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*Foreword by Ruth McCartney*
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When I first read Aaron Badgley’s manuscript, I was immediately struck by its sense of fairness and affection. Ringo Starr has often been the most underestimated Beatle, yet in truth he was the essential pulse of the band, the steady heartbeat that allowed the music to soar. Aaron’s book reminds us that Ringo’s story did not end when The Beatles walked away from the stage - it was, in fact, just beginning.

As Paul’s step-sister, born and raised in Liverpool, I’ve seen firsthand how people around the world hold each Beatle in their hearts. Ringo, perhaps more than any of them, carried a universal accessibility. He was “the people’s Beatle,” the one who made fans feel they could know him, laugh with him, even chant his name in jest as “Ringo for President.” That charm, however, was only the beginning. Behind it was a craftsman, a survivor, and an artist who refused to be defined solely by the greatest band in history.

The 1970s were Ringo’s proving ground. While others might have questioned whether he could step into the spotlight, he charged forward - film roles, session work, hit after hit. ‘It Don’t Come Easy’ may have been the perfect anthem for a man who had already overcome illness, hardship, and doubt. And yet, as Aaron so eloquently shows, Ringo made it look effortless.

This book is more than a chronicle of singles and chart positions. It’s about resilience, reinvention, and joy. It captures the way Ringo embraced the freedom of the 1970s and established a career that was entirely his own - while never losing that mischievous grin or that deep Liverpudlian warmth.

Reading these pages, I was reminded of something my mum Angie often says: “You don’t have to shout to be heard.” Ringo Starr embodies that truth. His drumming, his arrangements, his voice, his personality - never the loudest, but always unforgettable.

Aaron Badgley has written a book that Ringo fans, Beatles devotees, and music historians alike will treasure. It shines a deserving light on a man who has given us more than just a backbeat - he’s given us joy, laughter, and songs that endure.

So, with admiration for both author and subject, I invite you to turn the page and step into the world of Ringo Starr in the 1970s. It’s a journey well worth taking.

Ruth McCartney
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*Preface*
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In 1973, when I was nine years old, I received, among other things, a copy of Ringo for Christmas. It was a cold and snowy Christmas. As Bing Crosby’s ‘White Christmas’ played on the Fleetwood, and we opened gifts, my parents with their coffee, us kids with chocolate milk, I excitedly tore open the Christmas wrap to find a rather unique album cover. It was Ringo! Of course I knew who Ringo Starr was and I had the ‘Photograph’ single, but this album seemed special. An illustrated book with lyrics, and Ringo on the record label. I could hardly wait for Bing to end so that I could slip Ringo on the hi-fi. 

My mother bought it for me because she knew I loved The Beatles, but also because the salesman at the record store (Wilson and Lee in Oshawa, Ontario) told her that this was the biggest selling album of the Christmas season. So she bought me the album, which I loved and still love. She bought me Goodnight Vienna for Christmas in 1974, Blast From Your Past for Christmas in 1975, Ringo's Rotogravure for Christmas in 1976, and... well, you get the idea. This became a tradition to this day, only now my wife makes sure there is always a Ringo Starr album under the Christmas tree. 

I tell this story for a reason. In 1973, Starr was a pop/rock star. He was not merely an ex-Beatle, but a fully fledged rock star. He had nine top 40 hit singles in America, with two hitting number one. Five of his albums made the top 40 in the US, with two of them going into the top ten. The salesman was not selling my mother an album that a nine-year-old Beatle fan would like, but rather what a nine-year-old music fan would like. He didn’t push Lennon’s latest album at the time, or even McCartney’s. He pushed Elton John and Ringo Starr. 

As for millions around the world, Ringo Starr has come to mean a great deal to me and has had a rather large role in my and my family’s life. And this love has become multi-generational. My youngest daughter, Linda, still includes his 2008 album, Liverpool 8, as one of her favourite albums of all time. 

Ringo Starr’s success in 1973 was somewhat unexpected. His first two albums, while warmly received, did not top the charts and have the appeal that Ringo did. Nor did people have many expectations for Starr. While he achieved unimaginable fame as a Beatle, his solo career was not something many assumed would be as big as it was. It took Starr by surprise as well. 

Richard Starkey, better known as Ringo Starr, must have been concerned about his future when he lost his full time job as one quarter of The Beatles. Since 1962, this had been all he knew. He was a musician, actor, and a member of the most influential and popular band of all time, and suddenly it was all over. Starr was married, a father of two (his third child, Lee, would be born in November of 1970) and in his eyes, he was unemployed. “The break-up was horrendous,” Starr told Michael Parkinson in 1982. “I just sat around for a year. ‘What will I do now?’ I had to get out of the garden first and do something and then I started rolling again.”
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*Introduction*
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Ringo Starr played his first show as an official member of The Beatles on August 18, 1962. As Paul McCartney has said on more than one occasion, he was the missing piece for The Beatles, and when he played with them, something clicked. The Beatles changed the landscape musically, socially, culturally and in other ways. Ringo Starr was a quarter of that band and was an essential member of the band. This book endeavours to show that Ringo Starr’s career following the split of The Beatles was the beginning of a solo career that has been more than a handful of hit singles. The 1970s was the time when he established himself as Ringo Starr, not ‘former Beatle Ringo Starr’, but as a brilliant, relevant and vibrant artist. 

