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For the ones who humped the cases.

This is a work of fiction, written by a lifelong Beatles and Wings fan. 
The narrative is based on personal knowledge of events and people at the time. 
There may be sections or events that you remember differently and that’s OK. Please just take a little time and enjoy living those magical times once more.
Thanks.
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PS – I know, I don’t own the Wings logo but I hope that after fifty years, Paul won’t mind me using it. 
Ray. 
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Introduction: A Shoebox, Fifty Years On
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I am seventy-four years old, and for the best part of half a century there has been a shoebox in the bottom of my wardrobe that I have not had the nerve to open.

It is a Clarks box, the kind that once held a pair of brown brogues I bought for my sister's wedding in 1974 and ruined within the month. Inside it are forty-one nights of my life, written down in a hand that was never good and got worse the later the night went. Biro on the backs of crew sheets. Pencil on hotel notepaper. One entry on the inside of a flattened Marlboro carton, because that was all I had to hand at four in the morning in a corridor in Cincinnati, and I had things in my head I did not want to lose by the time I found paper.

I have meant to do something with these notes for a long time. My daughter has been on at me for years. "Dad, write it down properly before you forget it." The trouble is that I never forgot it. That was never the problem. The problem was that it was so good, and I was so young when I had it, that I have been frightened of getting it wrong. You spend your best summer on the road with Paul McCartney and Wings, you are twenty-three when it starts and you turn twenty-four somewhere over the Rockies, and then you spend the next fifty years being a bloke who installs kitchens in Houghton-le-Spring. You learn to keep certain memories behind glass. You do not handle them too often, in case they wear out.

But I am seventy-four. The glass has to come off some time.

So here it is. This is the diary I kept on the Wings Over America tour in the spring and early summer of 1976, from the third of May in Fort Worth, Texas, to the twenty-third of June at the Forum in Los Angeles. Twenty-one cities. Thirty-one shows, give or take, depending on how you count the nights they ran two and three in a row. I have tidied the spelling and joined up the bits where my younger self clearly wrote a sentence, fell asleep, and finished it the following afternoon believing it was the same thought. I have not tidied the rest. Where I was wrong about something at the time, I have mostly let it stand and put the correction next to it, because being wrong was part of being twenty-three.

A word about who I was, since you will be stuck with me for the next while.

My name is Ray Caldwell. I was born in Sunderland in July of 1952, which means that on the day the tour opened I was three weeks short of twenty-four, and that within a fortnight of the crew finding this out, every American on the production was calling me "Geordie." I want it on the record, here, on the first page, that I am not a Geordie. A Geordie is from Newcastle. I am a Mackem. There is a river between us and a great deal of history, none of which a sound engineer from Dallas was ever going to take on board, and I gave up explaining it round about Detroit. I answered to Geordie for forty-one nights and I have answered to worse since. The lads in the British half of the crew called me Caldy, or "Sunderland," or, on the two occasions I tried to mix a band a drink and got it catastrophically wrong, "barman."

I had got into the touring game the way most of us did, which is to say by knowing somebody who knew somebody and by being willing to lift heavy things in the dark for very little money. I'd done a couple of small runs in the States with American bands you have never heard of and never will, hauling backline up fire escapes and learning the difference between a wrench and a spanner the hard way, which is being handed the wrong one at speed by a man in a temper. Through a mate of mine from the Newcastle scene, a guitarist who'd gone out to LA and started doing well for himself fixing other people's amplifiers, my name got passed along, and along again, until one afternoon in the spring of 1976 I was standing in a rehearsal room being looked up and down by a production manager who asked me two questions. Could I keep my mouth shut, and could I work a sixteen-hour day without crying about it. I said yes to both. The first one was a lie and the second one was optimism, but I got the job, and the job was Wings.

I should be honest about my rank, because I have met a lot of men over the years who were on this tour or that tour and who have, in the retelling, gradually promoted themselves. I was not the tour manager. I was not Paul's man, the fellow who handed him the right bass at the right second and would have taken a bullet for him. I was not on the mixing desk. I was a backline humper who got lucky, which means I started the tour carrying flightcases and ended it, by accident and attrition, more or less responsible for keeping certain guitars and keyboards alive between the truck and the stage. I changed strings. I mopped condensation off a Hammond in a domed stadium in Seattle while sixty thousand people screamed. I taped down more cable than there is in the North Sea. I was, in the grand machine of that tour, a very small and very happy cog, and a small cog gets to stand in a wonderful place to watch the big wheels turn.

That, really, is the point of this book, if it has one. I was close enough to see everything and junior enough that nobody minded me being there. The famous people forget the man coiling cable. They say things in front of him they'd never say into a microphone. They are tired and kind and human in front of him at two in the morning in a way they cannot afford to be anywhere else. I saw a great deal of that, and almost all of it was good, and I have spent fifty years listening to people tell me that the seventies were grim and grey and that everyone was on strike, and thinking: you weren't where I was.

