always paid for education; their children would go to a prep school and then sit a common entrance exam at 13 to get into a public school, either day or boarding.

There was a feeling – shared by the left wing and many Tories – that state schools had fallen behind during the war and would need to be improved.

It was Rab Butler, the Tory minister of education, who in 1945 introduced the eleven plus exam and a new Tripartite System.

At the age of 11, all state-school children had to take a written test. In some areas it was known as the Merit or the Scholarship. It assessed verbal reasoning, non-verbal reasoning, maths and English.

On average, 30 per cent of boys and girls passed the eleven plus and went on to grammar school, but in places with fewer grammar schools, the percentage was lower.

The Tripartite System meant in theory that there would be three grades of school you might be sent to, with the grammar school at the top.

The next lot would be known as secondary technical schools. They would not be as academic as the grammar but might offer the School Certificate exam at 16. There was no sixth form, so you would leave and get a job, hopefully a half-decent white-collar sort of job, such as a nurse or a draughtsman.

Those who failed the eleven plus were at the bottom of the pile and found themselves at a secondary modern. The modern part was a bit of a joke. They were far from modern. Usually the same old Victorian primary school you had been at since 11 which did not offer any public exam. You left at 15 and hoped to get a job as a typist, or possibly a trade apprenticeship.

In theory, under the Tripartite System, you could move between the different schools if, for example, you were a late developer and showed signs of gaining by a more academic school. But in practice, there were very few secondary technical schools created. It was the grammar or sec mod, and that was it. The gulf between them – socially and academically – was enormous.

The pressure to get your child into a grammar school was intense. Mums and dads had sleepless nights, as did their children, when the dreaded eleven plus got near. There was a feeling you were doomed for life, as young as 11, if you failed. That was it: a blue-collar, second-class citizen for ever. Obviously, many later overcame these handicaps and sec-mod slurs, rose up through life and achieved some success, by hard work, determination and skills, but at the age of 11, alas, you felt like a failure. Fallen at the first hurdle. If, of course, you were aware of what had happened to you, which many at the bottom of the social pile were not. Those parents who could afford it, and feared the worst, gave their children extra tuition, or went to local newsagents and bought booklets that contained old eleven-plus exam questions, plus tips on how to pass them.

Paul turned 11 in 1953, Queen Elizabeth’s coronation year. There were, of course, two McCartney lads, coming up for the big hurdle. Mary had high hopes for Paul but was more doubtful about young Michael.

In Liverpool, the main grammar school for boys, desired by all middle-class parents, was the Liverpool Institute High School for Boys founded in 1824. Charles Dickens had once given a lecture at the school in 1840. There were other grammar schools scattered round the suburbs, but none of them was considered quite as desirable as the Institute, known as the Inny. Their uniform was blazer, worsted shorts and ‘scholar’ shirts.

Old boys of the Inny over the years had included MPs, generals, bishops and professors. Notable twentieth-century alumni include the comedian Arthur Askey, broadcaster Peter Sissons and theatre impresario Bill Kenwright. Every year, a dozen or so Institute boys won scholarships to Oxford and Cambridge.

• • •

In the spring of 1953 the letter popped through the McCartney front door. McCartney, James Paul, had been offered a place at the Institute.

Mary was overjoyed. Not quite dancing in the street, as she was a calm and sensible hard-working midwife, but in her mind, she was thinking, this is it, Paul will become a professional person, leaving council houses behind for ever.

My son the teacher, she was very likely thinking as she made the evening meal that night.

Her older son was clearly on the road to somewhere – or at least on the way to better things …

[image: ]
Paul, aged about nine.




CHAPTER THREE

George

George was born at home, not in a hospital, on 25 February 1943, to Harold and Louise Harrison, at 22 Arnold Grove, Wavertree, Liverpool. A small, rented terrace house, a two-up two-down, as they were usually called, meaning there were two rooms downstairs and two upstairs. The lavatory was outside.

George was their fourth and last child, the first one having been born in 1931. With three boys and a girl, spread over 12 years, and having felt they had got the hang of it, they decided this time it was safe to have a baby at home. Quite unusual for those days.

Harold, on first going upstairs to see the new baby, was struck by how much it looked like him. ‘He was a miniature version of me.’

Even 22 years later, when I first met George, I could see in George a resemblance to his dad. They were both thin, rather serious and thoughtful.

Louise, his mother, on the other hand, was stocky and jolly, very friendly and sociable, always singing or listening to music on the wireless.