When The Beatles officially called it a day on April 10, 1970, Ringo Starr had already released his first solo album (Sentimental Journey, which was a commercial success) and by the end of 1970, his second album (Beaucoups Of Blues) would be out and he would be on his way in establishing a solo career. In fact, along with George Harrison, Ringo was an early favourite. He had a number of hits, beginning with ‘It Don’t Come Easy’, which surprised many when it made its way comfortably into the top ten worldwide. It was not a fluke, as he continued to release hit singles. The list of hits is impressive, including ‘Back Off Boogaloo’, ‘Photograph’, ‘You’re Sixteen’, ‘Oh My My’, ‘Only You’ and ‘No No Song’; all of these singles went into the top ten and a couple made it to number one. Not bad for the drummer of a band and not bad for an artist who takes his craft very seriously. 

And that sums up Richard Starkey, Richie to his friends, Ringo Starr to the world. A person born into dire poverty and family problems, starting with his parents splitting when he was three. He was not a healthy child, and suffered medical and physical ailments. His health interfered with his schooling and he never had a complete formal education. Yet not only did he survive all adversity, he appeared to thrive from it. He had an innate positivity and seemed to gain strength from it. And he didn’t express fear.

When The Beatles called it a day, Starr was honest about his concerns for a career. Whether it was making an album, acting in a film or designing furniture, Starr was not one to rest on his laurels. He had a number of interests and he was ready to show the world that he could do more than keep a brilliant backbeat.

It is important to remember that as he embarked on his solo career, he was already quite well known and loved. As a Beatle, in the US, he was the favourite. During the 1964 election in the United States, “Ringo For President” was often chanted. There was even a minor hit single by the Young World Singers called ‘Ringo For President’ on Decca Records. 

There were other songs about Starr as well. Ella Fitzgerald released a song in 1965 called ‘Ringo Beat’, while a very young Cher (under the name Bonnie Jo Mason) recorded and released the song ‘Ringo, I Love You’, produced by Phil Spector and written by Spector and future Starr collaborator Vini Poncia. Future music critic Penny Valentine even got in on the act, releasing the novelty hit about Starr getting married in 1965, ‘I Want To Kiss Ringo Goodbye’. And who can forget the hit ‘Ringo Deer’ by Gary Ferrier, about Ringo Starr joining Santa’s reindeer team? 

A lot of the songs Starr sang were fan favourites, again, especially in North America, where songs like ‘Boys’ and ‘Act Naturally’ were not only released as singles, but became well known hits. Starr even had a number one with The Beatles, singing lead on ‘Yellow Submarine’. This was a huge accomplishment in 1966. That song and ‘With A Little Help From My Friends’ still receive standing ovations when Starr performs them with his All Starr Band. Ringo also co-wrote one song with John Lennon and Paul McCartney (‘What Goes On’) and had two of his solo compositions on Beatle albums (‘Don’t Pass Me By’ and ‘Octopus’s Garden’).

When it came to their films, Starr was the focus for both A Hard Day’s Night and Help! He did so well with A Hard Day’s Night - receiving the best reviews - that the story for their second film (the one in colour) was entirely built around him and his famous rings. Even Magical Mystery Tour, written by The Beatles, revolved around Starr and his aunt Jesse. Starr, it seemed, was a natural in front of the camera, so it was no surprise when he was offered a role in the famous (infamous?) star-packed film Candy in 1968. Starr holds his own with the likes of Richard Burton, Marlon Brando, Charles Aznavour, John Houston, Ewa Aulin and James Coburn (who would later appear on a Paul McCartney and Wings album cover) among many others. This led to a much larger role in the cult classic The Magic Christian, starring Starr and Peter Sellers. 

His feature films also allowed him to appear on many television shows, such as Laugh-in, Cilla Black’s television show, and other cameos. Starr was much loved and adored. Although he may have been nervous about the idea of a solo career, he seemed destined to have a very successful career as Ringo. 

Starr made it very clear, in the book and television series The Beatles Anthology, that he didn’t want The Beatles to end. Starr, who did not have siblings, suddenly had three brothers. “They became the closest friends I ever had,” he said in The Beatles Anthology book. “I was an only child and suddenly I felt like I had three brothers.” He continues to refer to The Beatles as such well into 2025. So the sadness, for him, was not wondering what he was going to do but rather not looking forward to doing it alone. “There was the possibility that we could have carried on,” Starr said.

But the story of Starr in the 1970s goes beyond his worries and successes. He was also a well respected and in demand session player. He worked with a varied and diverse selection of artists playing everything from the blues to rock to folk to classical Indian music. He was fearless when it came to trying different styles and holding his own with superstars of that decade. 

Starr’s career goes well beyond the 1970s. He is in his sixth decade as a solo artist and bigger than ever. In 2025 he hit number one in the UK Country album charts, and his concert tours continue to sell out. But this story looks at an artist reestablishing himself. In the 1970s, in many ways, Starr had to rediscover his confidence and dig deep to find that survival instinct that he had and continues to have. 

Without delving into his personal life, it is important to note that the 1970s were a critical time for Starr. He had to establish himself as a multidimensional solo artist, with forays into art, film and music. Unlike other bands and singers, he didn’t make his way up in the 1970s by paying his dues in the small clubs, but he paid his dues in other ways. And he earned every success he achieved. 