A few of the people you will meet in here are gone now, and I find I cannot write their names without stopping for a moment. Jimmy McCulloch, who played guitar like the devil owed him money and who was the funniest and most maddening twenty-two-year-old I ever shared a corridor with, died in 1979. He was younger than I am writing this sentence by half a century. There were others. The road is like that. You all swear you'll stay in touch and you mean it, and then the tour ends and the great family you built in seven weeks is scattered to the four winds and you are a kitchen-fitter in Houghton again, telling people things they don't believe.

So, if I dwell on the good and the daft and the funny, it's not because there was nothing else. It's because I have decided, at seventy-four, that the good and the daft and the funny are the truth of it, and the rest is just the weather it happened in.

One more thing, and then I'll let us get on the plane.

I cannot promise you that every word a famous man says in this book is the word he actually said. I was not carrying a tape recorder. I was carrying a road case. What I can promise is that I have not invented anyone's character, or put a meanness in a mouth that I never heard, or made myself braver or quicker or funnier than I was, which, God knows, would not have been hard to resist. Where I remember the gist but not the grammar, I've written down the gist and trusted you to understand that a memory fifty years old has been handled a lot and may have lost its sharp corners. Everything important is true. The feeling is true. That's the bit I was always frightened of getting wrong, and it's the bit I'm most sure of.

Right. The shoebox is open. Mind the dust.

Ray Caldwell Houghton-le-Spring, 2026
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Part One: Before the Lights
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Late April 1976 — a cold rehearsal room

[image: ]


The first thing I learned about working for Wings is that nobody told you anything you didn't strictly need to know, and that this was a mercy rather than a rudeness.

I arrived at the production rehearsals not really believing I had the job until somebody handed me a list with my name on it and a roll of gaffer tape, which in our trade is the same as being given the keys to the kingdom. The room was enormous and freezing and smelled of cold metal and cigarettes and, underneath it, very faintly, of bacon, which turned out to be the single most controversial smell of the entire tour and which I will come back to.

I want to describe what I saw, because I have never got over it.

There is a moment, if you do this job, when the whole apparatus of a major tour is laid out in front of you in a cold room before any of the magic is switched on, and it looks less like rock and roll than like the inside of a submarine. Cases. Hundreds of them. Anvil cases in black and silver, each one stencilled in white with what was inside and where it lived. Cable looms as thick as a man's leg, coiled and labelled. The lighting rig was on the floor in sections, and a fellow with a clipboard was walking up and down it the way a farmer walks a field. And in the middle of all of it, raised up on a riser, was the backline — the actual instruments, the things that would make the actual sound — and they looked, frankly, ordinary, and that ordinariness was the most thrilling thing in the room.

Because there it was. Paul's bass.

Now, I am going to be a bore about gear at various points in this book, and I make no apology, because the gear is half of what I was paid to love. The main bass was a Rickenbacker, a 4001, left-handed of course, and it was not a pristine museum piece. It was a tool. It had been played. The finish was worn where his forearm crossed it and the scratchplate had the matte, greasy sheen that only comes off ten years of human hands. You could have picked it out of a thousand basses with your eyes shut just by the feel of the wear. That bass had been to more places than I had, and it was about to go to twenty-one more.

Next to it, in its own case, treated by everyone with a sort of hush, was the Höfner. The violin bass. The Beatle bass. I want to be careful here, because I have read accounts since that get reverent about it and I don't think Paul himself was reverent about it at all — to him it was a light little thing he'd played as a boy and went back to for the old songs because it felt right in the hand. But the rest of us were reverent, because we knew what we were looking at. When that case was open you found you'd lowered your voice without deciding to.

I'll do the full inventory another night. For now, know that there were guitars enough to stock a shop, a grand piano that travelled with us and was the bane of every load-out, electric pianos and an organ and a Moog synthesiser that hummed like a fridge and which Linda would play, a drum kit that took two of us the better part of an hour to set and tune, and a brass section's worth of horns in their own velvet-lined coffins. There were amplifiers in walls. There was a sound system, run by a company of Texans called Showco, that was the size of a terraced street and which I came to regard with the wary respect you'd give a large, friendly, slightly stupid animal that could kill you by accident.

I did not meet the band that first day. I met the crew, which mattered more, because the crew was who I'd live and die with.

There was a lighting designer I'll call Maurice, a Londoner with a way of standing very still and looking at a stage that made you think he was doing arithmetic, which he was. There was a Welshman everyone called Taff, naturally, who could rig anything and feared nothing and once, later in the tour, walked along a truss thirty feet up eating a sandwich. There was a cockney sparrow of a fellow we called Sparrow, who handled cable and chaos with equal cheer and who taught me, in the first week, the single most useful sentence in road-crew English: "It was like that when I found it." And there were the Texans.

