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				Introduction

				Terry O’Neill was a working-class boy from Romford who became the most prolific photographer of his generation – but before he ever picked up a camera, he dreamed of becoming a musician. As he was establishing himself in the world of media photography in the early 1960s, The Beatles – four Liverpudlian boys from similarly underprivileged stock, who shared his original dream – were working tirelessly in the pursuit of success. 

				By the summer of 1963, the band had tasted that success in the form of theirchart-topping debut album, Please Please Me. They were stars on the rise but still far from the full height of their fame. In July, they travelled to London’s Abbey Road Studios.

				Meanwhile, over on Fleet Street, Terry O’Neill’s reputation as a bold young grafter with an ear for good music and a finger on the cultural pulse had caught the attention of the Daily Sketch’s picture editor, Len Franklin, who tasked O’Neill with documenting a burgeoning phenomenon. 

				“We think youth is on the rise in England and it’s going to change the world,” Franklin said. “We want you to photograph that.” The mission began with a trip to Abbey Road, where the Beatles were in the middle of recording one of their most successful early hits, ‘She Loves You’.  

				“The studio was unionized then,” O’Neill later recalled. “Manned by technicians in brown work coats, shirts and ties, who had to be paid overtime and took tea breaks. It was during one of those breaks that I took The Beatles out to the backyard for a portrait.” 

				Though O’Neill would later describe the shot as “amateurish”, it possessed a candid, of-the-moment appeal that was rarely seen in media shots of that era: the spontaneous backyard setting, with its gritty walls looming like a symbol of the band’s working-class background, along with their posture and style – longish hair and smart-casual clothes, holding their instruments with intent – seemed to capture both the shifting mood of the culture and The Beatles’ place within it.
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				The photograph languished in Franklin’s in tray for several weeks until, one Saturday, with no breaking news to report, it was printed on the magazine’s front page. The issue sold out, generating hype around the young four-piece and helping them on their way to the superstardom that would follow. “I didn’t realize at the time that I was part of history,” O’ Neill said. “They were young, I was young, and the world was young.”

				But times were changing. In pre-1960s Britain, young people weren’t considered important – they were fodder for the office, the factory, or the frontline. Then came the end of automatic conscription in the National Service. For a post-war generation who wanted something new, the world opened up. They rejected the music, clothes and social mores of their parents. They filled pubs and clubs and danced to rock ’n’ roll. Two phenomena that defined this heady cultural moment? The music of The Beatles, and the photography of Terry O’Neill. 

				“We all used to hang out at the Ad Lib Club –” O’Neill recalled, “actors, musicians, designers, photographers and models, all chatting about our work. We never stopped to ask what it meant, we were simply having a great time. We’d all started out together in one of the biggest cultural and social revolutions for decades. Most people were from the working and lower classes and getting opportunities they’d never had before. No one thought it would last. If it all went wrong, George Harrison told me he wanted to work in a shop. Ringo Starr was going to buy a chain of hairdressers.”

				It was the start of enduring relationships, both personal and professional, between The Beatles and Terry O’Neill. He shot them again on the set of their 1964 film, A Hard Day’s Night, and as they rehearsed at Wembley Park Studios before their television special. “The Beatles knew how to work the camera – my camera, as well as the television cameras. They were magic on film, and what we were doing behind those cameras was to propel them from a club band to number-one recording artists.”
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				In autumn of 1964, O’Neill and Ringo, by then good friends, sauntered on to Downing Street with a camera and a Cuban cigar. Ringo was a fan of Winston Churchill and his “V for Victory” hand sign, and wanted to pay homage to the elderly statesman and his greeting. “In those days, there was no terrorism, so the public could just walk past the front door,” O’Neill remembered. Ringo bit the cigar and raised the V, and O’Neill took a photograph which captured the intersection of British politics and art in the second half of the twentieth century. “He did the pose and then we were off. I think we were both nervous he’d be spotted and we didn’t want to attract too much attention. At this time, The Beatles were the biggest band in the world – a long way from when I first met them only a few years prior.”

				1967 saw the opening of The Apple Boutique, a retail outlet run by The Beatles’ fledgling multimedia company, Apple Corps. “I think most of London was invited to the opening,” O’Neill said. “I saw Cilla Black, and Twiggy and her manager Justin de Villeneuve. I remember they were serving apple juice because the store didn’t have a liquor licence. It was a great opening and, for once, I wish I’d used colour film, because the inside of the store was electric!”