This is Ringo Starr in the 1970s.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4

[image: ]


*1970*
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Ringo Starr was always my favourite, from the first time hearing ‘Octopus’s Garden’ on Abbey Road, when I was five, to seeing him trying to get that ring off his finger in Help! (which I saw at the drive-in). I remember my mother having the Sentimental Journey album, because she loved all the songs. Family gatherings with aunts, uncles, grandparents and cousins were not complete without that album finding its way onto the turntable. 

Ringo Starr started work on his debut album in 1969, which was a very busy year for Mr Starkey. Aside from his work with The Beatles, he was also working on the film The Magic Christian, as well as assisting George Harrison with a few Apple artists, and he took a great interest in Apple, signing artists to the label. Starr was also helping out friends in the studio. Although his debut, Sentimental Journey, would not be released until the spring of 1970, he set time aside in 1969 to begin working on it.

When Starr went into the studio to start recording the album, he was prepared. He had chosen the songs that he wanted to sing and had a very clear idea of how he wanted it to sound. His choice of material, to some, seemed very odd. An album of big band pop standards, even in 1970, seemed very out of date, and these songs seemed old. However, given the avant garde nature of the first three solo albums by John Lennon (with Yoko Ono), and George Harrison’s first two albums, perhaps this could be viewed as another bold choice by an ex-Beatle.

George Martin, who produced Sentimental Journey, unknowingly set the formula for most of Starr’s future solo albums. Rather than working with session players and one producer/arranger, Martin solicited help from a group of very famous people to provide an arrangement for each track on the album. Some were friends (Klaus Voormann, Paul McCartney, Maurice Gibb), and a couple would become great friends (Quincy Jones, Richard Perry), and others were well known and well respected arrangers. Martin himself arranged one track. But one can see how this became the template for most of Starr’s future solo albums. Starr would do very well, with a little help from his friends. 

To Starr, however, the whole project made total sense, from the song selections to the multiple arrangers. As far as Starr was concerned, writing an album’s worth of material would take him a long time. He explained in 1970 to BBC’s David Wigg, on the programme Scene and Heard: “I thought I would do an album, but because I don’t write very fast, I write about one a year, it would take 20 years to finish it.” Given that he thought that he was not, at that time, able to write an entire album, covers seemed to be the logical choice. Rather than having teams of writers writing for him, or covering early rock and roll, classic pop songs seemed more fitting for him.

For Starr this album really was a sentimental journey to his childhood and youth. As he told David Wigg during the interview: “I came into music with all these songs. They were my start in music. They are all the songs your mum, your dad and your aunties came back from the pub singing. These were all the songs they were singing and have great memories for me. And the fact that they are all great songs. Still nice songs, they stand up to today, they are powerful songs.” Starr had a point: these songs had aged well and were now classics. 

In an interview in 1977, Starr stated: “So I thought ‘I’ll go in and do all these standards,’ you know, because I always liked them anyway - and it’s me, right? So it’s part of me. I’m not one of those people who won’t admit to their past and their musical influences. So I thought, ‘That's what I’ll do’.”

“I really dug all that old music, because it was the first I ever heard,” Starr explained in the 1970 interview on Scene and Heard. “I thought my mum would be pleased if I sang all those songs.” It is pretty certain that she was not only pleased but also very proud of her ‘little drummer boy’ (as she referred to him when he was a child learning the drums). 

In 2001, Starr explained yet another reason for his decision to record Sentimental Journey. In speaking with Paul Du Noyer in Mojo magazine he said: “I was lost for a while. That’s well-documented... And I just thought of all those songs that I was brought up with, all the parties we’d had in Liverpool at our house and all the neighbours’ houses... So I called George Martin and said, ‘Why don’t we take a sentimental journey?’”

He also made things comfortable and familiar for himself by having George Martin produce the album - a producer whom he had not only worked with before, but a person from the inner circle of The Beatles. Starr felt comfortable with Martin, and more importantly trusted him. Martin would make sure that the album would sound fantastic and Starr would have a strong debut. Starr liked Martin’s idea to hire a different arranger for each of the songs for the album.

“I thought it would make it interesting,” Starr explained at the time of the release to Wigg. “If it was just one guy, it would be his scene, because I am just singing, not arranging. So I thought we would make it a bit exciting to get a lot of different arrangers doing each track, and I am the link.” 

Work on Starr’s debut album actually began in the US in 1969. Richard Perry, who would work with Starr in the future as his producer, arranged the title track, ‘Sentimental Journey’. The backing track was recorded in Los Angeles and sent to London for Starr’s vocals. Quincy Jones arranged ‘Love Is a Many Splendored Thing’ at A&M Studios in Los Angeles as well. On 14 January 1970 Starr and Martin could be found in Olympic Studios recording vocals for both of the songs. 

Starr was busy during the latter part of 1969, and due to his schedule, Martin had limited time with Starr in October and November to record songs for the album. Martin has never been one to waste time and he managed to record several backing tracks with the respective arrangers during this time, even if Starr would not record his vocals until the new decade. However, Starr was quite involved from the beginning. On 27 October 1969, Martin conducted his George Martin Orchestra at EMI Studios to record Chico O’Farrill’s arrangement of ‘Night And Day’. O’Farrill was a renowned jazz musician, composer and arranger who had worked with Stan Kenton, Charlie Parker, Benny Goodman and many others. He certainly introduced a big band sound to the album with this track. Starr recorded the vocals that day, and it was mixed and completed. 