The baby of any family often gets spoiled and turns out self-indulgent, but George was an independent spirit, right from the beginning, determined do things his way, go it alone, think for himself.

When his mother gave him a note to take to the local shop, George would throw it away once he was outside, confident he would remember it, even when he was just three or four.

‘When I sent him to Mrs Quirk’s the butcher,’ Louise remembered, ‘Mrs Quirk would see his little face peering over the counter and know it was George. “Haven’t you got a note?” she would say. “I don’t need one,” George replied. “Three-quarters of a pound of best pork sausages, please.”’

Let’s hope George didn’t throw away his coupons as well. Coupons meant ration-book coupons, which were in your ration book: little blue or white squares of paper, marked C, D or E, depending on what the allowances were at the time. They varied in value during the war.

It’s often forgotten now just how long rationing went on. It started in 1940 and continued till 1954. Nearly a decade after the war was officially over, but as anyone living at the time will remember, it took a long time for the country and for all of us to get over it. The scars were so deep, the deprivations so serious, an attitude of mind had been so engrained. The air-raid shelters on almost every street corner remained for years and reminded us of what we had recently been through.

Meat was the last item to come off rationing, so when George was four in 1947, buying pork sausages – or almost any item from the butcher’s – needed your ration book. The meat allowance had been 8 ounces per week per person during the war itself, but by 1947, bacon and ham rations were down to just 2 ounces. Not much chance of scoffing a bacon butty very often, or a sausage sandwich. Tea was 2 ounces a week. Your egg ration was one a week per person. Often you had to share it. Perhaps your dad would let you have the top of his boiled egg.

Jim McCartney, Paul’s dad, remembered once being furious with Paul. While Jim was at work one day, Paul had three little friends over from school and gave them a fried-egg sandwich each, using up the whole McCartney egg ration for the week. Tut tut.

At the time of George’s birth in 1943, the ever-helpful Ministry of Food was urging people to rely on potatoes, which, of course, we could grow ourselves in our British fields. No need for any exotic foreign foods, like rice or pasta, whatever they were. Potatoes could be used instead of flour to bake a cake, disguised as meat, or as pudding, so everyone was encouraged to eat potatoes at every meal, even for breakfast. The government advice was to refuse second helpings of other foods and ‘have more potatoes instead’.

As a family of six, the Harrisons were allowed quite a bit each week, compared with a single person living on their own, especially if Mrs Harrison gave up her allowance to feed her brood, as many mothers did. It wasn’t just food that was rationed, but clothes and shoes, coal and petrol. And even soap.

Once the war had started in earnest in 1940, and sea blockades began, German submarines attacked supply ships from abroad, which cut off the stuff we did not have or did not grow at home, such as petrol, sugar, coffee and oranges. Mothers had to be ingenious, pretending a cake made of potatoes was still a cake: come on, eat up, there’s a war on.

The government encouraged people to grow their own, on any odd patch of land, or keep sheep and chickens, and more than 1.5 million allotments and back gardens came into use.

[image: The exterior facade of a narrow, two-story brick terraced house. A plaque on the front says, “George Harrison, 1943 to 2001, Musician and songwriter, was born here.”]
George Harrison’s birth home, 12 Arnold Grove. Note the blue plaque.

[image: The front exterior of a two-story brick terraced house, with a prominent front porch extension. A sign hanging on the front railing says, “Regular rehearsal spot for The Quarrymen and The Beatles, 1958 to 1962.”]
And the home he later moved to, 25 Upton Green.


The well off and middle classes were on the same rations and had to do their bit, even if it meant turning their tennis courts into vegetable gardens.

The Royal Family had ration books as well. When Princess Elizabeth got married to Prince Philip in 1947, she used her clothing allowance for her wedding dress.

Keeping warm was another continual struggle. A coal fire was the most effective form of heat, and coal rationing meant you had only enough to lay one fire a day.

Life had been hard enough for people like the Harrisons even before the war began, back in the thirties, with shortages, spells on the dole and a scramble for accommodation.

Harold had left school at 14 and worked in a factory making mangles, the sort all working-class mothers had at one time, then he went off to sea, from 1926 to 1936, as a steward on the White Star line.

While on shore leave in 1929, he met Louise French, whose father originally came from Wexford: yet another Irish connection. They married in 1930.

Harold came
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George, centre, aged eight, and his parents, George and Louise, and brothers, Harold, left, and Peter.































[image: Teen George, playing his guitar in his house.]
George, aged about 14, getting to grips with his new passion …
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