The Showco lads were a revelation to me. I'd worked with Americans before but never with Texans, and the difference is the difference between a strong cup of tea and a bucket of it. They were enormous, every one of them, and unfailingly polite in a way that took me a fortnight to stop finding suspicious, and they knew their sound rig the way a good mechanic knows an engine — by ear, by smell, by the feel of a thing being not quite right. Their chief was a slow-moving giant I'll call Buck, who called everybody "buddy" and could lift things that should have required a forklift and who, the first time he heard me speak, stopped dead and said, with genuine wonder, "Buddy, I cannot understand one word in five that comes out of your mouth." I told him it was a privilege he'd have to earn. He laughed for about a day.

That was the first day. I went back to a cheap hotel, lay on the bed without taking my boots off, and wrote in the diary: Got the job. It's real. Saw the Höfner. Don't tell anyone I cried a bit.

I'm telling everyone now. I cried a bit.
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Early May — over the water
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I'll keep the travel short, because travel is the most boring part of any tour and the part the audience never thinks about.

We flew to America in stages, gear and crew not always together, and there is no romance in a cargo manifest. The romance, such as it was, came when the band travelled with us, which on this tour they often did, and that was a thing I had not expected. A lot of big acts keep the talent and the crew apart like a school dance, boys on one side, girls on the other. Wings didn't, or not as much. Part of that was Paul, who I'd been warned was "down to earth" in the way you're always warned, the warning usually being rubbish. It wasn't rubbish. Part of it was Linda, who simply refused to let the thing be grand, and who I will defend to my last breath against everyone who ever sneered at her, because she was the warmest person on that entire tour and the only one who ever asked me about my mother.

The other thing about Wings travelling as a unit was the children.

This is the detail that nobody believes, so I'll state it plainly. Paul and Linda brought their kids on the road. Heather, the eldest, who was getting on for a teenager and had the long-suffering air of a girl who'd grown up around extraordinary things and found them, correctly, slightly embarrassing. And the two little ones, Mary and Stella, who were small enough that the whole touring circus arranged itself around them in ways the press never saw. There were colouring books in the production office. There was a row, early on, about the kids being near the pyrotechnics, which ended with the pyrotechnics losing. Once you have watched a man who wrote "Yesterday" crawling round a hotel carpet being a horse, you stop being able to hold him at the proper worshipful distance, and I think that was rather the point.

We landed. We acclimatised. We were sworn at by customs. And then we went to Texas, to a hall in Fort Worth, to find out whether seven weeks of rehearsal added up to anything, in front of people who'd paid to find out the same thing.

I was so frightened and so happy I could hardly hold the pen.
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Part Two: Texas, and the Whole Thing Catches Fire
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May 3rd — Fort Worth, Texas. Tarrant County Convention Hall. The first night.
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We opened in Fort Worth, and I have wondered ever since why Texas, of all places, to launch the comeback of an Englishman who'd written the soundtrack to half the planet's love affairs. I think the answer was simple and it was Showco. The sound company was a Dallas outfit, the rig lived in Texas, and if you're going to find out whether your enormous untested production actually works, you do it close to home where you can throw money and men at it when it doesn't. Fort Worth was the dress rehearsal that the public was allowed to watch.

Load-in started in the dark and the dark did not let up for a long time. The hall was a decent size but not a vast one, and I remember thinking it was a peculiar room to put the most anticipated tour in years into, the kind of place that usually held a livestock show or a wrestling card. There was bunting somewhere. There was a smell of fried food coming up through the floor that had Buck's Texans practically weeping with homesickness and joy and had me, a Sunderland lad raised on chips, feeling oddly at home myself.

Setting the stage for the first time when it counts is a different animal to setting it in rehearsal. In rehearsal, if the riser's an inch out, you shrug and shim it. On a show day, with the clock running and a production manager's voice going up in pitch behind you, an inch out is the end of the world. We got the backline up. We got the drums set — Joe English's kit, a big, businesslike American kit, and I learned that day that Joe wanted his kit a particular way and noticed at once if it wasn't, which is the mark of a real drummer and the despair of a tired roadie. We got the keyboards run. We hung the lights. Maurice walked his field.

And then there were the explosions, and I had better tell you about the explosions now, because they are going to come up at nearly every show and I am not going to be able to resist them.

"Live and Let Die" was in the set. Of course it was. And "Live and Let Die," if you've ever heard it, is built to blow up. There is a moment where the whole thing detonates into that great orchestral wallop, and somebody on the production — somebody clever and somebody, I came to feel, with a slightly worrying gleam in his eye — had decided that this moment should be marked with actual fire. Flash pots. Maroons. Pyrotechnics charges set in pots across the front of the stage and triggered, on the night, by a man with a board of switches and a great deal of responsibility.

The first time they tested them properly, in the empty Fort Worth hall, with most of us not warned, the bang took ten years off everyone in the building. Sparrow dropped
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