Wessex Sound Studios (where King Crimson recorded) was the place to be on 7 November 1969 when Paul McCartney helped out his Beatles colleague and friend by arranging ‘Stardust’. Interestingly, the album was, at one time, named Ringo Starrdust, which was McCartney’s suggestion. But wisely it was changed to Sentimental Journey. It was felt that Sentimental Journey, as a title, did a better job of capturing the overall feel of the album. The day prior to McCartney’s recording with Starr saw the recording of the only known outtake from the album, ‘Stormy Weather’. It seems it was a George Martin arrangement, and no reason was given for it not being included on the album, unless it was earmarked for a B-side for a single. Martin’s arrangement for ‘Dream’ was recorded on 14 November at Trident Studios, and completed in February, while Oliver Nelson’s arrangement of ‘Blue, Turning Grey Over You’ was recorded on 28 November. Again, that song was finished in February at EMI studios.

Oliver Nelson was well known for his landmark and classic 1961 album The Blues and The Absolute Truth. As well as performing and recording, Nelson also arranged songs/recordings for artists such as Thelonious Monk, Cannonball Adderley, Sonny Rollins, Eddie ‘Lockjaw’ Davis, Johnny Hodges, Wes Montgomery and Buddy Rich to name just a few. He also arranged the music for the film Alfie. Martin had had a hit with the title track from that film when he produced Cilla Black’s version in 1966.

Work on the album intensified in early 1970. Martin busily prepared the remaining backing tracks for Starr to provide his vocals. Martin decamped into studio two at EMI studios and on 3 February 1970, he spent the day re-recording ‘Love Is a Many Splendored Thing’. Quincy Jones and Martin were not satisfied with the first recording, so Jones flew to London to assist with the re-recording. Starr added his vocals that day, but re-recorded his performance on 5 February to get it right. In fact, more time was spent on this song than any other song on the album, as on 17 February strings and backing vocals were recorded and dubbed onto the track. 

On 9 February 1970, Starr added his vocals to the Elmer Bernstein (an American composer and conductor best known for his numerous film scores) arrangement of ‘Have I Told You Lately That I Love You?’ Two days later, old Beatle friend and Manfred Mann member Klaus Voormann provided an arrangement for ‘I’m A Fool To Care’. Voormann also conducted a fifteen piece jazz orchestra for the recording. 

Les Reed was on hand on 12 February 1970 to put together the closing track on the album, ‘Let The Rest of The World Go By’. Les Reed is best known as a composer and has composed some hits such as ‘It’s Not Unusual’, ‘Delilah’ and ‘There’s A Kind of Hush’. Starr recorded his vocals two days later. Martin was not entirely satisfied with Starr’s performance and encouraged him to try again on 17 February. On the same day, classical arranger Frances Shaw conducted a 17 piece string section for the song. It was a smart move, as the end result was a great vocal from Starr and one of the highlights from the album.

As February came to a close, Starr and Martin were busy in the studio completing Sentimental Journey. Final mixes and added vocals were completed as the album was taking shape. However, there were a couple of songs yet to be recorded. Moving to Morgan Studios on 5 March 1970, Martin and Starr completed the album. On this day, two tracks were recorded: Ron Goodwin’s ‘Whispering Grass (Don’t Tell The Trees)’ and Maurice Gibb’s arrangement of ‘Bye Bye Blackbird’. 

Ron Goodwin was a British composer/arranger/producer who had worked with Martin in the early 1960s at Parlophone. He also produced and arranged hits for Petula Clark and Jimmy Young. He also worked with Pink Floyd’s Roger Waters on the soundtrack for the film The Body. Martin was very familiar with his work and it seemed like a perfect collaboration.

Gibb was not only a friend but also a neighbour, residing across the street from Starr and his family. He was also one third of the very popular band The Bee Gees. Starr and Gibb would sporadically work with each other during the early 1970s, eventually recording an electronic/synthesiser album that has yet to see the light of day. But their professional paths crossed early in the 1970s. 

Now that the album was recorded, mixed and mastered, it was time to design the sleeve. As mentioned, in December 1969 the album was announced with the title Ringo Starrdust. Wisely this was changed and in keeping with the theme of a sentimental journey, Ringo travelled to his birthplace of the Dingle area of Liverpool. Starr would revisit this area in music in the 2000s, especially with the album Liverpool 8, the postal district. The Empress Hotel was chosen for the sleeve, as it was a place where, no doubt, these songs had been played over the years. Photos of his family (including his mother and stepfather) could be seen in the windows while a black and white Ringo Starr stood in front of the tavern in a tuxedo. Although no credit was given for the design, Richard Polak (famed rock photographer) took the photos for the sleeve. 

“There was a pub on the album cover. My family used to go to that pub and all Mum’s friends and family would come back to our place, and at the parties everybody sang those songs,” said Starr in The Beatles Anthology. That pub had to be on the front sleeve, as it represented the album and the songs perfectly. 