				The Beatles broke up in 1970, but O’Neill maintained personal and working relationships with the individual members. In 1974, he travelled to Henley-on-Thames to photograph George Harrison on the grounds of his neo-Gothic mansion, Friar Park. “He had everything there, including a full studio that was apparently better than Abbey Road. He took me on a walk through the gardens. It was like a wonderland, complete with caves, gardens, grottoes and streams. There was this one little pool of water with a small deck that had the most perfect view of the house. George sat down on it, zen as anything, draped in his off-orange Hare Krishna wrap. He looked completely at peace. When I looked up and saw the outline of this magical-looking house behind him, I knew it was going to be a stunner of a portrait.”
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				In 1981, O’Neill attended Ringo’s wedding to the model Barbara Bach and later the reception at the London club Rags. There as a cherished guest, he had also been asked to take photos of the wedding and reception to be used in newspapers and magazines worldwide. A courier on a bike was on standby outside the venue, waiting to collect the negatives from O’Neill and race them across London to the developer, then race them back again so that the newly married couple could enjoy the contact sheets while the celebrations were still going on. O’Neill’s pictures from the day show some of the most natural images of the band members ever captured, as they played and sang, not for a screaming crowd, but for their own enjoyment, and as friends. Photos ran in every major paper the next day, worldwide.

				“I took my camera, and during the wedding reception, Paul suddenly took over the piano and began serenading the guests, a very private, informal, intimate moment. I love those shots, and looking back now at everything I’ve seen or heard, it’s incredible to think that I was that close to Paul McCartney, celebrating with his old bandmate.”

				O’Neill worked with McCartney throughout the 1980s, shooting him on film sets, during rehearsals with his new band Wings, or relaxing with his wife, Linda. There were further sessions with Ringo and George, too, as O’Neill continued working with Beatles members well into the 1990s, taking their relationship into its fourth decade – and beyond, with a portrait session with Paul for The Sunday Times Magazine in 2008.

				“My career, in many ways, started with The Beatles,” O’Neill said. They had met at the very beginning, before the band went on to dominate the music world, and the photographer conquered Hollywood and beyond. “At almost every exhibition I’ve opened, it’s one of the first questions to come up: what was it like to work with The Beatles?”
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				“I was the youngest photographer on Fleet Street. One day, my editor said to me, ‘There’s a new young band recording at Abbey Road, and we want you to go over and take some pictures.’ I knew a lot of the bands and the club scene in London, but this one was down in London from Liverpool recording at Abbey Road. 

				Well, that band turned out to be The Beatles.”

				Terry O’Neill
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				The Beatles in the garden of Abbey Road Studios, 1 July 1963.

				On the first day of July in 1963, The Beatles met at Abbey Road Studios to record their single ‘She Loves You’ and its B-side ‘I’ll Get You’. Aged 24 at the time, Terry O’Neill was sent by his editor to photograph the band. O’Neill appreciated shooting in natural light, so at one point he took the band out the back doors of EMI’s Studio Two. Apparently, the weather that day was all blue sky and 18-degree sunshine. 

				O’Neill wanted to make sure they were portrayed as musicians, but he was anxious about transporting Ringo’s drums to the garden: “Paul, John and George were all playing guitars, so that was pretty easy. But then how do I show that Ringo is the drummer? I know — I’ll have him hold up his sticks and a cymbal.”
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				“I went over to the studio and these four lads – a few years younger than me – were recording with George Martin. It was unionized then; technicians in brown work coats, shirts, and ties, who had to be paid overtime and took tea breaks. I didn’t like the light in the studio, so during one of those union breaks, I took The Beatles out back in the yard for a portrait. John seemed to be the important figure in the band, but in the picture, Paul’s on his shoulder.”

				Terry O’Neill
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				The Beatles recording ‘She Loves You’ and its B-side, ‘I’ll Get You’ with their producer George Martin and publisher Dick James at EMI’s Studio Two in Abbey Road, 1 July 1963.
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				During this studio session, John Lennon played his Gibson J-160E ‘Jumbo’ acoustic electric guitar, which he’d bought for £160 from a Liverpool music shop the previous September (Brian Epstein had co-signed for it, as Lennon couldn’t cover the cost himself). He was very fond of that guitar, but it was sadly stolen during the band’s Christmas performance at Finsbury Park Astoria later that year. Paul is seen playing his Höfner violin bass.
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