The album was finished and ready for release on 27 March 1970 in the UK and on 24 April 1970 in North America. Starr was, rightfully, proud of the album. In many ways, his decision to tackle pop and big band standards was as avant garde and creative as anything Harrison and Lennon had released to date. The difference was that Sentimental Journey was an album which could attract a wider audience. Starr, a member of the biggest rock and roll band on the planet and a band that had changed music forever, was looking to the long past with his first solo endeavour. This was revolutionary in many ways and years ahead of its time. Bryan Ferry would turn to these songs in 1974, while other artists, such as Bob Dylan, Harry Nilsson, Linda Ronstadt, Carly Simon and Rod Stewart all took their turns with the great American songbook. Even Paul McCartney would record his own album of these classics in 2012 with Kisses On The Bottom.

The main difficulty for the album was that not only would Starr being competing with The Beatles (the Get Back project would finally see the light of day with the new title Let It Be, which was released 8 May 1970), but also with his former band mate, Paul McCartney, whose debut album, McCartney, was also scheduled to be released on 17 April 1970. No doubt these two albums impacted sales for Starr (and conversely, Starr may have had an impact on the other releases’ sales as well). Competition was very steep, and fans may have had to make choices. 

When looking back at the album, it should have not been that much of a shock. The Beatles themselves dipped into the old pop standards, even though they wrote the songs: ‘Honey Pie’, ‘When I’m Sixty-Four’, ‘Your Mother Should Know’, even their Hamburg, Germany recording of  ‘Ain’t She Sweet’ and their attempts at recording ‘Besame Mucho’ (which they revisited during the Get Back sessions). The Beatles even looked to Bing Crosby for inspiration for their song ‘Please Please Me’, which John Lennon said was influenced by Crosby’s song ‘Please’, with the clever use of “Please lend your little ear to my pleas.” However, here is the world’s most famous rock drummer, not even drumming, and singing standards. Ringo knew there would be criticism and the album may not have been overly well received, but, much like Lennon and Harrison’s avant garde works, he went ahead and recorded the album. In the future, however, such albums would not be out of place in a musician’s catalogue. 

Although The Supremes recorded and released The Supremes Sing Rogers And Hart in 1967, those songs were Broadway classics. Ringo Starr did ‘The Great American Songbook’ first. He was also the first solo Beatle to have a top ten solo album in the UK, and he was the first to release an album of ‘pop’ songs. He was the first solo Beatle to release an entire album of cover versions. Both John Lennon and Paul McCartney would look to the past, in 1975 with Lennon’s album Rock ’n’ Roll and for McCartney for three albums. But again, Lennon and McCartney focused on rock and roll, while Starr bravely took on jazz, big band and pop standards. As noted, McCartney didn’t tackle the American Songbook until 2012.

The title track, ‘Sentimental Journey’, gets the album started and sets the stage. There is no mistake here: Starr is not trying to turn these songs into rock and roll, but rather record straight interpretations of these classic songs. No doubt Starr grew up with Doris Day’s version of this song, which was a hit in 1945. Other artists have tackled it, but Day’s version was the one that the young Richie Starkey heard on the radio. Starr’s treatment of the song (with help from arranger Richard Perry) is very nostalgic and very warm. “Going to take a sentimental journey,” Starr sings, “to renew old memories.” Starr is welcoming all to his trip down memory lane, and given what was going on with The Beatles at the time, it made total sense for him to look backwards. The song is aided by Perry incorporating a ‘singing guitar’ solo in the song, a technique that was quite popular in the early 1940s but had somewhat disappeared by 1970. 

Richard Perry was an interesting choice for the song and the album. By 1970, Perry was still a very young and not well known producer. Up until 1970, he had worked with and produced Captain Beefheart, Fats Domino (on his ‘comeback’ album Fats Is Back) and scored a top ten hit with Tiny Tim (‘Tiptoe Through The Tulips’). He was a staff producer for Warner Brothers, but, like Martin, had formed his own freelance production company and went on to great success with Barbra Streisand, Harry Nilsson and Carly Simon, to name just three. 

Given that a promo film was shot and aired for the song, there is no question that it was, at one time, considered as a single. For reasons unknown, or forgotten, that single never materialised. One has to wonder whether, if it had been issued as a single, it would have helped album sales. It is interesting to note that McCartney’s debut solo album released at the same time also did not have any singles lifted from it. 

The album continues with a very bold and swinging ‘Night And Day’, the Cole Porter classic. Chico O’Farrill (a Cuban composer, arranger, and conductor, best known for his work in the Latin idiom, specifically Afro-Cuban jazz or ‘Cubop’) brings in the big band sound and it works. It is certainly a side of Ringo Starr that fans have never heard before. The song made its debut in 1932, sung by Fred Astaire in the film The Gay Divorcee. Astaire also had a hit with it. However, the song managed to take on a life of its own, covered by many artists, and was featured in the 1942 film Action In The North Atlantic (starring Humphrey Bogart), performed by Julie Bishop.

This leads into a much more restrained ‘Whispering Grass (Don’t Tell The Trees)’, a hit for the Ink Spots in 1940. Starr noted in an interview at the time that this was his favourite song on the album. He had also hoped that it would be a single. Sandy Denny recorded a lovely version in 1974. Perhaps she was more familiar with Starr’s version than the original. 

Up next is the much more sparse Maurice Gibb compact version of ‘Bye Bye Blackbird’. This is the second oldest song of the collection, dating back to 1926. It was a pub standard. It was written by Milton Ager and Jack Yellen and, according to the Library of Congress, was first published in 1927 by Ager, Yellen & Bornstein, Inc. McCartney recorded the song on his Kisses On The Bottom album. This short burst of energy is one of the highlights of the album, with Gibb bringing the band in halfway through the song, creating a wonderful, engaging moment.

Side one continues with ‘I’m A Fool To Care’, a song made famous by Les Paul and Mary Ford and expertly executed by Klaus Voormann. The song also includes Billy Preston on organ. And with McCartney’s ‘Stardust’, the side ends. McCartney sets the perfect backdrop for Starr and the song could have easily been a choice for a single. 

Starr was quite correct in his assumption that a different arranger for each song would keep the proceedings interesting. Jazz musician Oliver Nelson’s very jazzy version of ‘Blue, Turning Grey Over You’ comes from the Fats Waller songbook, circa 1929, made famous by Louis Armstrong. Nelson provides a solid, full on jazz/big band sound that may not suit Starr’s voice, but Starr delivers a convincing vocal and in the end it is an interesting listening experience. Quincy Jones slows things down with ‘Love Is a Many Splendored Thing’ (again featuring Billy Preston on organ). This Academy Award winning song (1956, ‘Best Song’ category) is more in keeping with Mr Starr’s voice and it is a perfect song for Starr on many levels. 

George Martin continues the more mellow sounds with a dreamy version of ‘Dream’, a Johnny Mercer song with which The Pied Pipers had a hit. John Dankworth not only arranged ‘You Always Hurt The One You Love’ but also contributed his trademark saxophone to the song. Starr takes his turn with the Mills Brothers’ hit and it is a great choice for Starr and the album.  

Elmer Bernstein’s somewhat comedic arrangement of ‘Have I Told You Lately That I Love You’ mixes with big band, swing and jazz. It is best left in the hands of Bing Crosby and The Andrew Sisters, who had a hit with the song in 1946. And the album ends with the wonderful ‘Let The Rest Of The World Go By’. The song was written in 1919 and is the oldest song on the album. Interestingly, the original first verse is cut off, and Starr begins the song with the chorus. Composer Les Reed provides Starr with a choir and orchestra for the big finish for the album. It is the stand out track and Starr delivers it with tenderness and love. It bookends with ‘Sentimental Journey’ beautifully. Ringo would have most likely heard Dick Haymes’ version of the song from the 1944 film When Irish Eyes Are Smiling.

The album was met with mixed reviews, although it did not get the coverage one would expect for a solo Beatles album. The major radio and retail magazine in America, Cash Box, didn’t even bother to write up the album in their new and notable sections. Its counterpart, Billboard, did review, and noted the “dozen top arrangers”, predicting that the album was a “sure-fire hit” and stating: “The Beatle takes us back to the good old band days in this collection of hits from the 40s and 50s as well as the 20s and 30s! Starr is featured as band vocalist on such favorites as ‘Night and Day’, ‘Starlight’, and the title tune.”

Rolling Stone, not surprisingly, was somewhat negative. Greil Marcus noted that  “Sentimental Journey may be horrendous, but at least it’s classy. Or is it?” in his review for Rolling Stone. He also added, “There is a certain thrill to hearing Ringo swing immediately and finally flat on ‘Stardust’.” In the UK, Andy Gray in his review for the NME described the arrangements as “top class” and noted that Ringo’s vocals may surprise many people, stating: “He sings better than you’d expect him to.” In the same review he predicted the album would be a huge hit. 

Ringo also did quite a bit of promotion for the album, especially in the UK. He appeared on radio and television (Frost On Sunday), and made his first promotional film for the title track. The film was directed by Apple’s Neil Aspinall, with Ringo singing in front of The George Martin Orchestra. Apple artist Doris Troy is also there, with Madeline Bell and Marsha Hunt. Ringo performed his vocals live over a pre-recorded backing track. The film was shown in the UK (on Frost On Sunday) and on The Ed Sullivan Show on 17 May 1970 in North America.  

According to Michael Seth Starr, in his book Ringo With A Little Help, the other Beatles weighed in as well, with Lennon saying he was embarrassed by the album, while Harrison reportedly thought it was “a great album...really nice”. Although there is no official record of McCartney’s thoughts, since he worked on the album, one would assume McCartney approved of the project. 

The album was a success, peaking at number seven in the UK charts (Ringo’s highest chart placing on the album charts in the UK), and number 22 on the Billboard charts, selling well over 500,000 copies. Cash Box and Record World had it peaking at number 20. In Canada, the album did not do as well, peaking at number 42. Ringo clearly had some stiff competition. Sitting at number one on Billboard when Sentimental Journey peaked at number 22 was McCartney, and number two was Let It Be. The soundtrack to Woodstock, Jimi Hendrix, and Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young rounded out the top five. But the album held its own, and it helped Ringo get back into the game. As he noted: “The great thing was that it got me moving, not very fast, but just moving. It was like the first shovel of coal in the furnace that made the train inch forward.”

The one thing missing to promote the album was the release of a single from it. In talk with David Wigg, Starr does mention that two songs were being considered for a potential single: the title track and ‘Whispering Grass (Don’t Tell The Trees)’. He indicated that the staff at Apple seemed to like the two songs. “They seem to be the two biggest,” he admitted. And he himself was leaning towards ‘Whispering Grass (Don’t Tell The Trees)’. But a single never materialised, and no reason has ever been given. The fact that he did shoot a promotional film for ‘Sentimental Journey’ clearly indicates that there was some serious consideration given to releasing that song as a single.

In North America, the album received virtually no airplay. Rock and roll FM stations would not touch it, and there was no single for AM stations. At this time, there were few AOR (Adult Oriented Rock) stations and while ‘Beautiful Music’ stations existed, playing the likes of Lawrence Welk, Acker Bilk and big band, they were not going to play a Beatle. Despite the lack of substantial radio play and very mixed reviews, the fact that it made it to number 22 on Billboard’s chart and sold the equivalent of a gold record in today’s standard was quite an achievement. Keep in mind that the originators of some of the classics (Bing Crosby, Doris Day, Frank Sinatra) were struggling to chart and get radio play as well. 

The release of Sentimental Journey brought some controversy too. Paul McCartney scheduled the release of his album for 10 April 1970, which was close to the original release date of The Beatles’ Let It Be. Since Starr’s album had been announced in December 1969, that date could not be changed. This scheduling conflict caused a great deal of strife for The Beatles and Apple. Suffice to say that when the three Beatles sent Ringo with a letter to argue with Paul about the release date, Starr was met with a great deal of anger from McCartney.

In the book Anthology, McCartney admits that he did lose his temper: “Ringo came to see me. He was sent, I believe – being mild mannered, the nice guy – by the others, because of the dispute. So Ringo arrived at the house, and I must say I gave him a bit of verbal. I said: ‘You guys are just messing me around.’ He said: ‘No, well, on behalf of the board and on behalf of The Beatles and so and so, we think you should do this,’ etc. And I was just fed up with that. It was the only time I ever told anyone to GET OUT! It was fairly hostile. But things had gotten like that by this time. It hadn’t actually come to blows, but it was near enough.”

While Starr was promoting the album he was also keeping himself busy with friends and artists that he admired. In fact he was keeping busy while recording Sentimental Journey. Leon Russell was in London recording some of his debut, self-titled solo album. While he was in London, some of his friends were there to help, including George Harrison and Ringo Starr. The Beatles had met Russell in the mid 1960s when he was a session player in Los Angeles. Through mutual respect and shared tastes in music they became friends. Once Russell relocated to England, it was only natural for him to make some calls. The album Leon Russell (Shelter Records) was released in March of 1970 and became a much loved album by future rock stars, such as Elton John, who regarded the album as an instant classic. 

Harrison was busy helping other American artists who had settled in London. Doris Troy (born Doris Elaine Higginsen in 1937) was a rhythm and blues artist and songwriter who got her start singing back-up for artists recording for Atlantic Records but sold her first song (‘How About That’) at the age of 16 in 1960. It was an R&B top ten hit for Dee Clark, and a top 40 Billboard hit. Troy sold the song for $100.00. In 1962 she co-wrote ‘Just One Look’ with Gregory Carroll, a producer, writer and performer. In 1963 Atlantic Records released the single and it was a top ten hit in America (both Billboard and Cash Box singles charts) and a number one single in Canada. In the UK it was not as successful for Troy, but The Hollies took their cover version to number two in the official record chart.

After ‘Just One Look’, Troy struggled to have a successful follow-up and by 1969 she decided to move to England, as she had a minor hit with ‘What’cha Going To Do About It’ and seemed to have more work in England. She was also a friend of Billy Preston, and was working on his Apple debut album, That’s The Way God Planned It (1969), which Harrison produced and provided guitar for. Troy ended up not only singing back-up but also co-writing ‘Everything’s All Right’, ‘Let Us All Get Together Right Now’ and ‘This Is It’ with Preston for the album. ‘Everything’s All Right’ was issued as a single.

It was during these sessions that Harrison met Troy. He was already a fan of her music, but in an interview in 1970 he said, “I first met Doris on this Billy Preston session. Doris had come over to England with a few demo tapes, because she’d decided that she wanted to live in England and try and do it from here like, I suppose, the thing that Jimi Hendrix did. She came to a session, and she’s been there ever since!”

In fact, Harrison quickly signed her to Apple, giving her her own office on the third floor at 3 Savile Row, and began to assist her in recording her Apple debut album. Troy recalled: “George said to me after the second session, ‘What are you doing, Doris? Are you free?’ I said, ‘Yeah, man, I’m free.’ He said ‘Do you want to sign with Apple?’ I said ‘Sure! Are you serious?’ He said, ‘Yeah.’ I said, ‘Well, I want to be a writer, producer and artist, OK?’ He said ‘OK.’”

Harrison called on some old friends, including Klaus Voormann, Leon Russell, Bonnie Bramlett, Delaney Bramlett, Peter Frampton, Eric Clapton, Steven Stills, Billy Preston and Ringo Starr. Troy later recalled: “We had Ringo Starr. He was one of my favourite people. He would be the first one there. He was so dedicated. I wish I could see him today and tell him how much I appreciate his enthusiasm and the way he worked, because he could play.”

Recording of the album began in September 1969 and was completed in the spring of 1970. Not only did Starr drum on the album, he also co-wrote two songs, ’Gonna Get My Baby Back’ and ‘You Give Me Joy Joy’. Starr met a number of artists during this recording that he would not only befriend but work with in the very near future. 

With John Mayall’s Bluebreakers, Eric Clapton, and Fleetwood Mac all topping the UK charts and selling out crowds everywhere, the blues were alive and well in England, and a lot of older blues musicians in the US took notice. A number of artists not only toured in the UK and Europe, but recorded there as well. Howlin’ Wolf was one such musician, who was invited to come to the UK by Eric Clapton. It is worth noting that this was the first time Wolf had recorded outside of the US. He was somewhat nervous about the recording. He needn’t have worried. Between 2 May 1970 and 7 May 1970, Wolf recorded an album featuring a virtual superband, including Clapton, Charlie Watts, Bill Wymen, Ian Stewart, Stevie Winwood, Stephen Stills, and one drummer named ‘Richie’. Richie was, of course, Ringo Starr, who had to use a pseudonym due to record company issues (Wolf recorded for Chess). The resulting album, The London Howlin’ Sessions, featured Starr on one track, ‘I Ain’t Superstitious’. 

According to producer Norman Dayron, Starr was present on the first day of recording, along with Klaus Voormann and Alan White (Yes, Plastic Ono Band). According to Dayron, quoted in the CD notes of the reissue of the album, they “tried different combinations of things on the first day...I think we were trying to feel our way into it.”  He also noted that Starr didn’t feel comfortable during the session, perhaps because he felt out of his element. Unlike The Rolling Stones and Eric Clapton, Starr’s music included blues, and rhythm and blues, but there was a lot of other music in his musical education. It is noted that his drumming is captured on the track ‘I Ain’t Superstitious’. Dayron also noted in the booklet that Starr requested that he be credited as ‘Richie’, not at the request of EMI or Apple. According to Dayron, “I said ‘how do you want to be listed on the album?’ He said, ‘just call me Richie’.”

However, in the 31 July 1971 issue of Melody Maker, Starr has a different view as to why he contributed to only one track on the released album. Starr seemed to have an issue with Dayron as a producer and could not conform to Dayron’s style. According to the article, Ringo said that  Dayron was not precise enough in aiming for a musical direction, and that Howlin’ Wolf seemed too dependent on the producer. Starr further stated: “after all, we’d gone there to play with Howlin’ Wolf. It was him we dig, not the producer.” Ringo was clear that he did not enjoy the sessions. “The sessions I played on I think were scrappy. I only played one night. Howlin’ Wolf was great though. He’d come around to you, singing to you all the blues. You have to get through that thing first, ‘well, look at me with Howlin’ Wolf. One of the great blues singers of our time, and there’s little old me playing with ‘im’. That scene you go through. Some things blow your mind, you know.”

The album was released in August of 1971 on Chess Records in the US and Rolling Stones Records in the UK. When the album was released in a deluxe form in 2003, Starr could be heard on two additional tracks, ‘Goin’ Down Slow’ and ‘I Want To Have A Word With You’.

Stephen Stills was another US musician based in London for a time. He knew The Beatles through their friendship with The Byrds. He was also featured on Doris Troy and Howlin’ Wolf’s albums and was also recording his debut solo album. Once again, Starr was available to help out, so during the early summer of 1970, Starr drummed on a couple of tracks for Stills: ‘To A Flame’ and ‘We Are Not Helpless’. The album, Stephen Stills (Atlantic) became a worldwide top ten album, helped with the huge single ‘Love The One You’re With’. 

Starr was also busy with Apple Records. While he did not sign as many artists as Harrison and Paul McCartney had since the label was launched in 1968, he did bring some interesting artists to the label, such as new classical composer, John Tavener. Tavener has since been hailed as one of the finest modern classical composers of the last 70 years. The Whale, his debut album for Apple, was his first major work, and he debuted it in 1968. Both Starr and John Lennon were big fans. Tavener met Starr through his brother, Roger Tavener. Roger Tavener was a very high end contractor, and Starr was meeting with him at his (Roger’s) house. John Tavener recalled: “My brother had prepared caviar, but Ringo just wanted a jam sandwich. We finally agreed to record The Whale at that meeting.” 

Starr arranged for Michael Bremner to record The Whale at the Church of St. John The Evangelist, Islington, London, on July 22, 23 and 24, 1970. The actual recording was made by the BBC Transcription Service. Ringo can be heard shouting at the eight minutes mark as part of a crowd. The Whale was released on 25 September 1970 to critical acclaim. It also sold quite well in classical circles. Interestingly, Ringo obviously loved The Whale, as he would re-release the album in 1977 on his own Ring O’ Records.

Finally Starr helped out his old Beatles Brothers, Harrison and Lennon, as well as Yoko Ono. His work with Harrison would lead to his second solo album, also released in 1970. From May through to October 1970 Harrison went to work on his triple album, the epic, classic All Things Must Pass. George had a huge supporting cast, and Ringo’s contribution was not large. Meanwhile, Ringo was the sole drummer for Lennon and Ono for their Plastic Ono Band albums. Recording took place in June, September and October of 1970. For John Lennon/Plastic Ono Band, Starr formed the perfect rhythm section with bassist Klaus Voorman. He did the same for Yoko Ono/Plastic Ono Band, although there was one track on that album featuring Ornette Coleman’s band. 

Luke Morgan Britton reported that Starr had told Uncut magazine in 2015 that working on John Lennon/Plastic Ono Band was one of his career’s highlights. Calling the sessions “incredible,” he went on to describe the recording with Lennon and Voormann as “the finest trios I had ever heard.” Further, although Lennon came to the sessions with complete songs, Starr remembered that the recording was more like a “jam session.” Lennon would kick the song off and Voormann and Starr would “kick it
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